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Introduction

o

Connected Stories,
Disconnected Borders:
Writing Histories of Borderlands

Contestations, appropriations and subversions marked the
politics of space and identity in northeastern colonial India. This
book focuses on Goalpara and its connections with the surrounding
regions: the Eastern Duars, Cooch Behar, the southern foothills
of Bhutan, the northeastern borders of Bengal and the western
borders of Assam. Although the book begins in the late Mughal
imperium, itis the period between the early 1800s and the 1930s that
provides the actual temporal frame, being the closest approximate
dates within which to plot spatial shifts in the region’s history.
Through a span of nearly a century and a half, the work traces
the spatial history of an area that has come to be represented as
a historically ‘transitional” region: the introduction of elements
of an anomalous Mughal political ‘frontier’ into a distinct local
space that was characterised by a certain liminality but also by a
larger connected history, and the subsequent transformation of
this space into a fragmented zone of dependent and independent
polities and bounded political units of the colonial state. In the
last Goalpara was transformed into a circumscribed colonial
borderland district with a fractured administrative history, itself
a product of processes that had reduced it to a marginal realm of
colonial cores.!

Goalpara shared cultural and historical memories with Bhutan,
Tibet, Cooch Behar, and parts of Bengal and Assam. From the
mid-nineteenth century, colonial policies gradually re-constituted
it as a separate and marginal space. It became economically and
culturally peripheral, initially to the colonial empire in eastern
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India and subsequently to the Indian nation and post-colonial
state. Simultaneously, however, Goalpara also fragmented into
‘many borderlands’, fraughtby contesting narratives and counter—
narratives, the tension over appropriations manifesting itself
in local politics as well as in the trajectories of the neighbouring
nationalisms of the more compact regions of Assam and Bengal.
From the late nineteenth to the middle of the twentieth century
was a critical time in the region’s history, as different groups
resisted various processes of marginalisation that accompanied
the subsuming spatial strategies of the state and of emerging
nationalisms. These strategies however, are hardly ever
unequivocal and in Goalpara too, they were reclaimed by local
groups for appropriating and circumventing the process of
colonial production of space. The articulation of a ‘Goalparia’
identity in the early decades of the twentieth century was a
reflection of this.

My initial forays into research in this area were to study a brief
period of dramatic economic change that had been triggered by
an unprecedented migration from eastern Bengal into the western
borders of the colonial province of Assam in the early twentieth
century. What had until then been evidently a region with large
stretches of uninhabited lands and sparse population was within
a decade, transformed into a space marked by extensive mobility
and sharp rises in population, aided considerably by the policies
of the colonial state that encouraged large groups of people to
settle and cultivate these tracts of land as well as by the conditions
of growing saturation of available cultivable land in eastern and
northern Bengal and the subsequent migration northeastwards
towards what were termed as some of the most fertile remaining
agricultural frontiers of South Asia (Bose 1986; Eaton 1993). The
resultant changes in patterns of land use, and its divergent impact
on different social groups and on local organisational politics
have been discussed in some detail in available historical works
on Goalpara, particularly those of Amalendu Guha (Guha 1974,
1977, Barman 1994; Guha 2000). The implicit (and sometimes
not so implicit) representation of Goalpara and its surrounding
areas as historical ‘frontiers’ and later ‘borderlands’ of ‘heartlands’
remained untroubled, nevertheless, in these works. Working
backwards from the twentieth century demographic influx into
the region, therefore, I began retracing the pre-history of this
borderland and the making of its marginality. The ‘borderland’
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now increasingly appeared as a construct, with a pre-history of a
rich connected past that included distinct local practices of space.
Elements of these continued to survive into the colonial and post-
colonial period as well, most visibly as practices of memory that
resisted various peripheralisations and framed the collective. It is
such enduring transgressions that this book is about.

There could be several ways of writing the history of this region,
of its representation as a ‘frontier’, its induced fragmentation
under colonialism and of its appropriation, erasure and rein-
scription into the grand narratives of the post-colonial histories of
several nations as new spaces. In the records of the colonial state,
it is a ‘frontier’ on the subcontinental mainstream in terms of
social norms, speech practices, notions of political power, agrarian
production, marketing networks and ecosystems, a view that
framed the region as a zone of greater liminality and exaggerated
indeterminate boundaries than was usually allowed for by official
discourses when negotiating with pre-colonial communities
and polities in northeastern India. This is a representation that
finds disturbing echoes in the post-colonial histories of the nations
that Goalpara and its surrounds spill into, where their history sur-
faces only as fragments, as the stories of the borders of ‘heartlands’,
oras the histories of the fringes of nation states. In the few historical
works in which parts of this region feature, itis a ‘frontier’, albeit
of various kinds, to be subsumed into larger spaces of the Mughal
and colonial empire and then of the nation. Richard Eaton’s work
on the spread of Islam into Bengal, with its focus on the eastern
‘frontiers’ covers a part of the region that the work studies and
hence is a good example to begin with (Eaton 1993). Eaton has
several references in his book to the polity of Koch Behar, an area
that he identifies only as being located in the ‘remotest frontiers of
imperial expansion’ (ibid.: 157). The presence of vast marshlands
and dense forests and the absence of a powerful state that could
resist the advancing Mughal army ensured that ‘in the east, the
agricultural and political frontiers collapsed into one’ (ibid.: xxiv)
with a third frontier, the cultural frontier of Islam, also blending
into it. The description of the eastern polity of Koch Behar,
along with the neighbouring region of Kamrup, is as a ‘frontier’
of various kinds for the civilisation that was Bengal and this is
reiterated through the book. More recently, Joya Chatterji writing
on the arbitrariness of the processes that were involved in the
partition of India, makes an equally arbitrary categorisation of the
societies and polities on the borders of Bengal:
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For much of its medieval history, Bengal remained a marcher
region over which the empires of the north had at best an uncertain
control, and culturally it retained many of the characteristics of a
frontier zone, between the settled agrarian society of the Gangetic
plains and the nomadic cultivators, hunters and gatherers of India’s
northeast (Chatterjee 2007: 6).

This ‘core’ centric imagination, with its view from mainland
India and from the heartlands of Bengal, and its willingness to
allow an unproblematised overlap of the borders of historical
research with those of the nation is also reflected in Swaraj Basu’s
history of an identity movement among the Rajbanshis, a com-
munity that inhabited parts of north Bengal, eastern Bihar and
Goalpara.? Basuacknowledges thatenquiries into differences in the
societal structures between the community living in Goalpara and
in Bengal could lend greater complexity to the narrative. Neither
this, nor the fact that the movement had a significant origin and
presenceinthearea,temptstheauthor,however, tocrosstheborders
of his research into adjacent Goalpara. The trend is resonated in
histories from Bhutan. Leo Rose’s study projects the contemporary
identity of Bhutan as a sovereign, independent nation, into the
colonial and even the pre-colonial period (Rose 1977). Aspects of
shared histories and elements of overlapping sovereignty and
territoriality are impossible to recover when interactions between
Bhutan, the Duar area and polities such as Bijni and Sidli, are
introduced under the heading of ‘foreign relations’.*> Without
the exploration of pre-colonial notions of power and space in the
region, shared sovereignty can only appear to be a ‘curious form
of joint administration’, between political units that are in Rose’s
representation, ‘similar to contemporary ones’. And his text
becomes yet another strategy for an anachronistic construction of
the nation. Little wonder then that ‘it is still extraordinary that
we still find it difficult to count histories that do not belong to a
contemporary nation’ (Duara 1995: 3).

Evidently, the agenda for histories of these countries as well
as those of northeastern Bengal and regions further east in the
colonial period, continue to be set by the empirical and theoretical
preoccupations of historians who are reluctant not just to think
outside of the boundaries of the modern nation state but also
outside of the colonial spatial order. And scholars of South Asia
are apparently not alone in this. Northeastern India is a liminal
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frontier zone for historians of South East Asian Studies as well.
Historians of southeast Asia might see Java as ‘free of the burden
of being a civilisation ... a cross-roads that draws upon, trans-
forms and reworks currents coming from China, Champa, India,
Iraq and even the Netherlands’ (Subrahmanyam 2005: 6), but
in the works of scholars working on Thailand, Indonesia and
Vietnam, areas such as northeastern India, Yunan, Sri Lanka,
Madagascar and New Guinea continue to be represented as
‘marches, the borderlands that separate the region from other
world regions’ (van Schendel 2002: 650-51). There is a return
to the civilisational narrative here, perhaps subtler than in the
classic cores, but a return nevertheless. A key concern of this book
is the hidden (and sometimes not so hidden) persistence of this
narrative that ‘necessarily (if not intentionally) induces a reading
back of “present-national sentiments” into a timeless past ...
thereby prevent(ing) history from working against the cultural
hegemonies in the present by stultifying our analysis of mobility,
context, agency, contingency, and change’ (Ludden 2005: 3).

And it is the critique of this pervasive presence of the civil-
isational approach that tends to ambush even the most unlikely
of historians, that can be a useful scaffolding for researching
spatial histories such as the ones being studied here. Despite the
processes of state formation in certain parts (Cooch Behar, Bhutan),
these are places that remained outside of the ‘civilisational” cores
of neighbouring Assam and Bengal except when the narratives
of later cultural nationalism demanded that the peripheries be
identified as repositories of civilisational antiquity. Even this act
of inclusion into the national pasts of cores condemned this
region to the inferior temporality of a space that consisted of frag-
ments of ancient histories of various nations. That these border
areas lacked a certain geographical compactness (the privilege of
neighbouring Bengal, for example) and were marked by the
difficult terrain of the Himalayas, the Tibetan plateau and dense
forests at the foothills, all of which made the region appear like a
conglomerate of separate physical entities only reaffirmed its
historical peripheralisation. Writing on an area contiguous to
this region, Willem van Schendel describes these as ‘places that
disappear into the folds of the map ... regions which are victims of
cartographic surgery ... routinely sliced into pieces by the makers
of regional maps, a treatment never meted out to heartlands such
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as the Ganges valley- (van Schendel 2002: 652). This is a similar
region, not well-defined either in its geography or its culture in
the pre- and early colonial period.

How then does one write the history of spaces that have
until now appeared only as disconnected fragments of national
borders in dominant histories? An answer could lie in writing
connected histories of these spaces, where the pre-colonial history
of such places is studied in terms of an interface ‘between the
local and the regional ... and the supra-regional, at times even
global’ (Subrahmanyam 1997: 745). The agenda then becomes
one of writing connected, rather than comparative, histories for
researching the period of the early modern, a concept that does
away with the pressure of researching well-defined convenient
geographical units of analysis and defies civilisational constants.
Instead, connected histories envisage a ‘world of interactions
. which enables issues of space to be looked at flexibly and in a
temporally dynamic fashion’ (Subrahmanyam 2005: 3). These are
insights that this book will borrow from in order to reconstruct
- the history of this northeastern borderland in the years preceding,
as well in the initial decades of, British rule. If ‘it makes little sense
to talk of southeast Asia in this period as if it were isolated from
the Indian world’ (Subrahmanyam 1997: 746) it makes equally
little, if not lesser sense to write a history of these borderlands by
cutting it off at the borders of the Indian state when so much of
it was about the myriad cultural and economic connections with
places that included Bhutan, Tibet, Nepal, Bengal and Assam.

This history daes not claim the broad sweep of geography.that
may define other ¢onnected histories but foregrounds the richness
of its interactions that forge links with several nations. The story of
Goalpara and of the regions around it is about the significance of
social places that existed in various complex networks of exchange
and memories of these places that refused to disappear under the
onslaught of colonial modernity and even survived to subvert it.
And it is an important indictment of the civilisational discourse
that has survived ‘despite our awareness that people have been
moving, for millennia, back and forth across this semi-pergeable
membrane between the “civilised” and the “uncivilised” or the
“not-yet-civilised”, despite the perennial existence of societies that
occupy an intermediate position socially and culturally between
the two presumed spheres. It survives despite massive evidence
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of cultural borrowing and exchange ... survives in both directions
despite an economic intregation driven by complementarity that
makes the two spheres a single economic unit’ (Scott 2009: 99).

An obvious underlying argument in all of this is a revisiting, yet
again, of the much critiqued, ‘deep, tenacious and ... repressive
connection between history and the nation’ (Duara 1995: 4).*
Nationalist histories in India, while being ‘agendas for power’ in
their own right, also consistently met the new nation’s demands
for a homogenising historical narrative, such as could subsume
smaller, errant histories in the very act of resisting colonialism.
The process of subsumation is reproduced and within the ‘regional
histories’, the story of a regional nationalism represses alternative
narratives about spaces made illegitimate by the triumphant
story of the nation. Thus within an India nationalist historical
geography with its focus on routes that run east-west along the
Gangetic basin, Assam remains a eastern frontier in perpetuity
(Ludden 2005: 3). In Assam’s own nationalist narratives, however,
these frameworks of dominance and appropriation re-emerge to
marginalise borderland spaces such as Goalpara.

Recovering local history and the multiplicity of dynamic
spaces that confronted the colonial and later the nation state,
becomes important then if we are to write histories other than
the biographies of nations. For studies of northeastern India and
the regions around it, of particular relevance in this context is
Willem van Schendel’s pioneering work on ‘Zomia’ studies as a
critique of histories written from ‘heartlands’ and its powerful
indictment of ‘area studies” which use ‘geographical metaphors
to visualise and naturalise particular social spaces as well as
particular scales of analysis. They produce geographies of knowing
but also create geographies of ignorance’ (van Schendel 2002:
647). Against such state-centred views of the world, van Schendel
proposes the use of the term ‘Zomia” for a vast borderland region
of Asia, marginal in various aspects, comprising of Kashmir,
North India, Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim, Bhutan, Northeast India, the
Chittangong Hill Tracts (Bangladesh), Burma, Yunan and Sichuan
(China), Thailand, Laos and Vietnam, the inhabitants of which
shared language affinities, religious commonalities, cultural traits,
ancient trade networks and ecological conditions such as moun-
tain agriculture. (ibid.: 653) ...(Q)uartered and rendered periph-
eral by strong communities of area specialists of East, Southeast,
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South and Central Asia’, (ibid.: 647) the production of knowledge
about Zomia slowed down, affected by the academic politics of
scale that create and sustain area studies. Concerns with Zomia’s
marginalisation and a reiteration of its significance as ‘one of the
largest remaining non-state spaces in the world” has returned as
key themes in James Scott’s recent work on the history of upland
Southeast Asia. Marked by its variety rather than its uniformity
(and hence a ‘negative’ region unlike other areas that qualify to
be ‘regions’), ‘the signal, distinguishing trait of Zomia, vis-a-vis
the lowland regions it borders, is that it is relatively stateless ...
the hill populations of Zomia have actively resisted incorporation
into the framework of the classical state, the colonial state, and
the independent nation-state’ (Scott 2009: 19). These are concerns
that overlap with those of an emerging and growing body of
borderland studies that are recovering histories both outside
and beyond the nation while raising related questions about the
structuring of colonial knowledge and the historicity of spaces.®
Their research offers an important alternate conceptual location
for scholars looking across Asian borders.

It is significant then that the geographical area that this book
researches is also a large part of Zomia. It is fitting too that no
single nation can claim the history that this book writes. The
physical area that it covers overlaps the boundaries of at least
three nation states: India, Bangladesh and Bhutan. If differing
notions of space such as this work explores, particularly sacred
topographies, are used, its history extends even further to include
parts of Tibet, China and Nepal. Thus, ‘...we are obliged more
and less constantly to rethink our notions of frontiers and circuits,
to redraw maps that emerge from the problematics we wish to
study rather than invent problematics to fit our pre-existent
cartographies” (Subrahmanyam 2005: 4). The attempt is to see
the region not just in terms of its connections with the immediate
locale, but also with the histories of other larger spaces which it
simultaneously historicises: the more stable spaces of ‘Assam’
and ‘Bengal’ that had emerged by the mid-nineteenth century.”
The identity of this place as a non-frontier space, a margin, a
frontier or a borderland, therefore becomes one that is contextual
and relational.

These are issues of concern for historians re-writing the
northeast in recent times. David Ludden’s ‘Where is Assam?” is
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an exasperation with unimaginative national borders and their
implications for the cultural politics of regions such as Assam
which are shaped by extensive human mobility (Ludden 2005).
Laying out the ways in which national geography controls spa-
tial imagination, ‘and conveys a specific location, identity and
meaning’, Ludden makes a plea for locating the history of Assam
within a more ‘flexible geography’ that would trace ‘mobile
and overlapping elements in human history in the valleys and
mountains around the Brahmaputra and Barak rivers’ (Ludden
2005: 3). Assam occupies a borderland of Asian drainage systems
and hence ‘the Brahmaputra ... is the easternmost river of south
Asia, but it is also the westernmost in east Asia’. In this context,
India’s Northeast is commonly found on maps of east Asia. Assam
and the rest of the northeast, as well as the adjacent Chittagong
Hill Tracts in Bangladesh, can subsequently be seen as a western
region of east Asia, an eastern region of south Asia, and as a region
where south and east Asia overlap. It is this overlapping that is
impossible to accommodate on national maps; it thus effectively
disappears from the public conscious. (ibid.)

The practices of the post-colonial state as well would appear to
demonstrate an inability to escape the continuing hold of a colonial
spatial imagination, the persistent resonance of which continue
to determine political mobilisations around ideas of ethnicity,
territorial rights and indigeneity in contemporary northeastern
India (Baruah 2008). As an antidote for this imagination, the
political scientist Sanjib Baruah suggests a recognition of local cul-
tural dynamics and strategies of space and their persistence into
contemporary times. The argument he makes made here about
foregroundinglocalspatial practicesisonethatisstrongly echoedin
this book. As also the significance of recovering possible connected
histories, which are really counter-perspectives for under-
standing otherwise ignored marginal elements of local cultures.

The period from the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth
centuryisagood place tobegin this process of recovery. A scattered
collection of sources (sanads, travelogues from Mughal exped-
itions, early colonial travel, and ethnographic writings, private
manuscripts and records from the colonial archive) reveals elem-
ents of connected histories. This is the terrain of the two initial
chapters of the book. The first chapter explores how the region
that became the colonial district of Goalpara and adjacent parts of
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northeastern Bengal appears in these sources (much like it does
in Eaton’s work, for example) as the last zones of Mughal rule,
with an inhospitable climate and dense forests, described as a
‘frontier outpost’ through the period of late Mughal rule, with its
chieftains scattered over the largely unconquered countryside,
tied in loose tributary relationships with local Mughal officials.
The Baharastan-1-Gayabi,® an account written in Persian by a com-
mander of a Mughal expedition in this region in the mid-
seventeenth century, records in detail the several rebellions by
local chieftains, Koch cultivators and Mughal officials who had
been appointed to regulate revenue administration in the area,
details of which are interspersed with accounts of the difficulties
of military expeditions in the forested tracts of what was perceived
as a frontier region of the Mughal empire. These are images that
colonial records and accounts reiterate. The most exhaustive of
these accounts were those of Francis Buchanan Hamilton, who
writes:

During the Mogul rule, the Nawab resided at Rangamatti with
some troops; but it seemed to have been the wish of the Mogul
government to encourage the growth of forests and reeds and
which might serve as a check to the incursions of the Assamese
and nothing was required of the chiefs descended from Parikshit
nor from the zamindars from the hilly country except a tribute
so nominal. The petty chiefs who remained nominally under the
authority of the Nawab of Rangamatti would have been entirely
uninterrupted in cutting each other’s throats, and in reducing the
country to a desert.’

The extension of Mughal rule into the region effected changes
in the local political economy through a transformation of pat-
terns of revenue settlement, and as the book discusses in its first
chapter, this was evident in the extension of the margins of agri-
culture and of peasantisation as also in the sustained peasant
rebellions against difficult revenue demands by local chieftains. A
trend within local historiography has been to attribute the failure
of the Mughal imperium to adequately incorporate this part of
eastern India into its administrative structures, to the unfamiliarity
of this difficult environmental terrain. By returning the historical
gaze to local structures of power and authority instead, the book
suggests important inquiries into the ways in which states are
shaped and produced in negotiation with local communities.
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The first chapter also lays out many bases of the connected
histories that are the core of the book — shared cultural, economic
and social characteristics such as hill agriculture and physical
mobility — between the different social groups of Mughal Goalpara
and its surrounds. '

The second chapter of the book demonstrates that the late
eighteenth century in this part of eastern India was not about
the extension of political frontiers of the late Mughals alone. It
was equally significant for the complex workings of local power
and hierarchy that continued to be produced in the various shared
spaces that marked the region, enabled and sustained by its
connections with Bhutan, Tibet, Cooch Behar, and other surround-
ing areas. The chapter explores how, towards the northern parts,
examples of these interdependencies translated into ideas of
overlapping territoriality and sovereignty for the Rajas of Bijni,
Sidli and Koch Behar and the Dharma Raja of Bhutan. The prac-
tice of overlapping sovereignties extended across the physical
space of the Tibetan plateau, including the Dalai Lama, the Ahom
king and the Raja of Bhutan within it.

Evidently then, the histories of hill and valley societies are
hardly hermetically sealed and lowland cultures and hill polities
can only be read together, whether in their oppositional or
reciprocal relationships. This allows for the book to make reflexive
connections between the histories of western Assam, northern
Bengal, Bhutan, Tibet and Bangladesh. Several of the fairs in the
region of the Eastern Duars appear to have been part of a larger
sacred topographical space, with descriptions of the nature of
trading in the Duar area suggesting that this region was perceived
as part of the religious space of the sacred sovereign realm of
the Bhutan monarch. In the pre- and continuing into the early
colonial, the several circuits of trade, pilgrimage and migration
routes that intersected Bhutan, Tibet, Cooch Behar, Rangpur of
which Goalpara formed a part and the Duars or the foothills of the
Himalayas, provided an enduring base for a connected history
of the western parts of northeastern India. Some of the shared
dynamics of communities from the region are investigated in
the second chapter of the book which then finds a mixed bag of
practices that are marked for their itinerant ways of being. Traders
in horses and salt from Bengal and Bhutan, trading in a long list
of other profitable items besides, journeyed into Tibet and Assam,
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meeting along the way Tibetan lamas travelling to collect tributes
for the Dalai Lama of Lhasa and Bhutanese officials travelling to
pay their tribute at the Duar fairs to the Towang Raja, a tributary
of Lhasa. Along with the more contingent and common strategies
of shifting cultivators fleeing oppressive taxation regimes and
escaping to the Bhutan foothills and elephant catchers migrating
for the winter season to the plains of Assam, these practices
could be considered part of a ‘circulatory regime’"” that included
local ideas of state making and accompanying notions of sacred
topography and overlapping sovereignties.

The chapter suggests that it is hard to ignore the flexible pol-
itical frontiers within which trade operated during this period.
In its discussion about the character of local power and sover-
eignty, it draws a fine line of difference between the ‘hard’ and
‘soft’ power of the state, the latter constituting an economic control
and symbolic expanse that far extended the territorial limits of its
political power: the trade in commodities of high value but low
volume (yak tails, rhino horns) being an example of such a reach
of the state. The book does not argue however that pre-colonial
history was about fluidity alone and offers several examples of
material fixity, the structures of power and social hierarchies.
What it does argue for however is that if one studies the region for
its lateral connections, the period emerges as one when its links
with the imagined core of Indian history were less significant
than those with other areas. These were clearly ‘frontiers’ only in
the ‘Indian’ civilisational narrative.

The early, and characteristically hesitant, interventions of the
East India Company in the late eighteenth century did not affect a
sharp historical break in the regimes of circulation discussed above.
By the third quarter of the century, however, important changes
were in place as a more confident state replaced these interven-
tions. As an extensive restructuring of the local spatial organisation
became evident, colonialism emerged as a powerful disjuncture
in the history of the region. Through its institutions of economic,
administrative, and judicial control that included cartography,
classification through the census, surveys and measurement, the
colonial state realised its idea of a unified economic space."
In several parts of the world, the restructuring of local spaces
was almost irreconcilably linked to a larger process of creating
homogenised global spaces forged by new sets of connections.
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In this part of the globe, however, colonisation predominantly
exemplified a fragmentation of the region into unambiguous,
compact political units. By the last decades of that century, the state
presented an absolute organisation of space that was characterised
by its frozen borders. A large part of what later formed the district
of Goalpara was already a part of British territory from the late
eighteenth century. According to the terms of a treaty between
the ruler of Cooch Behar and the East India Company in 1772, the
former became a protectorate of the British Government. The hilly
Eastern Duars continued to be controlled by the Bhutan monarch
until 1866, when they were annexed to the colonial empire in India.
This made Bhutan a separate, independent polity. The Garo Hills
were constituted into a separate district by 1874, an enforced hill-
plain dichotomy being the underlining notion of the bulky files that
constituted the official discourses. The tedious and complicated
process of fixing territories with political boundaries that were
previously continually negotiable, had begun simultaneously,'
although the overlapping sovereignties of Bhutan, Bijni, Cooch
Behar and smaller chieftainships (such as the Baikunthapur
zamindar) would continue to be a source of considerable anxiety
for colonial officials through much of the nineteenth century.

Nevertheless, an ideology of a unified territorialised entity
was being realised, to be later claimed selectively by local col-
lectivities, and stitched to an emerging entity called India. For
administrative units within this entity, spaces such as Bhutan,
Tibet, Nepal and all the other places in between were firmly exter-
nal to the new topography. The trajectory that would see their
transformation from connected spaces into ‘spaces that elude’
(Ludden 2005: 1) was now in place. Since there were no overlaps in
territoriality allowed in a colonial spatial order, Cooch Behar,
Goalpara, Garo Hills, the products of a ‘cookie cutter” administra-
tive imagination, were political units that could exist henceforth
only as parts of this nationalised territory. That initial nationalist
imaginings in colonial South Asia were ‘crystallised around the
notion of a territorially delimited economic collective, a national
economy in the 1870s and the 1880s’ (Goswami 1998: 611) only
added to this production of a nation space.

In these now eastern borderlands of colonial India, agricul-
tural expansion and an intensified collection of revenue helped
stabilise local governance and the bounded unified economy
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that colonialism introduced. As the third chapter of the work
discusses, the aggressive sedenterisation through the ‘colonisation
of wastelands’ scheme, the extension of colonial legality and
the migration of over a -million cultivators from the bordering
districts of eastern Bengal into Goalpara (and also Cooch Behar)
over just two decades of the twentieth century, dramatically
altered the demographic composition of the region and the local
economy and added to the economic surplus of the colonial state.
It was the role of the market, however, in the production of these
borderlands that offers crucial insights about the ways in which
territory, economy and culture came to be imagined in this region
after colonial intervention. From the mid-nineteenth century
onwards, changes in trading routes and in the geographical
terrain of markets marked the beginning of processes that were
to integrate Goalpara and the Duar region into the trading
networks of eastern India, in particular of the province of Bengal,
simultaneously effecting a gradual reduction and then the
disappearance of a significant element in the political economy of
the region — the seasonal trade with Bhutan and Tibet, carried on
in several weekly markets and fairs.

Even while not changing structures in their entirety, colonial
intervention therefore constituted a critically decisive shift in the
" region, replacing its connected history with a new set of spatial
interactions that had at its core, the production of a national terri-
toriality of colonial India. And this national territoriality in turn
was inseparably linked to the creation of a delimited, unified
economic space. In the 1920s and the 1930s, these were processes
that transformed Goalpara and the regions around it into a pol-
itically and culturally charged space, engendering a powerful
politics of identity. The fourth and fifth chapters of thebook explore
this. The narrative weaves together the objective ‘reality’ of the
several significant material and cultural pre-colonial connections
discussed in the preceding chapters, with the memory of these as
they were later reproduced in various practices from the region.
As an encounter, however unequal, that was shaped appreciably
in conflict and negotiation with the colonised, the colonial pro-
duction of space was resisted, appropriated and circumvented by
various groups of the region. Certain inhabitants of the border-
land were clearly at a greater material advantage in the use of
ideological resources that could resist the spatial strategies of
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the colonial state and of the nation. And in this region, it was the
zamindars, other sections of the traditional landed elite, chieftains
of polities such as Bijni and Sidli and the new middle class who
were better enabled to access local history and the state. In the
early decades of the twentieth century, some members of this
local elite reinvented themselves by negotiating with the tropes of
colonial modernity as well as with indigenous cultural reserves to
construct spaces that were rather differently visualised from the
state and further, often in contestation with it."?

Through their writings and practices, the regional elite
produced the idea of a ‘Goalparia’, a spatialised conception of a
borderland cultural collective that had at its core a narrative of
apparently irreducible cultural and historical differences with
the new and hegemonic nationalist ‘Assamese” and ‘Bengali’ iden-
tities. The fourth and fifth chapters of the book discuss the pro-
cesses that went into the making of this borderland identity in
the early decades of the twentieth century: the more obvious
territorialisation of space and identity and a sense of an unruptured
historical continuity for the borderland that drew upon a collective
memory of a shared identity of the region.

Of significance in the interrogation of dominant narratives
and in the forging of bonds were the debates around the produc-
tion of linguistic difference and the determination of linguistic
hierarchies, sites much privileged for the imagination of a
borderland identity. This is the subject of the fourth chapter of
the book. The chapter details the contestations around the fixing
of the language of the borderland, drawing attention to the
many interconnections between the discursive and the political-
economy aspects that this process of ascription entailed. It brings
these concerns to focus around the articulation of Rajbanshi as the
speech practice of several districts of eastern and northern Bengal
and of communities living in the Duar region and in the western
borders of Assam by the local elite.

The writing of counter-narratives from the region during
this period, produced often in contestation with the hegemonic
master narratives of Assamese and Bengali nationalisms which
represented ‘cultural frontiers’ like this borderland as ‘repositories
of ancient culture and history” and hence as a ready resource for
the project of cultural nationalism, is the subject of the fifth and last
chapter of the book. The chapter explores the ways in which these
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counter-narratives from Goalpara drew substantially from the
notion of a shared historical experience of borderland people
that was distinct from that of both Assam and Bengal. It also
studies practices that were remarkable in their extensive use of
the ideological resource of memories of pre-colonial historical
connections of the region. Subverting and destabilising colonial
projects that sought to extensively restructure and homogenise
local spatial organisation, particularly ideas of political space,
as well as cultural difference and identity in a region that had
been constituted as a historically peripheralised borderland of
the empire in India, these memories contested and reconfigured
prevalent economic practices, local politics of identity, production
of linguistic difference and historical imagination. It is the
heterogeneity of these practices and the contested terrain that
they inhabited in the nineteenth and early twentieth century that
the book intends to explore.

Notes

1. Between 1765 and 1822, following the imposition of the East India
Company’s rule in Bengal, the permanently settled parts of Goalpara
were included within the district of Rangpur. In 1822, Goalpara was
formed into a separate district of northeast Rangpur, also in Bengal.
In 1826, the year of the beginning of formal colonial intervention in
Assam, northeast Rangpur was separated from Bengal and included
within the Assam Valley Division. In 1867, northeast Rangpur became
a part of the newly formed Chief Commissionership of Cooch Behar.
The following year, it was placed under the jurisdiction of the Judicial
Commissioner of Assam. In 1874, Goalpara was included as a district
under the new Province of Assam but was transferred to Bengal after
the Partition of 1905. In 1912, Goalpara was once again included
within the administration of Assam. :

2. These included the districts of Rangpur, Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri,
Dinajpur, Malda and Darjeeling in north Bengal, Purnea in Bihar and
Goalpara in Assam (Basu 2003: 27).

3. ‘Foreign Relations: Neutralizing the External Environment’ (Rose
1977: Chapter 2). Nagendra Singh discusses Bhutan’s various historical
connections with the polities in its south, including Cooch Behar and
Assam, again in a manner that writes for the nation and does not
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admit fuzziness of any kind, specially in matters of sovereignty and
territoriality (Singh 1978).

. Or what Partha Chatterjee in another example of an acknowledgement

of the inextricable links between the nation and historical memory
called ‘the tidal wave of historical memory about Arya-Hindu-
Bharatvarsha’ that charactersied nationalist histories, frequently
based on Orientalist ‘rediscoveries of India’s past’ and readings of or
translations of texts which generally produced an idea of India and
its past within a Sanskritic tradition and colonial political borders
(Chatterjee 1993: 6).

Zomia is a term used in several Tibeto-Burman languages spoken
in the Indo-Bangladesh-Burma border area for people living in the
hills. ‘Zo’ is a relational term, meaning ‘remote’ and hence carries the
connotation of living in the hills; ‘Mi” means ‘people’ (Scott 2009:16).
The impact of the imposition of a hegemonic discourse of space and
power by the colonial state and the accompanying erasure of local,
more fluid spatial practices in areas which then came to constitute
‘border areas’, has been the focus of several colonial histories. Rich
reflections of such historical processes include Nugent and Asiwaju
(1996) and Wilson and Donnan (1998).

Only once the British conquered Assam in 1826 did the area obtain —
for the first time in its history — a firm regional identity as a part
of Indian imperial geography. Until 1874, British Assam was part of
anovel imperial territory called ‘Bengal’, which included West Bengal,
Bihar, Orissa, Jharkhand, northeastIndia and present-day Bangladesh.
British Assam always included the Brahmaputra and Barak river
valleys, as well as the Surma-Kushiara river basin of Sylhet. After
1860, the tea industry spread across hills around these rivers and
enhanced control of the administrative unity of Sylhet and Assam
(Ludden 2005: 4).

An important source of information for the period of Mughal rule
in Goalpara is the Baharastan-I-Gayabi, a Persian chronicle written
by Mirza Nathan, a Mughal general who accompanied the Mughal
army on its expeditions to eastern parts of the kingdom during the
seventeenth century. The chronicle has been translated and published
in two volumes. See Borah (1936).

‘General View of the History of Rangpur’, in Account of the District
or Zila of Rangpur, Mss. Eur. O 74: The Buchanan Hamilton
Manuscripts, OIOC, London.

I borrow this phrase from Markovits et al. (2003). Circulation,
according to the authors, ‘is different from simple mobility, in as much
as it implies a double movement of going forth and coming back,
which can be repeated indefinitely. In circulating, men and notions
transform themselves. Circulation is therefore a value loaded term
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11.

12,

13.

which implies an incremental aspect and not the simple reproduction
across space of already formed structures and notions. The totality of
circulations occurring in a given society and their outcomes could be
viewed as defining a ‘circulatory regime’, susceptible to change over
time’ (ibid.: 3).

For a recent exploration of the relationship between colonial spatial
practices and the historical emergence of a national space and
economy in nineteenth century India, see Goswami (2004).

Letter from Major James Rennell, with one sketch map, dated
December 1767, of Rangpur, Cooch Behar and Bhutan, Mss. Eur.
F218/103, OIOC, London.

Here this work differs from studies on the nature of local authority
of agrarian powers in South Asia which have often focused on
their declining financial fortunes in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. See Tambs-Lyche’s work on Kathiawar (Tambs-Lyche
1997) and John McLane’s work which focuses on the continuing
relevance of kinship in the local imagination of Burdwan in Bengal
(McLane 1993).
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