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PREFACE 

This dissertation aims at an understanding of the 

bhakti movement in Assam in relation to medieval Assamese 

society. It is based on the study of five major carita-

puthis or hagiographical works as source material. However, 

this is only a cursory endeavour as part of a larger Ph.D. 

programme in which I would like to develop on some of the 

themes I have raised here. 

I would like to express my deep sense of gratitude to 

my supervisor, Kunal Chakrabarti for the meticulous care and 

patience with which he has gone through my work. His sug-

gestions have been invaluable and his involvement with the 

subject made me work for it. These words seem indeed inade-

quate, for the trouble he has taken with it. 

Thanks are also due to Dr. Lila Gogoi, Director, De-

partment of Historical and Antiquarian Studies, Guwahati, 

for the interest shown in my work and valuable information 

regarding the sources. The Librarian, B.R. Bharali and the 

staff there was also extremely helpful and I extend my 

thanks to them. 

I am very thankful to my parents for their concern and 

support. 
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1 would like to convey to Jayant that it was his 

constant presence and innovative ideas, which inspired me to 

go through with it and made this dissertation possible. I 

also thank my friends, Sangeeta, Padmanabh, Rupamanjari, 

Seema and Jyotsna for helping in various ways . 

. Finaly, I thank Mr. Om Prakash and Mr. Tiwari for 

typing out the dissertation. 

21st July, 1993 RADHA DAS 



Bhakta 

Bhuyan 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Huts or residences for married devotees of 
the nama-dharma in a sattra. 

Follower of a_deity and devoted to religious 
life 

A dominant agrarian community having a caste 
stratified society. The bhuyans consisted of 
many landed chiefs who were mostly Kayas
thaqs, other castes included brahma~as, 

. _,.., . -
dalvaJnas, kolltas. 

Carita-puthis - Biographical works on Saints. These related 
the life-stories of Sankardeva, Madhavdeva 
and various other Vai~~ava preachers. 

. ...J 
DalvaJnas 

I 
/ -Daksina 

- A local ruler of an area. These were gener
ally feudatories of the Kamarupa rulers. 

Astrologers. 

Money or presents given to brahmanas on spe-
• 

cial occasions. 

- / EkasaraQa nama-dharma Devotional religion showing alle-

Guru 

Kakoti 

Kewaliya 

giance to a single god. 

Tolls collected at various points on 
river banks. 

the 

A religious preceptor. The heads of Vai~~a

vite Sattras are known as gosain. 

A religious teacher. 
/_ 

the Sastras. 
One who instructs 

Rows of huts where devotees are lodg€d in 
Sattra. 

in 

a 

A place where trade transactions are carried 
out - a market-place. Also, tax collecteD in 
the market-place from trader~. 

-Revenue official at the village level. 

- A celibate devotee. 



Khel 

Kirtana 

Kol ita 

Li kchou 

Mahanta 

Medh'I 

Nam-ghar 

v 

Organization of the paiks into units (Khels) 
for military service under the Ahoms. 

Reciting the names and attributes of a deity 
accompanied by music and singing. 

A dominant peasant caste comprising of agri-
culturists and sub-castes of 
craftsmen. 

artisans and 

- A category of paiks given to nobles and 
officers for rendering them compulsory unpaid 
personal service. 

Non-brahma~a heads of Sattras. 

- Functionary appointed by the Sattra to 
after the affairs in a village. 

Prayer hall. 

look 

Nama-prasa~gas - Devotional services consisting of prayers, 
recitations and religious discussions. 

Paik 

Sainhatis 

/ 
Saran a 

Sattras 

Sattriya 

/ 
Siromani 

Ujir 

Persons required to render specific services 
to the State, in rotation. Four paiks form a 
got. 

Neo-Vaisnava sects. 

The initiation ceremony in which a neophyte 
is incorporated into the bhakti faith. 

Neo-Vaisnava monastic institutions . . . 
- Head of a Sattra. 

bhuyan (or Barbhuyan - Chief over a number of 
bhuyan vi 11 ages. 

Village revenue official. 

Left handed rites marked by sexual and die
tary excesses for propitiating a deity ac
cording to the tantric form. 



CHAPTER !_ 

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation proposes to study the neo-Vai~ava 

movement in Assam between the L5th and the 17th centuries, 

its socio-cultural background, the nature of popular 

participation, and its institutional support base which 

helped tt to sustain over a long period of time, on the basis 

of the biograph~of the Vai~~ava saints who initiated and 

led the movement. The period between the 13th and the 17th 

centuries A.D. witnessed the articulation of various devo-

tional cults, in many parts of India. Saints/poets associ-

ated with these movements, stressed the importance of ver-

nacular language, because it was the only medium of direct 

communication with the rural folk of the peasant societies. 

The majority of these saints voiced popular opposition to 

the var~a-based social structure and the ritualistic aspects 

of the brahminical religion. 

theism markedXt fervid devotion 

They espoused an intense 

to a personal God. This was 

facilitated by the use of local language in which these 

biographies are composed. The neo-Vaisnava movement in 

Assam dominated the process of Assam·s cultural formation. 

Here, the nama dharma still continues to be a common mode of 

expressing one·s relationship to the divine. 

1 



Researches on the bhakti movements of medieval India 

have been primarily concerned with the doctrinal aspects of 

bhakti, with a few exceptions which tend to characterize the 

movements as social protest. Recently Krishna Sharma 1 has 

challenged the very notion of the term bhakti as it was 

traditionally understood. She has draWh our attention to 

the · problem of defining bhakti as devotion to a personal 

god, or rejection of knowledge and the monistic view of 

reality. On the basis of its etymological moorings in 

ancient classical literature she has emphasized the lack of 

uniformity in its various manifestations in medieval times. 

However, it may be pointed out that while the idea of bhakti 

makes an early appearance in classical literature, the 

abovementioned view fails to account for its changing nature 

and development over time. The various strains of influ-

ences which might have contributed=its particular formula-

tions in medieval times, has not been considered by her. 

cal 

1. 

Some of the best examples of concern with the theologi-

content of bhakti are provided by the studies on 

K. Sharma, 
Perspective, 

Bhakti and the Bhakti 
New Delhi, 1987, p.109. 

2 
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bhakti movement of Bengal. Sushil Kumar De's2 Early Histo-

~ of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal clearly 

states that the author is concerned more with the faith than 

the movement, the 'ideas and ideals' rather than the 'inci-

dents and practices~. De looks at the Bengal Vaisnava .. 
movement, their development under Caitanya, and later at the 

hands of the six Vrndavana Goswamis, 
~ 

through a detailed 

exposition of the doctrines contained in the Bengali and 

Sanskrit literary sources. He further dwells on the rasa-

,_ 
sastra and forms of devotional sentiments as one of the most 

dominant features of the Bengal movement. Ramakanta Chakra-

barti's later exhaustive study3 also follows a similar 

pattern. 

Prabhat Mukherjee looks at the development of medieval 

Vai~~avism in Orissa in a historical perspective. He iden-

tifies two phases of Vai~~avism in Orissa - "the medieval 

Orissan Vai~~avism" which had an indigenous origin and the 

subsequent influence of Caitanya, and attempts to highlight 

2. S.K. De, Early History of Vaisnava Faith and Movement 
in Bengal, Calcutta, 1942. 

3. R. Chakrabarti, Vaisnavism in Bengal 14B6-1900, Cal-
cutta, 1985. 
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the specific doctrines and philosophy of the former as a 

distinct strain within the Caitanya movement. 4 He refers to 

rapid spread of the Caitanya movement when for a time, "the 

kings, the subjects, the high and the low" - all came under 

his influence. 5 Mukherjee, however, does not analyse the 

social processes which generated this wide support base, 

limits himself only to the political sphere of royal patron-

age. He also views the success of the movement in Orissa as 

a result of the personal efforts of Caitanya and his disci-

ples, in isolation of the society in which they operated. 

Thus, the politico-religious aspects gain precedence in his 

study to the exclusion of all other factors. Similar reli-

gio-philosophical concerns dominate recent works such as D. 

' Golds study on bhakti saint poets of north India, and Vaude-

ville's discussion on Kabir. 6 Some attempts have been made 

to analyse the bhakti movement in other regions in terms of 

its socio-economic basis. While some linked the evolution 

of the bhakti ideology to the notion of dissent and social 

4. P. Mukherjee, The History of Medieval Vaisnavism in 
Orissa, Calcutta, 1940, p.iv. 

5. Ibid., p.123. 

6. Cited in K. Chakrabarti, "Kirtan and Social organi
sation in Medieval Bengal", The Indian Economic and 
History Review, Vol.28, No.4, 1991, p.455. 

4 



reform in terms of the study of the agrarian economy and 

feudal nature of social organization, others saw it as 

essentially reinforcing the feudal social order. D.D. 

Kosambi was the first to draw a correlation between bhak ti 

and feudalism. The "doctrine of bhakti", with its un-

flinching loyalty to god' was 'similar to the loyalty which 

linked together the serf and retainer to the feudal lord' 

in fact bhakti suited the feudal ideology perfectly."7 

Arguing along similar lines, R.S. Sharma described the 

medieval bhakti movements as a manifestation of the medieval 

feudal order which "reflected the complete dependence of the 

tenants and semi-serfs on the land owners." 8 

Irian Habib, on the other hand, has detected in the 

bhakti movements in northern India led by Kabir, Nanak, Dadu 

etc., a space for social mobility. He has argued that 

technological and economic changes, interlinked with urbani-

zation and a changed political situation, led to changes in 

the economic positions of certain groups such as the 

7. D.D. Kosambi, 
History, 1956. 

Introduction to the Study of Indian 

8. R.S. Sharma, "Problem of Transition from Ancient to 
Medieval in Indian History", Indian Historical Review, 
Vol.I, No.1, 1974. 

'5 



artisans and craftsmen in urban areas and among rural groups 

such as the Jats in Rajasthan and Western U.P., who, howev-

er, continued to be socially discriminated. "Jats were a 

pastoral people to begin with who had later taken to agri-

culture a fact that demeaned them in relation to the 

peasant communities." 9 Thus Habib says, "it was inevitable 

that they should protest against a social discrimination 

which had no material basis any longer and the contemporary 

monotheistic movement provided the best and strongest form 

of such protest." Harbans Mukhia10 has suggested another 

line of argument. He contends the notions of ideology as 

social current and the ''ruling class's conspiratorial ideal-

ogy" which emanates from R.S. Sharma and Irfan Habib's 

writings. But he also has not linked the popular articula-

tion of religion with the everyday structure of peasant 

life. For South India, Veluthat Keshavan 11 and M.G.S. 

9. I. Habib, "The Historical Background of the Popular 
Monotheistic Movements of the 15th-17th ~enturies", 

Mimeograph, Aiigarh, 1965. 

10. H. Mukhia, "Peasant Production and Medieval Indian 
Society", Journa-l of Peasant Studies, Vol.12, 1985. 

11. V. Keshavan, "The Temple Base of the Bhakti Movement", 
Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 1979. 

6 



Narayanan 12 have tried to see the links between bhakti and 

the temple based brahminical movement and the feudal concept 

of loyalty and dependence. H.R. Sanyal's Bangla Kirtaner 

Itihasa which remains an exception apart from being an 

exposition of religio-scriptural aspects of bhakti, also 

concerns itself with its role in the social organization of 

Bengal through Kirtana and emergence of Bengal's cultural 

identity. 13 However, while the notion of material base 

emerged as the ground for understanding the bhakti ideology, 

what was entirely ignored was the cultural patterns of the 

absorption of this particular concept by the rural people. 

Not much work has been done on the neo-Vai~ava move

ment in Assam. Maheswar Neog·s14 authoritative study does 

contain brief sketches of the political, social, and 

economic background of the:movement, but he fails to draw 

12. M.G.S. 
South 
Some 
1978. 

Narayanan and V. Keshavan, "Bhakti Movement in 
India" in S.C. Malik (ed.), lndian Movements: 

Aspects of Dissent, Protes-t and Rei·orm, Shimla, 

13. Cited inK. Chakrabarti, QQ. cit., pp.456-461. 

/ 
14. M. Neog, Sankardeva and his times: Early History of ~he 

Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Assam, Gauhati, 1965 . 
•• 
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the interlinkages between these aspects for an understanding 

of the emergence and development of the movement. Moreover, 

though the work includes a concluding chapter on the social 

implications, it is a restatement of 
/ . 
Sankardeva's socio-

religious prescriptions rather than to shape the social 

profile of Assam. The work essentially revolves around the 

" personalities of Sankardeva, the founder of the movement, 

and the other prominent Vaisnava saints who followed him, .. 
and contains a detailed discussion of the doctrinal aspects 

of bhak ti. Moreover, he views culture as an as the tic 

achievement and therefore treats cultural products as aes-

thetic objects. Though he refers to it as a movement of the 

common people, and realises the integrative role of klrtanas 

(public collEctive singing of devotional songs) and sattras 

(neo-Vai~rava monastic institutions) as platforms for inter-

action, he does not discuss the implications of these. 

However, the book is important as a pioneering and informa-

tive work on the subject. 

S.N. Sarma·s15 study broadly follows a similar course, 

with an emphasis on the religio-philosophical content and 

15. S.N. Sarma, The Neo-Vaisnavite Movement and the Satra 
Institutions of Assam, Gauhati, 1966. 

8 



life-sketches of the principal Vaisnava saints . Although he .. 
discusses at length the institution that helped to organize 

the movement i.e. the sattras, his primary concern re-

mains limited to the description of its specific architec-

tural structure and its internal administration, without any 

attempt to locate them in their broader socio-cultural 

setting, or to assess their role in creating a strong social 

base for the movement. 

My attempt will be to look for a total perspective of 

the bhakti movement in Assam between the 15th and 17th cen-

turies, through a study of the underlying structures, that 

takes into account the wider social, economic, political and 

cultural realities. It will shift the focus from the indi-

vidual saintly personalities and religio-philosophical 

aspects to a broader socio-cultural analysis, keeping in 

mind the particularities of the region. In the articulation 

of such an approach, the problematic of regional specifici-

ties assumes a particularly important place as this region 

remained largely outside the dominant socio-political or 

economic trends perceived in medieval north India. 

The area under consideration comprises the three states-

of Kamarupa, Asama and Kamatarajya broadly corresponding to 

the modern state of Assam and parts of north Bengal 1 and the 

9 



neighbouring state of Arunachal Pradesh. Together they form 

a distinct geographical unit, having markedly uneven levels 

of topographical and socio-cultural formations. It includes 

fertile river -valleys inhabited by settled agricultural 

communities having a caste divided society, and tribal 

settlements outside the realm of Hinduism in close proximity 

with one another. The continuous interactions between these 

groups has played a crucial role in shaping the historical 

developments in this region. Hence, the -imperative to 

locate the bhakti movement within this wider cultural set-

ting. We would, therefore, like to trace the socio-economic 

structure of contemporary Assam, which showed a much greater 

flexibility in comparison to north India and situate it in 

the backdrop of a ~sely knit political system which wit-

nessed the gradual emergence of a rudimentary state under 

the Ahoms and their subsequent attempts at centralization. 

It is in terms of these factors that we shall trace the 

emergence and spread of the movement, its institutional and 

cultural mechanism, the processes of penetra.tion of bhakti 

ideals and their subsequent ro-utiniza-tion in the lives of 

different social groups. 

The hagiographies of the Vaisnava saints of Assam are .. 
the primary source of our information. Therefore a few 

10 



words on the methodology of how to study these texts are in 

order. The concerns of numerous recent studies centering on 

saints and their cults, especially in Europe, and els~where, 

~ 
arising out of an increasingAin the study of popular cultur-

al forms and the perceptions and world view of the lower 

strata of society appear particularly germane. Most works 

have emphasized the need to locate these 'saints' and their 

'cults' in their broad socio-cultural setting. In a recent 

compilation. of essays on the subject, Pierre Delooz in his 

sociological study of canonized sainthood in the Catholic 

church, has explored notions of sanctity among the people 

for an understanding of the 'social construction of saint-

hood' . 16 Robert Hertz's research on the cult of St. Besse 

in. a remote Alpine region in Italy, emphasizes the signifi-

cance of the physical environment and the folklore and 

legendary tales existing among the mountainous inhabitants 

of the region, which, according to him, provides the vital 

clues for an understanding of the pattern of diffusion of 

the cult and the consciousness of these remote people. 17 

16. P. Delooz, "Towards a Sociological Study of Cannonized 
Sainthood" inS. Wilson (ed.), Saints and their Cults, 
Cambridge, 1983, pp.189-212. 

17. R. Hertz, "St. Besse: The Study of an Alpine Cult" 
S. Wilson (ed.), QQ. cit., pp.55-89. 

11 
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Such historical concerns take us to certain closely 

related issues which in the light of their relevance to the 

present study demands attention. First is the problematic 

of 'popular culture' and how it should be viewed. The 

second relates to the question of the treatment of the 

sources which are replete with myths, legends and eulogistic 

exaggerations, as relevant historical documents. 

Recent scholarly discussions have often focussed on the 

problem of defining what constitutes 'popular culture'. 

These studies have denied the possibility of its existence 

as an unchanging and exclusive category of culture, empha-

sizing that 'it can only be accurately described at particu-

lar historical moments'. Although the term has been gener-

ally used to refer to 'the culture of the common people' or 

the 'lower' sections of society, it remains both a vague and 

•· 

partial representation. Scholars have often referred to the 

confusion involved in such a definition and wondered whether 

the term popular should be based on the socio-economic 

criterion (the oppressaed sections o-f- society), or on 

levels of formal education (illiterate). Thus while Aron J. 

Gurevich in his work on medieval popular culture outlines 

his task as involving an analysis of ''the consciousness and 

emotional life of the common people 'from within', in ac-

12 



cordance with its own logic", he also points to the dangers 

of depicting it as a single entity' .1 8 Historians are 

finding it increasingly difficult to justify the existence 

of 'low' or 'popular' culture as an exclusive category, 

opposed to the 'high' or the 'elite·, and instead stress 

their mutual interaction, as these categories are not always 

clearly demarcated. Denying its existing in a 'pure form·, 

Gurevich emphasizes that "these can be seen only in an 

interlacing in a complex and contradictory synthesis" which 

he terms a 'dialogue-conflict· of the 'two forms of con

sciousnes-s . 19 The problem of homogeneity in the conceptu-

alization of popular culture has also been pointed out by 

some scholars. They have drawn our attention to the prob-

lems deriving from the notion of 'culture as a unifying 

concept·, as well as from the inadequate attention to the 

factor of internal differentiation of groups within the 

'popular·. In an essay reviewing two works of E.P. Thompson 

and Natalie Davis on crowds and community behaviour, Suzanne 

Des.an poin-ts out- tha-t Thompson· s concept of ·communal con-

census· may suggest 'a more cohesive and united community 

18. A.J. Gurevich, Medieval Popular Culture: ~rublems ~ 

Belief and Perceptiull, Cambridge, 1990, p.15. 

19. Ibid., p.~viii. 

13 



than 1r1 tact existed', due to his inadequate consideration 

of the internal group dynamics within the English food 

rioters. Davis' stress on culture as a cohesive force in 

her analysis of religious violence in France leads her to be 

insensitive "to other motivating factors like political or 

socio-economic conflicts and interests". 20 

This point regarding the internal group dynamics is 

particularly important, because one often notices that, 

unless due emphasis is paid to it, it often results in the 

invisibility of certain groups such as women in the studies 

of movements involving collective action. In the works on 

the bhakti movement one generally notices the absence of 

discussions regarding the role of women and their participa-

tion in various aspects of the movement, nor is due emphasis 

given to the women saints. This gender bias remains con-

cealed under the umbrella term 'popular'. It remains an ab-

stract notion and the category of woman thus becomes indi8-

tinct within the homogeneity of culture. 

In the context of Assam too, this has been the general 

20. S. Desan, "Crowds, Community and Ritual in the Work of 
E.P. Thompson and Natalie z. Davis" in L. Hunt (ed.), 
The New Cultural History, California, 1989, pp.47-71. 

14 



trend of most studies, and women are mentioned only in 

passing. Also ignored in the existing historiography of 

the region are the groups in the margin, such as the tri-

bals, as a dynamic element within the society. These will 

thus be taken into consideration here for an explanation of 

the complex, ambiguous, and even contradictory strands 

within the Assamese society between 15th-17th centuries and 

the neo-Vaisnava movement. .. All these, however, are largely 

dependent on the availability of information in the sources. 

Given the literary nature of our sources one becomes 

necessarily drawn into the realm of textual interpretation. 

More specifically, it is important to look into the nature 

of hagiographical literature and its worth as a source of 

socio-cultural history. The present research is based on 

hagiographical works called the 'guru-caritas· or- the bio-

graphical accounts of the lives of saints attributed with 

divinity. These constitute an important branch of the 

contemporary vernacular literature fashioned by the bhakti 

movement in Assam. 

Generally speaking, hagiographies have always remained 

in the periphery of historical research. Historians have 

tended to question their validity because these contain a 

liberal smattering of fantastic, mythical, and legendary 

15 



episodes related to the saints' lives. 21 The problem stems 

fro m the general tendency among the historians to regard it 

as a static entity which make them miss out on the reality 

which produced these particular fantasies. Moreover, 
u- r~ 

~erroneous to assume that since these works are meant for the 

lower orders of the society, their 'popular' content is 

self-evident. In the context of the bhakti movement in 

India these texts yet to be subjected to rigorous critical 

analysis by THE historians. 

However, scholars in Europe, underlining the value of 

such works, have emphasized the need to locate them within 

the historical and cultural context in which they developed, 

and take note of their socio-cultural function, all of which 

gave them a particular form, in order to obtain an objective 

picture of existing social realit~es. 

Such an emphasis is central to Aron J. Gurevich's study 

who used certain genres of 'popularizing literatures' whi'ch 

were 'intended for a widl? audience'. "These were designed 

to b.e comprehensible even to the idiotae" and were marked by 

simplicity and absence of sophisticated theology, which 

21. W.H. McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: ~Study of the Janam 
Sakhis, Oxford, 1980, pp.248-249. 

16 



"wer-e the most impor-tant channels of communication between 

cler-gy and masses". He points out that they r-eflected 

aspects of folk r-eligiosity and the popular- wor-ld-view, as 

they wer-e adapted to their- audiences, wher-eby contents and 

stylistic featur-es of folklor-e wer-e incor-por-ated into them, 

although they may have been wr-itten by 'the lear-ned elite'. 

Another- featur-e is the impor-tance of or-al tr-adition in a 

lar-gely illiter-ate society and its influence on the wr-itten 

texts which often gr-ew out of it, and the co-existence of 

the or-al and wr-itten, even after- its codification. This, 

added to the fact that the 'lear-ned' pr-eacher-s who composed 

them often belonged to the same social milieu as the audi

ence accounts for- the popular- attitudes which find a place 

in them. 22 

The induction of the notion of 'folklor-ic cultur-e' 

and discussions on the r-elations between medieval ·lear-ned· 

and 'folklor-ic cultur-e', has fur-ther- expanded the hor-izon of 

histor-ical inquir-y to include other- aspects apar-t fr-om 

popular- r-eligiosity as constituents of the popular-. Though 

r-eligion for-med an impor-tant element in the lives of the 

people of the medieval per-iod, it also contained much mor-e 

22. A.J. Gur-evich, 2Q· cit., pp.l-20. 

17 



than beliefs and ~ituals. As such the hagiog~aphic texts 

should be seen within the context of this 'folkloric cul-

tu~e. 23 

By emphasizing the study of hagiographical works 

against the background of the underlying socio-cultural 

st~uctures, historians have demonst~ated that these works 

reflect not merely the socio-religious processes or modes of 

~eligious perception, but being rooted in the very society 

whe~e they occu~red they also throw light on othe~ aspects, 

such as social ~elations, political structure and the world-

view of the common people.24 

Moreover, the legends, eulogies, and fantastic tales 

contained in these works are extremely significant as they 

allow us access into the unde~lying structu~es of conscious-

ness of a particular society. These should be critically 

appraised rathe~ than taken as literal exp~essions and 

rejected outright. For, these offer historical explanation 

23. J. LeGoff, cited in A.J. Gu~evich, QQ. cit., pp.xvi-
xvii. 

24. This may be noticed in the wo~ks of A. Gurevich and 
W.H. McLeod, QQ· cit., E. Patlagean, "Ancient Byzantine 
Hagiog~aphy and Social Histo~y" in S. Wilson (eds.), 
Q.Q.· cit. 
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of the emergence of the 'socio-cultural' movements, and the 

ways in which their traditions were preserved over a sus-

tained period of time. The legends take the form of stories 

related by the members of a society about and for them-

selves. More significantly, legends often serve to legiti-

mise or protest against assymetrical relations of power that 

prevail in the larger societies of which the communities 

that tell the legends form a greater or lesser part. This 

/ 
is often noticed in the legends relating to Sankardeva and 

other prominent Vaisnava saints of Assam. 

W.H. McLeod, emphasizing the importance of the Jdnam-

sakhi (biographies of the Sikh gurus) literature for an 

understanding of the society of Punjab, has underscored its 

relevance as a category of source material for the period of 

their composition i.e. the 17th-18th centuries, than the 

earlier times which they claim to represent. He points out 

that by necessarily requiring the guru to be placed within a 

particular setting, the narrators inevitably drew from their 

own contemporary experience, which was a period later than 

Nanak. 25 

However, one must also keep in mind the fact that the 

25. W.H. McLeod, Qa. cit., p.257. 

19 



hagiographies developed from an existing body of oral tradi-

tions carried over from an earlier period, and these themes 

are repeated the later works along with the incorporation of 

new elements, in the course of their evolution till they 

acquired their final form. 26 We shall attempt to address 

this problem in the following section. 

Five carita-puthis or hagiographies constitute the 

source material for this study. Composed in Assamese, these 

were compiled between the 17th and the 18th centuries. They 

are enumerated below:-

1. Daityari Th~kur 
/ / . 

Sri Sankar#deva-Hadhav~dev• Carita. . 
2. 

, / , . 
BhD~a~a Dvija - Sri Sri Sankar~deva. 

3. Ramananda Dvija Gur~Carita. 

4. Ramacarana Thakur - Guru Carita. . . 
5. Anonymous - Guru Carita Katha. 

The carita-puthis were rendered in to written form, in 

" the period foll-owing Sah-kaqtdeva ( 144~-1561) from the exist-

ing ural tradition, within the precints of the sattras or 

Vaisnava monastic institutions, 27 created by the movement • 
• • 

26. A.J. Gurevich, QQ· cit., p.2. 

/ 

27. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ· cit., pp.2-3. 
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These had become the principia institutional base for the 

dissemination of Vaisnava bhakti ideals of the .. 
nama dharma. Reciting the saints' lives had in fact come to 

be regarded as an essential part of the daily congregational 

prayer or namakTrtanas, conducted in the sattras. 

Regarding the dating of these texts, Maheswar Neog's 

classification is usually considered acceptable by the 

scholars. He has divided them into the (a) early group 

composed around the early 17th century and (b) the later 

group written some time in the late 17th and the early 18th 

centuries. The works by Daityari Thakur, Bhu$ana Dvija and . . . 
Ramananda Dvija belong to the earlier group. • 

The car ita by 

Ramacara~a ~h~kur and the anonymous prose text Guru Carita 

Katha belong to the latter group. Though the earlier biog-

raphies also apotheosize the saints as an article of faith, 

they are generally more sober and matter of fact in their 

accounts, when seen in relation to the later texts, which 

came to be embelished with more and more legendary and 

miraculous episodes. 28- Any study of these texts as source 

necessitates locating them in their proper context, 

28. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita 
'Introduction', pp.137-140. 
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the place of composition, the social background of the 

authors, and the audience for whom these were meant. 

Daityari ~hakur, the earliest of the biographers, was 

the son of Ramacara~a ~nakur and belonged to the kayastha 

caste of the bnuyan community. His father was a nephew of 

Madhavdeva and spent most of his life with the latter, who 

initiated him into the Vaisnava fold . Daityari mentions .. 
that his work was compile~through discussions with several 

learned persons including his father. 29 This may help in 

understanding the reason why Daityari dealt at length with 

the life of Madhavdeva and restricted his work to a brief 

/ 
account of Sankardeva. His father's allegiance to Madhavde-

va enables one to get a clearer picture of the ways in which 

/ 

the latter differed from his guru Sankardeva, and of the 

changes he introduced. Bhu~al)a Dvija's grandfather was 

Cakrap7mi, . a brahmana who had been initiated into the fold . 
/ 

by Sankar ~deva. It is significant that Bhusana Dvija does 

not mention any differences of opinion between Madhavdeva 

and Damodardeva, and in-stead describes the latter as the 

undisputed and principal mahanta. 30 Ramananda Dvija was the 

/ 
29. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ. £it., pp.5-7. 

/ / / 
30. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, Jorhat, 1986, 

'Preface', p.5. 
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son of 
/ 
S~i~amadeva who was a disciple of Bhavanipu~iya 

Gopala Ata of the Kala samhati. His account includes a ve~y 

~ 

detailed genealogy of Sa~ka~ .deva's p~edecesso~s, t~acing 

thei~ o~igin f~om Guj~at th~ough Kanauj, Bengal, and finally 

Kama~upa (Assam). This was possibly done to fo~ge a connec-

tion between the bhakti cult in Assam and those in diffe~ent 

pa~ts of no~th India. Evidently by the time these texts 

we~e compiled ce~tain ~eligious influences f~om outside the 

~egion had found thei~ way to Assam. 

Situating the texts in thei~ p~ope~ context the 

social backg~ound and ~eligious inclinations of thei~ au-

tho~s, helps us to explain and ~esolve ce~tain disc~epancies 

that sometimes occu~ ~ega~ding the same event in these 

texts. By the time the late~ caritas we~e compiled, the 

Vaisnava o~de~ had unde~gone va~ious divisions, ~esulting in 

the eme~gence of sampradayas o~ sub-sects, which accounts 

fo~ the changing p~actices and beliefs and new fo~ms of 

adjustment, w i th±n t·h·e orde-r. 

This also led to inc~eased contact with a~eas outside 

/ 

Assam. All the late~ caritas conside~ Sanka~ deva, Caita-

nya of Benga 1, Ha~ i vyasa ( p~obabl y o I tl1e Nimbarka sect) and 

Ramanandd of north India as quad~uple incarnations of Visnu • .... 
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/ 

The tendency to trace the origin of bhakti from Adi Sankara-

carya is a feature of this group of caritas. Further, 

these, including the Guru Carita Kath~, mention a number of 

disciples of ~ankar, deva from outside Assam. 31 There is 

also an attempt to include various holy places all over the 

/ . 
country in the itinerary of Sankar deva's pilgrimage. The 

Guru Carita Kath~, which was probably compiled in the 18th 

century, clearly reflects the wide expansion of the Vaisnava ... 
order over the three states of Asama, Kamatapura and Koch-

Behar. Consequently the guru-lore also escalated, coloured 
I 

by the schisms of the order and interests of the multiplying 

sattras. It gives an account of twenty five Vaisnava saints 

of Assam. 32 From these, particularly the Guru Carita,Katha, 

which in certain ways is the most inclusive of the different 

strains and came to be the dominant text of the movement one 

can discern the changing social conditions in the region. 

Though written texts are generally considered to be the 

products of the elite culture, the hagiographies of the 

31. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ. cit., 
t ion· , p. 138. 

32. Ibid., p.2. 

24 

'Introduc-



bhakti saints are somewhat exceptional in that the~e are 

written with the audience of the common people in mind. 

Thus they embody popular beliefs and perceptions to a much 

greater degree than the contemporary texts of other catego-

ries. 

Popular culture refers to the beliefs, perceptions and 

practices that were widely shared among a population includ-

ing folk beliefs and practices rooted in local traditions 

and mass beliefs and practices generated in political and 

commercial centres. It implies the meeting between the 

elite and popular traditions and can be seen only in their 

interlacing in a complex and contradictory synthesis. In 

the context of the Vaisnava movement in Assam, the carita-
• . 

puthis contain many details which indicate this interaction 

and reflect the existing contradictions and ambiguities. 

/ 
The bhakti ideals developed by Sankar. deva were often criti-

. 
cal of the brahmAnical practices and were meant fat the 

common people. Thus, he drew heavily on various elements of 

the existing loca-l tra-diti-ons. The movement, however, also 

had to adjust with brahm~nism and this process of interac-

tion transformed one another. The caritas show that there 

emerged within the same movement various conflicting strains 

·such as the Brahma, Puru?a and Nika samhatis, practising 

' various brahm~nical rituals and practices while the Kala 



Sa~hati strictly and totally forbade them. 

Hagiographies fulfilled a variety of functions. State-

ments were made to stimulate devotion and provide examples 

of piety, to boost particular cults and further the inter-

ests of different groups and institutions. This was done 

through the use of symbols familiar to the society at whi~h 

they were aimed. For example, the Guru Carita Katha tells 

us how the celebration of the guru's life story (guruJanar 

caritra-kirtana) came into being as a part of the prayer 

services in the sattras, following the stylistic form of the 

/ 

lares of Lord God (Sriramar Krsnabalabhadrar carita), when . . . 
Madhav deva became the head of the faith.33 The saints' 

articulation of religion, society, and everyday aspects of 

life, developed a language which was lived among the people 

of the region. 

The saints' accounts came to be couched in mythological 

/ I . 

terms, and the life of Sankar deva was modelled on the early 

life of Krsna. . . , Themes from the epics h~d already been in 

circulation among the people and these were rendered into 

the vernacular by M~dhav Kandali and others, in the pre-

33. Ibid., p.l. 
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~ . 
Sankardeva period. Now these were presented with an empha-

sis on the element of bhakti, and the saints' lives were 

incorporated with in them through the creation of myths and 

legends in the same mould.34 It was through these mythical 

and legendary tales of saints, which were included in the 

prayer services in sattras and namghars in the villages, 

that they found their way into the minds of the people, who 

understood that language. These caritas thus spoke directly 

to them and greatly facilitated the penetration of bhakti 

ideals among the comon people. 

As discussed earlier, not much research has been done 

along the lines outlined in this chapter with regard to the 

bhakti movements in India, and more particularly in the case 

of Assam it is almost non-existent. Within the limitations, 

this dissertation will attempt to fill in this lacunae. 

34. S.N. Sarma, "Assamese Literature" in J. Gonda 
History ~Indian Literature (Early Period), 
Wiesbaden, 1976, pp.46-47. 
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CHAPTER ll 

THE SETTING: SOCIETY, ECONOMY AND POLITY 
IN MEDIEVAL ASSAM 

This chapter aims at an understanding of the complex 

socio-cultural processes operating in a region covered by 

the three medieval kingdoms of Koch Behar (or Kamata as it 

was known, before the rise of the Koch power in the early 

16th century), Kamarupa and Asama. Although they exceed the 

territorial limits of the present day Assam, these kingdoms 

broadly -correspond to it. It is necessary to delineate the 

geographical extent of our study more concretely: its west-

ern limit was the river Karatoya, thus including a part of 

modern North Bengal, while its easternmost reaches touched 

the hills of the Patkai range. It was bound in the north by 

the sub-Himalayan ranges, occupied by the Bhotiyas in the 

west, and numerous other tribes in the east. In the south-

east were the Naga hills, Manipur and the Tippera hills, and 

further south the Garo-Khasi-Jaintiya hills and a part of 

Mymensingh, now i-n Bang 1 adesh. 1 

1. B.K. Barua, fr Cultural History of Assam, Gauhati, 1950, 
pp.l-2. References to places and tribes in these areas 
are also scattered throughout the carita-puthis. 



Geography played an important role in shaping the 

socio-cultural developments in this region. The distinct 

topographical features comprising the conti~uous hill-plain 

areas, with the intricate river system of the Brahmaputra, 

forming its backbone, immensely affected all aspects of life 

in the region. Therefore, it is imperative to study the 

existing regional peculiarities, --the political, socio-

economic and religious conditions, within the framework of 

its topographical ecological setting. The prevalent 

assumptions about history and ecology, have led towards a 

reappraisal of hitherto understated aspects of ecology. 

This is the context in these developments, in the light of 

their relationship to the emergence and development of the 

particular form of Vaisnava bhakti that became dominant .. in 

Assam between the late 15th and the end of the 17th cen-

turies. 

In the first section I will attempt a reconstruction of 

the multi-faceted developments in the region from around the 

13th century A.D. This would provide the background of the 

movement, i.e. , the working of the various forces that 

precipitated it. In the next section the socio-cultural 

milieu within which the movement became entrenched in the 

succeeding centuries (16th-17th centuries), will be analy-

sed, in terms of the continuities and the later develop-

ments, which had a role in strengthening its hold. 
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Studies on the neo-Vaisnava movement in Assam have .. 
tended to treat the contemporary society as a static entity, 

against which the tenets of the faith are discussed. Thus 

Maheswar Neog discusses the existing politico-religious and 

socio-economic background without linking it to the later 

developments, or the processes of the evolution of the nama-

dharma. S.N. ~rma,2 while delineating the politico-

religious situation totally ignores the socio-economic 

formations of contemporary Assam. The inherent contradic-

tions and interlinkages within the existing society, which 

must have had a role in the rise of bhakti, have not been 

adequately treated. 

SECTION I - THE BACKGROUND OF THE MOVEMENT 

Politically, 3 as well as in the socio-economic £-phere, 

Assam, from the 13th century onwards, presents a picture of 

fragmentation and incessant conflicts between different 

groups. The struggle for power was operating at various 

2. S.N. Sarma, The Neo-Vaisnavite Movement and the Satra 
Institutions of Assam, Gauhati, 1966, pp.22-24; M. 
Neog, Sa~kardeva and His Times: Early History of the 
Vaisnava Faith And Movement in Assam, Gauhati, 1965, 
pp.SB-63. 

3. S.N. Sarma, QQ· cit., pp.2-3. 
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levels. The process had its roots in an earlier period, but 

it is clearly reflected in the medieval carita-puthis as 

well. From around the 6th century A.D., if not earlier, the 

rulers of Kamarupa had encouraged settlement of the brahma-

nas in this area through grants of land with fiscal and 

administrative privileges. This is also known from a number 

of epigraphic sources. Since then there has been a steady 

flow· of brahmana settlers, from the west to the plains of . 
Assam. 4 

The distinct ecological division of the region into the 

hill-plain continuum created a complex social situation, as 

this was marked by the existence of highly-differentiated 

levels of cultures in close proximity with each other. The 

fertile river valley along the Brahmaputra was inhabited by 

Hinduized communities having a predominantly agrarian econo-

my. The surrounding hilly terrain was inhabited by various 

tribal groups which followed a hunting-gathering economy and 

~re thus at a lower level of material culture. Those in 

the somewhat more accessible areas also practiced marginal 

agriculture. Largely outside the pale of Hinduism, these 

groups followed their own tribal customs, beliefs and 

4. B.K. Barua, QQ· cit., pp.116-17. 
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pr-actices. 5 The inter-action between these gr-oups and the 

Hindu agr-icultur-al communities pr-oduced cer-tain contr-adicto-

r-y tr-ends in the society. While on the one hand, clash of 

inter-ests led to fr-equent conflicts, on the other- the ex-

change of socio-cultur-al ideas r-esulted in the gr-adual 

penetr-ation of br-ahminical beliefs and pr-acl~ces among the 

tr-ibes thr-ough a pr-ocess of mutual adJustments. 6 

By the 13th centur-y a distinct identity of Assam, 

having ~ts peculiar- political, socio-economic and r-eligious 

featur-es had emer-ged as a r-esult of this pr-ocess. The 

caritas pr-ovide insights into the natur-e of these r-elations, 

and the existing society. 

A look at the pr-evailing political situation, would 

help put things in their- pr-oper- per-spective. The 13th to the 

16th centur-ies witnessed the simultaneous existence of 

sever-al incipient tr-ibal states, under- the loosely knit 

system of the bhuyan-raJ. 7 The Ahom or- Shan invaders, who 

had conquer-ed easter-n Assam in the 13th centur-y, wer-e 

5. S.M. Dubey (ed.), Nor-th-East 
Study, Delhi, 1978, p.5. 

6. Ibid., pp.6-8. 

B. Sotioloqical 

7. A. Guh-a, "Tr-ibalism to Feudalism in Assam 1600-1750" in 
Indian Histor-ical Review, Vol.1, 1974, p.65. 
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pursuing a policy of aggrandisement. Their territorial 

designs often clashed with the interests of the indigenous 

tribal kingdoms, who occupied a dominant position at that 

time. Among these were the Chutiyas (a branch of the Bodo-

/ 
tribe), who had set up their capital at Sadiya in 

the present Lakhimpur district. Other tribes like the 

Morans and the Borahis occupied smaller tracts of land. 

Further west, south of the river Brahmaputra, lay the ·Ka-

chari kingdom which around the 15th century stretched half-

way across the modern Naogaon district. West of the Chutiya 

kingdom on the north bank and the Kachari kingdom in the 

south, a group of bhuyans were ruling around this time. 

However, during the 14th and 16th centuries, the Ahoms had 

carved out a principality west of the Chutiya territory 

which included the modern districts of Sibsagar and Lakhim-

pur; after subjugating the Morans and Borahis, and displac-

ing the bhuyans from this area. In Western Assam, compris-

ing the present day districts of Kamrup, Goalpara and parts 

of Koch Behar, a succession of dynasties were wrangling for 

power during the 14th-15th centuries. 8 This picture of 

political instability also provides a clue to a better 

understanding of the tribal clashes with the agrarian commu-

nities. 

8. S.N. Sarma,~- cit., pp.2-3. 
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The case of the bhuyans is of particular significance. 

It was within this group that neo-Vaisnavism first struck 

its roots, and developed its initial form. The bhuyans 

comprised a dominant politico-economic group, occupying the 

core agricultural area on both banks of the Brahmaputra in 

the Kamarupa region. They were a caste stratified Hinduized 

society, composed of brahmaQas and daivaj~as (astrologers) 

who were the two high status groups on the social scale. 

The kayasthas were another important group and formed the 

landed elements or chiefs. They exercised more or less 

autonomous control over the area. Apart from these, the 

bulk of the bhuyan society was constituted of the kolit~s, a 

dominant peasant caste. 9 Many of the indigenous elements 

incorporated into Hindu ~ociety belonged to the kolit~ 

caste. The Guru Carita K9tha mentions the bar kolita (who 

were agriculturists), 10 and kumar (potter), l<amar (black-

smith), t~nti (weaver) etc., all of whom generally belonged 

to the Kolita caste.11 

9. A. Guha, QQ..· cit., p.65-66. 

10. M. Neog {ed.), Guru Carita Kgtha, Gauhati, 1987, p.71. 

11. Ibid., pp.83-85. These are also found 
throughout the text. 
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The bhuyan political organization was characterized by 

a number of independent chiefships, which aligned together 

in a loose confederacy at times of threat from a common 

enemy. Occasionally, they acknowledged nominal allegiance 

to the petty kings, who from time to time tried to assert 

their superiority in this area. 

However, even in such circumstances they continued to 

wield considerable power and influence at the local level as 

official functionaries.1 2 It is evident from the Cdritd-

puthis, that the bhuyan chiefs, such as the Barbhuyan or the 

Siromoni bhuyan, often posed a threat to these rulers and 

refused to occupy a subordinate status. Can~ibara, one of 

/ 
Sankardeva's ancestors, settled in Kamarupa by king Durlabh-

naraya~a of Kamata, as the €iromani over a group of bhuyans 

is said to have functioned more or less independently. He 

disregarded the kings orders, refused to pay him annual 

personal attendance or the prescribed dues. The king there-

upon imprisoned him suspecting that he was preparing to 

become the king himself. 13 Moreover, the military prowes& 

12. A Guha, QQ. cit. p.66. 

13. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita by Ramananda Dvija, Gauhati, 
1959, p.12. 
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0 
of the bhuyan chiefs may be inferred f~m the reference to 

the 80 shields14 in their possession and their three-day 

long battle with the Bhotiyas at Rauta, where the latter was . 
defeated and they fled with the loot. 15 Apart from their 

political role, the bhGyan chiefs appeared to have b~en 

actively involved in the agricultural process, and activi-

ties related to it. These included clearing of land for 

cultivation, 16 building of bunds (dams) etc. These were 

communal operations in which the entire village participat-

ed. On his return to Lengemaguri after bein~ released by 

Candibara found the ryots engaged in con-

structing a bund, to prevent the flood waters of the Brahma-

putra from destroying the crops; on the orders o-f Gandharva-

rai, the Chota raJa, a karatalia (tributary) of - ,..__ -
Our 1 abt).ara-

yana • . The difficult task was finally accomplished, only 

after Cangibara took over the organization of the operation. 

This gained him the blessings of the Chota - --raJa and 

14. 
, I' / • 

D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva by 
Dvija, Jorhat, 1986, p.83; M. Neog (ed.), Guru 
Katha, QQ· cit., p.11. 

15. M. Neng ( ed. ) , QQ• cit. p. 11. 

Bhusana . . 
Carita 

16. The fourteen f ami 1 ies of· the bhuyans und·er Canqi bar a, 
who often moved fro~ place to place in search of suit
able areas for cultivation, had to clear the land 
before undertakLng agriculture. This is mentioned;~the 
car .i t as. Ibid . , p. 11 etc • 
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admiration of the people. 17 These shared experiences with 

the cultivating peasants, provided the bhuyan chiefs with 

some support in their particular localities, where they 

wielded considerable influence. The political ambitions of 

the bhuyan chiefs and their local influence, perhaps brought 

them into conflict with the Choto raja whose efforts at 

imposition of authority by demanding payment of certain dues 

were often thwarted. The undercurrent of tension may also 

be detected in Candibara's decision to leave Lengemaguri 

along with the rest of the bhuyans. This was because the 

r~ja agreed to surrender the former to the Bho~iyas to 

prevent an attack, despite the services rendered by him in 

times of difficulty. 18 Moreover, Cangibara's parting words 

also indicate this 'with our 80 shields we could have 

repulsed (them) if the king and people relied on us. We 

shall not stay in this ungrateful (adharmi) place. 19 

The caritas also throw light on the socio-economic 

conditions of the times. An understanding of this is 

17. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kathi, p.10. 

18. The building 
repulsing an 
p.11. 

19. Ibid., p.11. 

of the dam which saved their crops and 
earlier attack by the Bhofiyas, Ibid., 
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crucial from the point of view of the emergence of bhakti in 

Assam. It is evident from the texts that the predominantly 

agrarian economy of the region was under considerable pres-

sure from various directions-- political, socio-religious, 

and ecological. Moreover, although settlement and cultiva

tion were encouraged by the Kamarupa rulers,2° large tracts 

of land remained thickly forested and agriculture was 

carried on a somewhat limited scale, which was largely con-

fined to the plain areas on both banks of the Brahmaputra. 21 

Hoe agriculture seems to have been the main form of cultiva-

tion, as mention of the plough is extremely rare in the 

early caritas. Also there is practically no mention of trade 

and traders or the use of money. Exchange was possibly 

carried on through barter, and generally cowries W@re used 

20. Durlabhnarayana, settled 14 bhuyan families (kayasthas 
and brahmaQa~) with grants of 'grain, spade, dao, and 
slaves' in Kamarupa, where they lived practicing agri
culture, Ibid., p.8. Ramananda Dvija also mentions the 
grant of ·wealth and grains· to the bhuyans, I bid., 
p.12. 

21 •. This is known from frequent references, to dense 
forests in the vicinity of the villages, and the fear 
from wild animals, which are found scattered thrughout 
the texts. 
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as the medium of exchange.22 Thus picture presented in 

these texts is that of a largely subsistence-level rural 

agrarian milieu.23 

The impact of the predatory tribal incursions on the 

fragile agrarian economy was disastrous. These grain and 

cattle raids created havoc within the agricultural communi-

ties and was one of the primary causes of their frequent 

migrations. At Lengemaguri on the north bank, the bhuyans 

had· frequent skirmishes with the Bhotiyas of the neighbour-

ing. hills. The latter ransacked the bhuyan village carry-

ing away cattle and other commodities, killing men and women 

and taking away others as slaves' .24 Later, these bhuyans 

shifted from Kajolimukh to Kuthardubi and then to Rauta in 

search of 'fish, water, firewood' and to escape from the 

Bhotiyas. In each of these places they undertook 
• 

agriculture for brief periods. 25 Ultimately, both Bhotiya 

22. Except for Bhavananda, who was said to be a trader, 
references to trade or traders are practically non
existent in the earlier caritas. Cowries are often 
mentioned, and the story references to the rupiy~ 

probably pertain to a later period when trade with 
Bengal and Mughal India had developed. Bh~sana Dvija, . ' p.160. 

23. A. Guha, QR• cit., p.~5. 

24. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, p.10. 

25. Ibid., p.,11. 
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raids and the tensions with the Koches, who were an emerging 

power in Western Assam during the late 15th-early 16th 

centuries, compelled them to shift to the south bank. 

there was an abundance of land, water, pond, fish, 

wood,·26 but they were faced with the onslaughts 

Kacharis who 'looted and plundered their land· 27 at 

Here, 

fire-

of the 

village 

Alipukhuri. This was probably due to the pressure from the 

expanding Ahom kingdom in the east. The Guru Carita Katha 

relates that the bhuyans and Kacharis practiced agriculture 

and cattle-rearing in adjoining areas. Friction occurred 

due to the pilferage of grains and cattle by the latter. 28 

The topographical-ecological factors played a crucial 

role in shaping the nature of the economy and society. The 

peculiar topography of the region, limiting the arable land 

to the fertile river valley, with the surrounding hilly 

terrain unsuitable for cultivation, was one of the reasons 

for the frequent conflicts between the tribal and agrarian 

populations. The territorial ambitions of the incipient 

tribal states also centred around these areas, as each 

26. Ibid., p.11. 

27. Ibid._, p.ll. 

28. Ibid., p.36. 
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struggled to gain control over the fertile valley. More-

over, the river Brahmaputra, which ran through the entire 

length of this region, and its network of tributaries often 

caused floods. Floods were a common occurrence and damage 

to crops are often mentioned. 29 As mentioned earlier, flood 

control measures such as building of dams were undertaken 

through communal participation. 30 Again, at Tembua, where 

the waters of the Luit (Brahmaputra) caused destruction to 

the crops, the prominent bhuyans gathered together the 

people of several villages to construct a dam. 31 Moreover, 

the dense forests were inhabited by wild animals, which also 

caused difficulties for the people. There is mention of 

damage to crops caused by wild beasts and the general fear 

from attacks by these. For instance, 'Mahendra Kandali's 

field of ripe paddy crop was invaded by seven elephants who 

came to graze there and the slaves failed to chase them 

of f.. 32 

All these factors, as well a» the effect£ of frequent 

29. Ibid., pp.10, 32 etc. 

30. Ibid., p.lO. 

31. Ibid., pp.32-34. 

32. Ibid., p.23; References to expression of fear from wild 
beasts have been referred to earlier on. 
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conflicts3 3 thus served to put considerable pressure on the 

primarily agricultural communities such as the bhuydns. 

The interaction between the upper castes and the in-

digenous tribal groups were not confined to conflicting 

relations alone. These produced significant socio-cultural 

repercussions. The predominance of the tribal population 

lent a peculiar colour to the socio-religious developments 

in this region, which was markedly different from contempo-

rary north-India. 

In the religious sphere, brahminism had to adjust 

itself in order to gain a foothold in this region. It was, 

however, a two-way process. While there was a gradual 

penetration of Hindu beliefs and practices among the indige-

nous groups, elements of tribal culture also found their way 

into the former. 

One of the most manifest features of this interaction 

was the introduction of caste stratification within the 

society. The process of incorporation of tribal groups 

resulted in their being assigned a place within the 

33. The ryots are often said to have fled to the n~igh

bouring forests to escape from the scene of the bat
tles. Ibid., p.39 etc. 
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brahminical social order. 34 The bulk of the tribals were 

given a low social status, and were lumped together as 

"'-sudriis. Prominent among such tribes were the Koches, who 

had become partially Hinduized, and tended to crystallize 

into a distinct caste of low status within the brahminical 

social order. These Koches, many of whom had taken to 

agriculture, appeared to have intermarried with the other 

Hindu peasant castes such as th~ kolitas. 3 5 The traditional 

four-fold ViirQa system was not prevalent in Assam, and the 

society was broadly divided between the br~hmara and the 

non-brahma~a categories. The kolita caste, a dominant 

peasant group, was also ranked as the ~udras, which subsumed 

most of the tribal population. Thus there was a general 

proliferation of the :udras, 36 arranged in to sever a 1 sub-

castes. Most of these groups later became the followers of 

"' the nama-dharma, preached by Sarikardeva and other Vai!i!]aVa 

saints. 

The process of the inclusion of tribal groups within 

34. S.M. Dubey (ed.), QQ· cit., pp.6-8. 

35. S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), An Account of Assam by F. Hamilton, 
Gauhati, 1987, p.56. 

36. S. Jaiswal, "Vania Ideology and Social Change", 
Scientist, Vol.19, No.204, 1991, p.46. 
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the brahminical fold was perpetuated through the identifica-

tion of various tribal deities with gods and goddesses of 

the Hindu pantheon. 37 B.K. Kakati has discussed the ,exist-

ence of different forms of the mother-goddess among the 

local tribes. However, he shows that in course of time they 

came to be identified with Hindu goddesses such as Durga and 

Kali.38 Both Siva and the Devi assimilated easily with the 

tribal forms, as brahminism made adjustments and was being 

internalised by the tribal groups. This process saw the 

/ 
emergence of Sakta-Tantric rites which before the emergence 

of the bhakti faith, became the predominant religious form 

in Assam. 39 

The utterances of the Vai~~ava saints and preachers 

frequently refer to the disruption of the social fabric 

caused by the religious excesses of the Kaliyuga.40 Their 

emphasis on simplicity of worship through devotion was 

rooted in these excesses which had an adverse effect on the 

day to day existence of the common people. Daityari 1hakur, 

37. S.N. Sarma,~· cit., p.2. 

38. B.K. Kakati, The Mother Goddess Kamakhya, 
1989, pp.35-66. 

Gauhati, 

39. Ibid., pp.16-22, 33-66; S.N. Sarma,~- cit., pp.2-8. 

40. All the caritas abound in such descriptions. 

44 



, , /, -
the author of Sri Sri Sankardeva-Madhavdeva Carita, sums up 

the existing religious situation and the relevance of bhakti 

thus: 

In earlier times there was no bhakti in this land. 
People worshipped various deities and performed 
blood sacrifices of ducks, goats and pigeons etc. 
They performed various rituals and were steeped in 
sin. The Vaisnava saints thus took birth as .. 
avataras of Krsna to redeem the world from the 
improprieties of.the Kaliyuga.41 

/ 

That the brahminical religion of the Sakta variety 

requiring elaborate ritual and animal sacrifices, was widely 

practised by the Hinduized agrarian communities like the 

bhuyans, is well attested by the caritas. 
, 

Sarikardeva's 

ancestors mentioned as worshippers Siva and Canpi. 4 2 His 

grandfather Candibara was conferred with the title Devidasa, 
• 

by King Durlabhnarayana of Kamata, after defeating a brahma-
• 

na pundit in debate. 43 The kings of this area also patron-
• 

~ 

ized Saktism and on one occasion a conflict between the 

/ ..L / 
41. R. Nath (ed.), Mahapurusa Sri ~ri Sankardeva-Madhavdeva 

Carita by Daity~ri Thak~r, Sylhet, 1869 Saka, p.2. 

42. B.K. Bhattacharya (ed.), Guru. Carita 
Thakur, Tihu, 1985, pp.5-11. 

by Ramcarana . . 
43. D. Borkotoki (ed.), QQ. cit., p.84; M. Neog (ed.), Guru 

Carita Katha, QQ cit .. , p.15; All the caritas contain 
description of this episode. 
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kings of Kamata and Gauda, who we~e wo~shippe~s of the Devi 

Du~ga, was said to have been settled th~ough the mediation 

of Candi, a manifestation of the goddess. 44 . 
The genealogical sections of the caritas, pe~taining to 

, . 
Sanka~deva's ancesto~s, a~e ~eplete with desc~iptions of 

elabo~ate ~ituals - vrata~ homa~ puja etc. fo~ the p~opitia-

tion of a numbe~ of gods and goddesses such B~ahma, Cand~a, 

su~ya etc., apa~t f~om Siva, Vi~~u and the Devi. 45 All 

b~ahminical ~ites of passage namakaraoa~ upanayana~ annapra-

sana~ traddha etc., we~e pe~fo~med. 46 On all such occa-

sions, ~ich gifts in the fo~m of daQa and we~e 

bestowed on the brahmanas. . These included gold, coppe~, 

cows, clothes, food and va~ious othe~ items. 47 That the 

brahmanas enjoyed a high social status th~ough the pe~petua-
• 

tion of such p~actices is evident f~om these texts. 

, 
Saivism had been a p~ominent ~eligion in this ~egion 

f~om an ea~ly time. Both epig~aphical and sculptu~al 

44. M. Neog (ed.), Gu~u Ca~ita Katha, QQ. cit., p.B. 

45. Ibid., pp.4-14. 

46. Ibid., pp.20, 43; These ~ituals a~e mentioned late~ in 
the texts. 

47. Ibid., pp.12-13; M. Neog (ed.), Gu~u Ca~ita, QQ. cit., 
p.29; All othe~ autho~s also desc~ibe the ~espect shown 
to brahmanas th~ough d~na and daksina. . . . 
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evidence attest to this fact. 48 Though the worship of Vi~~u 

was prevalent he occupied a secondary position compared to 

" Siva and Devi. 49 it gained pre-dominance in the form of 

K~~~a bhakti, only with the spread of neo-Vai~~avism. 

As mentioned earlier, Hinduism influenced the various 

tribal groups, through the induction of local gods within 

its pantheon. Most of these, however, continued to retain 

the1r autonomous identity, leading to a complex admixture of 

tribal and brahminical modes of worship. Tribes such as the 

" Chutiyas and the Kacharis worshipped various forms of Siva 

/ 

and the Devi through Sakta-Tantric rites. 50 At the great 

cult centres of Gaktism such as Kamakhya near Gauhati and 

~ 

Dikkaravasini near Sadiya ineastern Assam, worship was 

conducted through both right and left-handed methods. 51 The 

/ 

worship of s~va through such rites was also common.52 More-

over, the number of deities had proliferated, and they were 

propitiated in similar ways. 53 Magic and sorcery were 

48. B.K. Kakati, QQ· cit., pp.l0-12. 

49. Ibid., pp.67-71; S.N. Sarma, QQ. cit., pp.3-8. 

50. S.N. Sarma, QQ· cit., p.3. 

51. Ibid., pp.4-5; B.K. Kakati, QQ. cit., p.45-66. 

52. S.I'.J. Sarma, QQ. cit., pp.3-4. 

53. Ibid., pp.5-8. 
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common features of the tribal religion. 54 On the whole, the 

cult of animal sacrifice gained popularity both among the 

tribal and the Hinduized sections of the society, and it 

appears that human sacrifice was also practised in a few 

places. 5 5 In fact, even a late work such as the Guru-Cari-

ta-~atha contains an episode concerning human sacrifice. 

People complained to King DurlabhnarayaQa about Hathiya 

Kachari who, after becoming the Doloi of the area, performed 

human sacrfice before the clay image of Durga. 56 . This 

episode clearly demonstrates the intermingling of tribal and 

/ 
Sakta practices. 

. 
The vamacara or left-handed practices, which were 

marked by considerably relaxed sexual and dietary rules, 

appear to have been widely prevalent particularly among the 

lower rungs of the society. This was because they tran-

scended caste restrictions and allowed access to the lowest 

var~as, who were barred from participating in orthodox brah-

minical rites. 57 People accepted only the ritualistic 

54. Ibid.~ pp.6-8. 

55. Ibid., pp.2-8; B.K. Kakati, QQ.· cit., p.62. 

56. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, p.40. 

57. B.K. Kakati, QQ. cit., pp.41-55. 
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aspects of Tantricism, without concerning themselves with 

its theoretical or philosophical foundation. 58 

All these, however, also resulted in certain contradic-

tory trends within the existing society. Despite the gener-

al attitude of respect toward the brahamans, • a parallel 

attitude of antagonism was also developing towards them. 

Certain episodes in the caritas contain reflections of this 

tendency. The shameless greed of the brahma~as is often 

explicitly stated. The Guru-Carita-Katha relates that, 

after the death of Govindagiri, his sons found themselves in 

a difficult situation. Despite borrowing, they could not 

collect the amount of money required to perform the last 

rites, due to the high demand made by the brahmanas. , Thus, 

they complained 'there is no respite from the brahmanas , 

here.' . 59 Again, Govinda Garamali explained that devipuj~ 

was responsible for his poverty-stricken condition as he had 

lost everything, cows, buff~loes, copper, bronze and slaves 

etc., to the brahmana priests' .60 The numerous debates . 
between the brahmanas and the "-sudras (i.e. . 

58. S.N. Sarma, QQ.· 
pp.41-55. 

cit., p.6; B.K. Kakati, 

the 

QQ. 

59. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ_. cit., p.53. 

60. Ibid., p.79. 
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brahmanas) . that appear in the caritas also confirm this 

general misgiving about the brahma~as. 

The feeling was probably particularly strong among the 

kayasthas 'who, despite their important socio-political 

position and proficiency in brahminical learning, was often 

/ 
looked down upon as sudras (all non-brahmaQaS tended to be 

addressed thus by the brahmaQas), and were debarred from 

reciting the Vedas or performing the religious rites them-

selves. In addition, the brahmaQaS also enjoyed various 

privileges including exemption from payment of taxes, and 

manual service in later times,61 due to their high ritual 

status. 

The effects o~ the brahminical religion and the rise of 

neo-Vaisnavism may be better understood when related to the 
t I 

general conditions of the time. Given the extremely unsta-

ble nature of the existing society~ marked by a subsistence-

level agr arian economy unsupplemented by either a regular 

system of trade or well-developed crafts, the practice of 

animal sacrifice and elaborate ritualism adversely affected 

the bulk of the population, comprising the peasantry. 

Moreover, the system of gifts to the brahmanas further . 

61. A. Guha, QQ· cit., p.72. 
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increased the burden on their limited resources. The large 

scale killing of animals like goats, bullocks, ducks etc., 

which were important to the agrarian economy, did create a 

dislocation in the economic life, especially amongst those 

who could not afford it. The guru-caritas cite numerous 

examples of people reduced to poverty due to th~ excesses of 

the brahmanas as well as, the general economic conditions. 62 . 
Reference to periodic food shortages caused by famines is 

/ . 
also extremely common in these texts. Sankardeva's emphasis 

on the prohibition of blood sacrifices and simplicity of 

worship would indicate his de~p understanding of the exist-

ing societal contradictions. Thus he could garner the 

support of the majo-rity of th~ people in this region. 

In the subsequent centur~es (i.e., around the 16th-17th 

centuries) many of the socio-economic and religious forces 

operating in the earlier period continued, as is· evident 

from the later cari~as, but some notable changes also took 

place which further contributed to the rise of neo-Vaisna-... 
vism in Assam. I shall focus on the increasingly centraliz-

ing tendencies of the Ahom state and its role in the en-

trenchment of the bhakti movement in the region. 

62. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Cdrita Katha, QQ· cit., pp.53-54, 
79 etc. 
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SECTION II 

LATER SOCIO-CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTS AND BHAKTI 

In its initial stages, during the time of 
~ . 
Sankardeva 

and Madhavdeva covering the greater part of the 16th cen-

tury, the nama-dharma remained largely concentrated in the 

Kamata-Kamarupa region, where the Koches had emerged as the 

dominant power and established the kingdom of Koch Behar. 63 

Thi~ may also be related to the nature of power equations in 

eastern Assam. Here, the Ahem rulers, who were foreigners 

(being of Tai extraction), had become powerful and were 

engaged in consolidating their position.64 

They extended their patronage to the dominant social 

group, the brahmaQas with the view to utilizing their influ-

ence among the indigenous population to strengthen their own 

position in the area. The br~aQas had therefore become 

more influentia1. 65 On the other hand, the bhuyans, who 

were a prominent socio-political group with political ambi-

tiohs, were both conciliated and sought to be subordinated. 

They were given grants of land and were settled in small 

63. S.N. Sarma,~· cit., pp.ll-20. 

; 

64. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, ~· cit., pp.58-63. 

65. Ibid., p.58. 
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groups in different parts of the kingdom, probably in order 

to create division among them. Moreover, attempts were made 

to exert authority on the dominant elements in the group, 

though in later times many were incorporated as local func-

/ 
tionaries. 66 The group to which Sankar deva belonged, was 

settled at a place called Dhuwahat. They were engaged by 

the Ahom king in an elephant catching or Kheda operation. 

The.bhuyans who were primarily agriculturists and therefore 

untrained in this, were unsuccessful in their pursuit. The 

Ahom king thereupon unleashed a reign of terror on them and 

officials were despatched to inflict severe punishments. 

Their leader Hari Bhuyan 
~ . 

(Sankardeva's son-in-law) was 

beheaded, Madhavdeva, who was also captured, was, however, 

spared as a holy person, as he was heard reciting krrtana. 67 

Thus, at this stage, the Ahom opposition to the bhuyans 

was largely political and it was instigated by the orthodox 

brahmaQaS who complained to the Ahom king against them. The 

bhakti ideals, based on devotion to a single god through 

n~ma~ was inimical to brahminical interests, as it inter-

dieted ritualism and sacrifice. It threatened their 

66. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), The Comprehensive History of 
Assam, Vol.II, Gauhati, 1992, pp.65-66. 

67. D. Borkotoki (ed.), QQ. cit., pp.93-94. 
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livelihood as well as their exalted social position. 

During the 16th century the expanding Ahom and Koch 

kingdoms were frequently locked in conflict. 68 The latter 

also faced the pressure of incursions by the Bengal 

Sultans. 69 The Guru Cdritd Kdtha relates that the Koch King 

Naranaraya~a sent an expedition under Chilarai to get back 

the Baro-bhuyans who had left Alipukhuri and settled in 

Asama. The Ahom king blamed the bhuydns as the cause of the 

battle, and asked them to devise a solution to avert the 

crisis. 
/, ~ 

Sankardeva advised them to mount sudrds dressed as 

brahmaQaS on cows and asked them to move towards the enemy. 

This done, the Koches retreated and the Ahoms marched upto 

Kaliyabar. Thus there was an interesting reversal of roles 

between the brahmanas and the ~udras. As a result of this • 

battle the peasants are said to have fled to the jungles for 

safety. 70 This is a significant passage because apart from 

the Ahom-Koch conflict, it also contains insinuation of the 

~ 

brahamana-sudrd antagonism and the detrimental effects of 
I 

war on the peasantry and agriculture. 

68. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), QQ. cit., pp.71-83. 

69. Ibid., pp.86-87. 

70. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ. cit., p.39. 
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There are references to the depredations caused by the 

tribes of eastern Assam such as the Akas, the Bho~s71 , and 

the Daflas72, which often moved from one place to another. 

Frequent floods and war with the BaQgals (foreigners, usual-

ly used for the Mughals) also caused disruption and scarcity 

of food for the people.73 

In the 17th century, the bhakti movement had become 

well entrenched in the region, and had developed a strong 

organizational base in the institution of sattras, despite 

the persistent resistance from sections of the orthodox 

brahmanas as well as intermittent royal persecution • • 

This development has to be seen in the perspective of 

the socio-economic images and in relation to the working of 

the Ahem state which, by the 17th century, controlled most 

of Assam. 

In the socio-economic sphere, this period is marked by 

a general agricultural expansion following the extension of 

plough agriculture and wet rice cultivation. 74 Crops such 

71. I bid. , p.209. 

72. Ibid., pp.38. 

73. Ibid . , pp.38, 219. 

74. A. Guha, QQ· cit. ' p.67. 
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as mustard, gram, pulses, variety of v~getables and fruits 

are mentioned in the caritas, and numerous references are 

made to the plough and ploughmen. 75 Despite this, trade and 

money economy remained extremely limited till the mid-17th 

century, 76 though the Guru Carita Katha (a work of the late 

17th and early 18th centuries) contains various references 

to markets, and traders selling betel leaf, 77 mustard, 78, 

oil, 79 etc. and even the sale of fish is mentioned.so 

Co~ries continued to be the medium of exchange along with 

some amount of Mughal currency, but in the later caritas 

especially the Guru Carita Katha, money is mentioned more 

frequently. 

In the Koch kingdom, a certain amount of mercantile 

activity seemed to have existed from a slightly earlier 

period, as this area had come into contact with Bengal, and 

75. Such references to crops and h~lovas (ploughman) and 
hal (plough) are found scattered throughout the Guru 
Carita Katha, ~· cit., pp.63, 93 etc. 

76. A. Guha, QQ· cit., p.68. 

77. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ.. cit., pp.70, 71 
etc. 

78. Ibid., p.74 etc. 

79. Ibid., ,p.203 etc. 

80. Ibid., p.249. 
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was more accessible from outside. 81 River transport on the 

Brahmaputra was the principal means of communication from an 

early period.82 However, trade too, like agriculture, must 

have faced obstacles due to the frequent political conflicts 

in the region. 

The Ahom adt~inistrative structure was marked by a 

centralization of the conscripted labour. 83 It was based on 

the paik system, according to which paiks drawn from the 

peasantry were required to render manual service, as labour-

ers or ordinary soldiers, to the state. 84 Out.of these, a 

certain number was allotted to the official clabs and the 

nobility to render them personal service, and to work on 

their farms. 85 This class of paiks was called likchous. The 

rest of the free peasantry produced paiks for periodic 

military service in times of war, or were engaged in various 

81. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), QQ· cit., pp.148-149. 

82. This is quite evident from the caritas. Most of the 
commercial travelling was done by boat, as the Brihma
putra links the entire region. 

83. A. Guha, QQ.· cit. , p. 68. 

84. Ibid., p.68. 

85. Ibid., p.69. S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), QQ. cit., p.24. This 
account refers to a later period, but that the officers 
exacted work to the maximum is also evident from the 
caritas. Guru Carita Katha, QQ. cit., p.48. 
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public wo~ks. 86 Slaves fo~med an impo~tant element in the 

ag~a~ian system, which is indicated by f~equent mention of 

bandi-beti o~ ga-manuh in the caritas. 

The ag~a~ian expansion leading to an inc~ease in 

su~plus and concomitant g~owth in population, p~ovided the 

Ahoms with a st~ong mate~ial base to consolidate thei~ 

position. 87 This was ma~ked by a tendency towa~ds fu~the~ 

cent~alization. The 17th centu~y was also a pe~iod of Ahom-

Mug hal conflict, as the latte~ t~ied to extend thei~ sway 

ove~ Assam. 88 Both these developments necessitated ~aising 

g~eate~ ~esou~ces fo~ the state, as well as the c~eation of 

a mo~e o~ganised state st~uctu~e. Thus effo~t was made to 

conve~t the state machine~y into a milita~y-administ~ative 

system. Fo~ an effective milita~y o~ganization, the man-

powe~ used fo~ milita~y pu~poses was divided into khels, 

which existed along with the village o~ganization based on 

the paik system. 89 Mo~eove~, in o~de~ to augment the ~e

sou~ces of the state, apa~t f~om the imposition of the land 

~evenue to be paid in cash, a numbe~ of additional taxes in 

86. A. Guha, ~·cit., p.69. 

87. Ibid., pp.67, 69-70. 

88. H.K. Ba~puja~i (ed.), ~- cit., pp.148-256. 

89. A. Guha, ~-cit., p.70 
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the form of tolls on traders, ferries, markets etc. were 

introduced. 9 0 That the number of taxes had increased enor-

mously is known from the mention of hat, phat91 , ghat etc. 

in the Guru Carita Katha. These were outposts on the border 

and inside the country under officers or vi~ayas such as the 

,. 
ha.t-khowa, Visayas collected 

customs such as dan, kar, etc., from the traders, boat-men 

and· others. 93 CaKis, hits and phats are mentioned in con-

nection Thakur's . trading activities, 

which were spread over Asama, Garo, Bho~ and BaQgal areas. 

Narayana Dasa and his fellow traders tried to escape these . 
taxes by lying to the officials. 94 The Guru Carita Katha 

relates how NarayaQa Dasa and his fellow traders became 

bhokots. 95 The anecdote compares the petty traders to a 

goat amidst wild beasts. 96 These varied taxes and toll6 

90. S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), ~· cit., pp.24-25. 

91. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, 9.2.· cit., pp.72, 73 
etc. 

92. 

93. 

94. 

95. 

96. 

M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Ko}tha, QQ.· £..iS_., 
ductionn, p.156. 

Ibid., p.355. 

I bid. , pp.72-73. 

Ibid., pp.73-79. 

I bid. , p.73. 
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naturally increased the burden on the large number of petty 

traders who operated in this region. The situation must 

have been further worsened by the corruption of the offi-

cials in charge of these collections. Madhai Atoi of Jainti 

was an officer collecting jal-kar (tax levied on river 

outposts) but .he gave up his duties as it involved malprac-

tice. 97 

The later caritas attest to the increase in the number 

of officials having fiscal and coercive powers. The oppres-

sion of the officials in charge of collecting revenue is 

described thus: 

Harsimha Bora went on tours to collect taxes i.e • . 
rajadhan or jaigiri payable to the state. On discovering a 

shortfall of twenty rupees (taka), he subjected the people 

to severe punishments. Madhavdeva, who witnesses this, 

asked him to spare the poverty-stricken peasants. But the 

latter was unrelenting. Finally, Madhavdeva, through a 

miracle, squared the amount. 98 Again, a Kakoti and an Ujir 

got together in exploiting the paiks, extracting from them 

97. Ibid., p.82. 

98. Ibid., p.47. 
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labour service, muga cloth, cotton, pepper, and made profits 

out of these. In the Ujir's absence, the paiks complaiend 

to the Barua (a higher official at the village level): 

"One Ujir along with a Kakoti from the west, have 

squeezed us of our wealth and have ruined us." 99 

In later times officials also made undue demands from 

the bhokots. Surananda, an official, terrorized the bho-

kots, and forcibly extracted one rupee (taka) each from a 

group of them. 

In Western Assam villages came to be divided strictly 

on caste lines by this time. The brahmanas lived in a 
•· 

~eparate part of the village, while such low castes as the 

kumar (p~ter) hira (wheel-less potter), cjom (fishermen), 

etc., lived in other parts earmarked for them. 100 These low 

castes became adherents of the nima-dharma. 
, 
Saflkardeva, 

along wi~h his bhokots, moved from Tantikuchi to Kumarkuchi 

etc., halting for brief periods and establishing hari-gr;has 

or nam-ghars. 101 

99. Ibid., p.48. 

100. Ibid., pp.83-85. 

101. Ibid., pp.83-85 
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The gene~al condition of the peasant~y had wo~sened. 

Sca~city of food and pove~ty a~e common themes in the cari-

tas. Madhavdeva's family was reduced to pove~ty and sought 

shelter in va~ious places. His parents a~e said to have 

gone without food, sometimes two to three meals at a 

stretch. 102 The condition of the slaves, commonly owned by 

officials and p~ospe~ous people and utilized fo~ agricultur-

al purposes, was even worse. Balaram Atoi was formerly a 

slave .J.n d household, and was treated badly. One day he 

fell asleep from exhaution while ploughing the field. When 

Narayana Dasa 1hakur found him, rescued him from his plight 
• 

by purchasing him off, whereupon the former took 

became a bhakta.103 

, 
sarana . and 

The bhakti movement received its first group of follow-

ers from the kjyastha-bhnyans, and later from the bulk of 

the peasantry and the newly Hinduized tribal people, who 

were taking to agriculture and were assigned a low social 

position. The petty traders, who were harassed and op-

pressed, also found it suitable to their needs. By becoming 

bhaktas traders often escaped the tolls and taxes and also 

benefitted from the sattras which often provided the 

102. Ibid., pp.83-85. 

103. Ibid., pp.86-87. 
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followers their basic everyday needs . This will be seen in 

. 
the next chapter. As seen from the above discussion, all 

these groups were subject to various pressures during this 

time, when the movement was trying to establish its hold in 

this region. 

The cumulative effects of the diverse and often con-

flicting socio-cultural trends within the society, contrib-

uted to the diffusion of the movement. Due to its inherent 

syncretism, its liberal attitude towards caste restrictions, 

its ability to organize people under one umbrella and give 

them assurance against oppression and poverty the movement 

could draw and accommodate different groups within it. The 

processes through which this was effected, and the strong 

organizational structure that helped to crystallise the 

movement will be the focus of our discussion in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER !!.1_ 

THE DYNAMICS: THE INSTITUTIONS AND 
MASS PARTICIPATION IN THE BHAKTI MOVEMENT 

In the last chapter, we discussed the material and 

social context -/ -within which the ekasaraQa nama dharma of 

I' • 
Sankardeva developed in medieval Assam. The bhakti, move-

ment, which initially spread among the bhuyan community 

around the end of the 15th century, rapidly gained in numer-

ical strength during the suceeding two centuries. It found 

support from a wide section of the population, and by the 

17th century had become deeply embedded in Assamese society. 

Significantly, it still continues to be one of the dominant 

modes of religious expression in Assam. This was due to a 

number of factors such as a prolonged process of evolution 

of the movement, adjustments in the realm of ideas, and a 

carefully developed organizatinal structure through which it 

could sustain its appeal and influence over a wide variety 

of people. It is a distinct feature of Assam Vaisnavism .. 
that it developed a strong organizational base, which found 

its culmination in the institution of the sattra or monastic 

org-anizations.! The emphasis of the present chapter will 

1. S.N. Sarma, QQ. cit., pp.23-24. 
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thus be on the socio-cultural process~s which facilitated 

the permeation of the bhakti ideals and the nature and role 

of the Vaisnava institutions. 

As seen earlier, Assamese society at the time of 
/ 
san-

kardeva comprised of fragmented religio-ethnic groups with 

a variety fo complex beliefs and practices. 
/ 

Sankardeva 

evolved a simplified religion based on bhakti or devotion to 

a single god, K~~~a, attainable through nama, i.e. recita-

tion of the name of the lord. 

The basic form of the social organization of bhakti in 

Assam was the samkirtana or nama-prasarga. These were the 

congregational prayer sessions, characterized by the recita-

tion and singing of the names and attributes of the lord 

Krsna. The entire society could join in these sessions, as ••• 

these required no special qualifications; the utterance of 

the name of the lord was sufficient to procure divine grace. 

This is emphasized time and again in the carita literature, 

/ 
which often contain descriptions of Sa~kardeva surrounded by 

a group of bhaktas reciting Harinama or s~nging kirtana. It 

is often stated that the religion of the Vedas was unsuited 

for the Kaliyuga when all dharma had been defiled. 
/ 

Sudras 

had no right to recite the mantras while they could achieve 
/ 

salvation though the nama-kTrtana preached by Sankardeva. 

It was said that all kinds of religious activities converged 
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on the chanting of the Harinama. 2 

Befot-e the emerQ1:.-'IlC!2 of the sattras the primary occa-

sian for the congregation of the bhaktas was the k1rtana 

sessions. 3 Even when the sattras became widespread from 

around the end of the 16th century, kirtanas continued to be 

one of the principal features of the movement. The prayer-

hall known as the namghar or kTrtana-ghar came to occupy a 

central· place within it. 4 Devotional religion being essen-

tially popular in character, the bhakti teachings aimed at 

gaining the adherence of the vast majority of the population 

in the society. 5 Society in medieval Assam wAs largely 

composed of the rural peasantry, petty traders and the 

recently Hinduised and non-Hindu tribal communities, who 

/ 
were mostly illiterate. Sankardeva, like most other bhakti 

saints of India, adopted the vernacular language for his 

preaching which were easily comprehensible to the common 

pen.ple. 6 

2. 

3. 

D. Borkotoki (ed.), 
Dvija, Jorhat, 1986, 
K2tha. Gauhati, 1987, 

/ 

; L / • 
Sri ~ Sankardeva by 

p • 7 5 ; M • Neog ( ed • ) , Guru 
p.15. 

M. Neog, 
p.312. 

Sankardeva and His Times, Gauhati, 

4. Ibid., p.314. 

5. 

6. 

K. Chakrabarti, ~· cit., pp.446-447. 
/ 

M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ· 
377. 
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Apart from singing in praise of the lord, the prayer 

sessions included regular readings from the quru-carita. 

/ 
The Guru Carita Kath~ relates how after the death of SaAkar-

deva, his successor M~dhavdeva incorporated the practice of 

reciting the guru's life story or caritra within the k"'rta-

nas, and systematized it into fourteen parts. 7 Thereafter, 

an entire corpus of hagiographical works i.e. the car ita-

came to be written mainly about the lives of 
, . 
San-

kardeva. and Madhavdeva, but also about a large number of 

These provided information re-

gar-ding the development and changes in the bhakti ideals, 

and through the institutionalization of the reading of these 

texts they were transmitted to the common devotees. 

The writers of the caritas also continued the practice 

of using the vernacular language. The pattern of composi-

tion of these texts was also designed keeping the needs of 

the illiterate common people in mind. These works were 

mainly anecdotal and episodic in form. Each episode was a 

compact whole and could be narrated independently in one 

7. 

8. 

9. 

M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, Q.Q.· cit., p.1. 

~ ' M.Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ. cit., pp.4-26. 

The Guru Carita Katha, relates the life stories of two 
guru, nine atas, two ~hakurs and several others. 
Madhavdeva appointed twelve gurus to preach bhakti in 
different parts of Assam. The number of preachers 
grew. Many later came to be venerated and caritas were 
written about them, p.2. 
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sitting. 10 This narrative style was ideal for holding he 

attention of the lay listeners. The common mode of enuncia-

tion " - -was the sravana-kJrtana, where the guru narrated the 

events and the disciples listened to them. This was obvi-

ously an effective means, for BhU~aQa Dvija writes, 'After 

listening to the prasa~ga, all were satisfied and went to 

sleep. Waking up the next morning they once again went to 

listen to the words of Sankara.·11 

That the complexities of the brahminical religion were 

denounced by the Vai~~avas is known from various episodes. 

/ 

In the course of the debate between Sankardeva and Madhavde-

va, on the eve of the latter's conversion to the bhakti 

/ 
faith, Sankardeva said: 

'One who performs rituals and animal sacrifices to 

propitiate numerous gods, meets his end in the same sacrifi-

cial altar' .1 2 

tion, 

10. 

11. 

If Vedic rites are not performed with total concentra-

or according to the prescribed rules, they yield no 

M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carit9 Katha, "Introduction", 
cit., p.138. 

/ J / • 
D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri ~ri Sankardeva, 
p.153; M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, 
p.38. All the carita are filled with such 
to ~ravana-k rrtana. 

~- cit.' 
QQ.· cit., 
references 

12. D. Borkotoki (ed.), QQ. cit., p.50. 
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fr-uit' . 13 

If the one who decapitates animals goes to heaven, who 

will go to hell?'14 

In another- episode, he told Ramr-ai and other- bhaktas: 

'Give up all other- r-ites and r-ituals (karma-dharma) and 

adopt bhakti by taking ekanta ~arana in Kr-sna' .15 . . .. Mor-evo-

er-, unlike br-ahminical r-eligion, scr-iptur-al knowledge or-

for-mal lear-ning was consider-ed unnecessar-y for- bhakti. The 

Guru Carita Katha r-elates the case of Buddha Ata who ap-

pr-oached his guru in the hope of acquiring scr-iptur-al wis-

dom. The latter- then distinguished between lear-ning that 

br-ed ar-r-ogance in a per-son (scr-iptur-al) and ther-efor-e r-edun-

dant and knowledge of the meaning of the 

was enough for- devotion. He ther-efor-e explained to him the 

latter-. 16 The author-s of the caritas r-epeatedly emphasized 

their- pr-oximity to the audience by r-eferr-ing to themselves 

13. Ibid., p.53. 

14. Ibid., p.54; M. Neog (ed.), Gur-u Car-ita Katha, QQ. 
cit., p.57. 

15. 
/ ~ / . 

D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, QQ. cit., p.60. 

16. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Car-ita Katha, QQ· cit., pp.253-254. 
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as ignorant and devoid of scriptural knowledge. 17 

The simplicity of kirtana as a mode of worship, which 

was devoid of both complex ritualism and high philosophical 

discussions, and its inherent spontaneity thus attracted 

those sections of the people who were burdened by the expen-

sive brahminical religion, and who were also disallowed 

direct participation in it. Moreover, the tone of humility 

adopted by the Vaisnava preachers, undoubtedly appealed . , to 

the large illiterate masses who were considered socially 

inferior by the brahmaQas. 

/ 

Sankardeva devised certain other means of popularizing 

the Vaisnava .. bhakti ideals among the common people • He 

composed barg7tas or devotional songs and popular plays, the 

themes of which were mostly derived from the puraQas and the 

epics. The caritas contain information regarding their 

composition, performances and the immense impact these had 

on the people. These were heavily imbued with devotional 

fervour and extolled the nama dharma. 18 The Guru Carita 

Katha relates how 
/. 

Sankardeva composed a song Ramr!l meri 

17. Daityari T..hakur_asked god to be merciful towards him 
who was foolish, and keep him in the company of 
bhak tas. Bhu~a~a Dvija also called himself foolish, 
immature (having the mind of a child) and pleaded that 
his errors be forgiven. This is a common refrain of 
the carita writers. 

/ 
18. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ. cit. ' pp .178-

181. 
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krdaya-pankaje raiche' (Rama dwells in the lotus of my 

heart) 19 or- on another- occasion, mana mer i Rama caranahJ.. 

lagu (Rest my mind, rest on the feet of Rama) and these were 

sung by the bhokots while they were clearing the land. 20 

/ 
Dasa on his way to meet Sankar-deva, came across three boat-

loads of people singing the gits composed by the latter-.21 

The Guru Carita Ka tha r-efers to 240 of such 1 yr- ica 1 composi-

./ . 
tions of Sankar-deva which were destroyed in a fire. Only 34 

songs still sur-vive.22 These songs were clearly meant for-

the popularization of the faith. Madhavdeva r-eprimanded 

/ 
Sr-ir-ama Ata for- his delayed appearance at a nama session. He 

said 
/ . 

that Sankar-deva was displeased with him, because de-

spite composing many g7ts~ gho~a, padas and bhatimas 

(songs), he had not utilized them for- converting people to 

the bhakti fold. 23 Apart from these the dramatic composi-

/ 

tions of Sankardeva known as na~akas, natas or yatr5s, were 

19. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, ~- cit., pp.114-115. 

20. Ibid., pp.75-76. 

21. B.K. Bhattacharya (ed.), Guru Carita, 
~akur, Tihu, 1985, p.543; D. Borkotoki 
Sa~kardeva, QQ. cit., p.77. 

by Ramacarana 
( ed. ) , Sri -Sri 

22. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ· cit., pp.177-178. 

23. Ibid., pp.115-116. 
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performed in order to attract the people. 24 The guru-cari-

tas describe many such performances, and the impression they 

created in the minds of the people. For instance, the 

cihna-yatra play attracted a large number of people includ-

ing women and the brahmanas25 who eventually accepted 

bhak ti. 
/. 

After the N~simha-yatra in which Sankardeva him-

self played the role of N~si~ha, the ~tois" received gifts 

from the people. Many peasants left their land and took to 

bhakti among which were 60 households of parhiyas (persons 

who make clothes from animal skins).26 

This brings us to one of the most important features of 

the movement its inherent syncretism and its liberal atti-

tude towards caste. These enabled it to suosume various, 

and often conflictiny, beliefs, whereby, all sections of the 

people could be absorbed within its fold. 27 Despite its 

apparent ant~-brahminism, it came to have many 

among its followers. It aimed to reach the vast majority of 

the people and could not afford to make distinction between 

high and low castes. The kirtanas and the devotional plays 

were characterized by spontaneity and direct participat~on 

which appealed to everyone, irrespective of caste and other 

24. 
/ . 

M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ. cit., p.246. 

25. Ibid., pp.205-206. 

26. Ibid., pp.205-206. 

27. K. Chakrabarti, QQ. cit., pp.446-447. 
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social differences. The fact that it included people from 

the lowest to the highest sections is well attested by the 

/ 

caritas. Daityari ~hakur relates how Sankardeva on hearing 

a canqala (fisherman) take the name of Kc~~a, stated that he 

(the candala) was the highest of men and was even superior 

to a brahmaQa. 28 On another occasion, he is said to have 

come upon a few young cowherds who took to K~~~a's name, 

and he was filled with happiness. 29 Bhu~a~a Dvija relates 

that the brahmaQas complained before the king Naranaraya~a 

that 
/_ / . 

a sudra named Sankardeva had translated the Bhagavata 

into verse and converted brahma~as~ kaivartas and 
/_ 

sudras 

. 
into Hari bhaktas. He did not follow brahmanical rites nor 

paid respect to the brahmapas.30 

/ , 
Sankardeva himself declared that nama did not discrimi-

nate between jati and aj~ti. The brahunaflas and others, 

including the ca~alas, had a right to it.31 Thus by re-

jecting caste within the community of bhaktas, it opened up 

the possibility of recruiting devotees from all sections of 

the society and in the process effected a great social 

/ / /. 
28. H. Nath (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva-Madhavdeva Carita, 

Sylhet, 1869 Saka, pp.118-119. 

29. Ibid., pp.119-120. 

30. D. Borkotok i 
p.171. 

( ed. ) , 
/ / / ~ 

Sri Sri Sankardeva, ~- cit., 

31. Ibid., p.70; B.K. Bhattacharya, (ed.), Guru Carita, ~
cit. ' p. 493. 
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change. While on the one hand, it enabled the socially 

degraded castes access to worship, it also considerably 

loosened the rigours of the brahminical system. 

Therefore a look at the neo-Vaisnava institutions, ... 
their role in spreading of bhakti, and the adjustments that 

it had to make in the process of social organization is 

called for. As the number of the Vaisnavas increased, the 

need was felt for a central organization which could control 

the direction of the movement, adjudicate in disputes and 

weld the dispersed devotees into a community. 

I • Sankardeva thus laid the foundation of the institution 

of sattra or the residential monastic organization. 32 

During his life time this probably revolved around the 

assembly of the kirtana. 33 His death saw the first schism 

in the faith, and Madhavdeva and Damodardeva set up separate 

establishments. 34 After the demise of M~dhavdeva the number 

of sub-sects increased. In the Guru Carita Katha it is 

mentioned 
/ . 

that Sankardeva once told Madhavdeva, "after you 

and me, dharma will go in three directions - nirgnna, kewal 

and bhagavati (i.e. Brahma, Nika and Kala Samhatis).35 In 

32. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ· cit., ,p.26. 

33. 
/ I 

M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, QQ. cit., p.312. 

34. The carita-puthis refer to this incident. 

35. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ· cit., p.497. 
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Assam, however, despite the emergence of the sub-sects, the 

institution of sattras kept up a certain underlying sense of 

cohesion among the devotees. Each group established its own 

sat tra, and through these bhakti continued to exert its 

influence in the region. This was probably due to the fact, 

that despite certain subtle doctrinal differences they 

managed to retain a fundamental unity in philosophical 

principles, unlike in Benga1. 3 6 

~ . 
Maheswar Neog in his Sankardeva And His Times, and S.N. 

Sarma's in his The Neo-Vaisnavite Movement And Satra Insti-
• ~ 

tutions of Assam, have discussed in detail the architectural 

structure, functionaries and management, and the rites and 

practices of he sattras.37 They, however, have not examine 

the role of the sattras in the adjustments made by the 

movement in the realm of ideas, and their contribution to 

its growing popularity. 

A sattra may be described as similar to the mathas or 

viharas in North India i.e. residential monastic organiza-

tions. 38 In Assam, they became the chief instrument through 

which neo-Vaisna~ism was propagated amongst the people. 
' . 

36. K. Chakrabarti, QQ. cit., pp.450-452. 
/ 

37. M. Neog, Sahkardeva and His Times, QQ. cit. , pp.309-
359; S.N. Sarma, QQ. cit., pp.l00-153. 

38. M. Neog, Ibid., pp.309-311. 
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The nam-ghar or kTrtana-ghar was the basic nucleus around 

which the sattras emerged. This prayer or assembly hall was 

the central feature within a sattra. Besides this, there 

were rows of huts called baha or hati which were the resi-

dences of he bhokots or monks. Initially the structure of 

the sattras was generally composed of the nam-ghar and a few 

hatis, but gradually, with the increase in the number of the 

occupants and functionaries, there appeared different cate-

gories of hatis and such structures as the manikut or bh"JJJ-. 
ghar or bharal-ghar (stQ_rehouse) as adjuncts to the nam-

ghars. 39 

The proliferation of the sattras in the 17th century, 

is attested by the guru-carita literature, especially the 

later work the Guru Carita Katha. It mentions a number of 

places where sattras were established and 
, 

(Sankardeva's) 

search for suitable places where sattras would be set up 

later. It appears that availability of food-stuffs was one 

of the main consideration in the choice of places for the 

sat tras. The ~t further states that wherever the guru thus 

cast his eyes, sattras or thans were eventually 

established. 40 hatis, etc., 

occur frequently in the caritas and are scattered throughout 

39. Ibid., pp.314-315. 

40. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ. cit., pp.206-207. 
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the Guru Carita Katha. At Tantikuchi, Madhavdeva established 

a sattra with a devag;ha and spread bhakti among the 

people. 41 During Madhavdeva's period as the leader of the 

movement the monastic ideals were emphasized and the guru-

caritas reflect this trend. There are several references to 

persons who left their wives, accepted bhakti and came to 

reside in the sattras in the Sanga (community) of bhak tas, 

such as Jainti Madhai 4 2 ~toi, Govindra ~toi, 4 3 and Karinga-

na Govinda. 44 There also grew up a body of celibate our 

kewaliya bhokots45 However, this could not be imposed on 

the devotees in general. Therefore, the sattras came to 

have separate hatis, for the two categories of devotees 

those within the sattra's inner walls were meant for the 

celibates or kewaliyas, while those outside of it were for 

the non-eel ibates called bahir or baj-hati. 46 For instance 

Guru Carita Katha, relates the following incident: -the 

choice of a person to be in charge of the cooking in a 

/ 
sattra was being considered. Srirama ~ta refused to give up 

41. 

42. 

43. 

44. 

45. 

46. 

D. Borkotoki 
p.144. 

M. Neog ( ed. ) , 

I bid. , p.245. 

Ibid., p. 251. 

Ibid., p.309; 

I bid. , p.91. 

( ed. ) , 
/ " 1'. 
Sri Sri Sankardeva, -QQ.. c-it. ' 

Guru Carita Katha, QQ.. cit., p.82. 

Kewaliyas were also known as udasins. 
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married life, and an argument followed whether a man, who 

did not sever his worldly ties, could be assigned this 

responsibility. Finally, the guru stated that being 

householder did not debar one from being a bhakta. If one 

lived with his own wife (sv~viv~hita bharja) bhakti dharma 

was not defiled. He told the bhokots, not to hesitate to 

marry, if one so desired.47 Jainti Madhai Atoi, who had 

left his wife to become a bhokot went back and found hwr in 

poverty. He then brought her to the guru, and thereafter 

stayed in a baj-hati meant for married bhokots. 4 8 

In matters of food too bhakti showed a certain flexi-

bility, in keeping with the existing social norms. The 

common articles of food mentioned in the caritas, were milk, 

banana, flattened rice, curd and boiled rice, apart from 

vegetables. Though meat was not recommended 
/. 

and Sankardeva 

told Madhava, not to kill animals,49 this does not seem to 

have been strictly followed. Moreover, partaking of fish 

was a common occurrence as attested by the caritas. Thus, 

though largescale sacrifices were interdicted due to its 

adverse impact on the agrarian economy, the rule was not 

applied when it came to food. lnfact, given the limited 

47. Ibid., p.248. 

48. Ibid., p.91. 

49. Ibid., p.89. 
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agricultural area in the region and the fragile structure of 

the agrarian economy, fish and meat were important supple-

ment for the people. Generally, the Va.i snavas 
•• 

made it a 

point to dine together, particularly in the sattras. Within 

the community of bhokots, no consideration of caste seemed 

to have been followed, and food was shared by all. After the 

daily nama-prasangas, prasada, was distributed and was taken . . 
by all. 50 However, the Va.isnavas abstained from food .,, given 

by the non- Va.i snavas. There are innumerable instances of . , 
Vaisnavas refusing food from their own relatives. Madhavadev 

• • 

refused fad from his uncle Dighala Kath as he was not a 

bhakta ( har i v.im"'uk ha) • 51 Again Govinda Garamali refused to 

eat in his own house. He told his wife, 'I shall go home 

and eat, only if you accept the dharma preached by the 

Mahapurusa', just as I have done. 52 
• 

It may be observed that despite the strong anti-ritual-

is tic stance and non-recognition of caste espoused by the 

bhakt.i movement, there was a certain ambiguity in the atti-

tudes of the Vaisnava preachers. 
•• 

This was because, in order 

to become a viabl·e alternative to the dominant religious 

trend it had to accommodate many disparate elements within 

50. All the car.itas are filled with such references. 

51. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ· cit., p.88. 

52. Ibid., p.79. 
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the existing tradition. 
, . 
Sankardeva, despite denouncing the 

brahminical religion, did not close the doors of bhak ti 

the brah~a~as, and agreed to initiate them if they discard-

ed their priestly function. The Guru Carita Katha relates 

that after the cihna-yatra was performed, many 

sought to adopt bhakti. 
/ . 

Sankardeva agreed on condition that 

they would give up the worship of Durga. 53 The number of 

brahmanas who accepted bhakti increased to such an extent . 
that the sattras became grouped into brahminical and non-

brahminical categories.54 The guru-caritas provide evidence 

of the penetration of many brahminical rites and practices 

among the Vaisnava devotees. .. The brahmanical rites of 

/ 
passage were gelierall y obser-ved. Sraddha was per-formed in 

most occasions. After the death of 
/. 

Sankardeva, his son 

Ramananda is said to have per-formed all the required rites. 

On the death of Madhava's mother, he went in search of a 

loan to pay the brah._inanas to perform the monthly rites.55 
• 

There is also reference to the nityakarma or daily rituals 

performed in a sattra. 56 Rules of purity and po 11 u tion 

played a role, and cleansing of the household 

53. Ibid., p.88. 

54. S.N. Sarma,~· cit., pp.67-99. 

55. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha.J QQ. 

References to the performance of sraddha 
quently in the caritas. 

56. Ibid., p.89. 
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/ 
utensils before sarana seems to have become the general 

~ 

practice. It also was necessary to observe a day's vrata or 

./ 
fasting before sarana into bhakti. On certain occasions . 
such as ekadasi fasting was observed. 57 Moreover, ti"rthas 

are often mentioned in the caritas. Madhavdeva once regret-

ted before Narayana Dasa that he could not accompany the .. 
mahapuru;;a on the tirtha, and was sent back from Ganga 

tirtha. 58 Bhaskar brahmana told Naraya~a Dasa that his guru 
<' • 

/ . 
Sankardeva was on his way to Jagannatha on tTrtha. 59 

Groups of bhaktas undertaking a pilgrimage occur occasional-

ly in the Guru Carita Katha. The performance of the "' sarana . 
ritual became essential for membership to the sattras, as is 

evident from the above discussion. 

1 

Bhakti could not ignore the presence of brahminism, 

which, despite the popularity of the former, continued to 

exert some influence on the society.6° Moreover, it also 

enjoyed the patronage of the rulers. Devotional religion 

could subsume many of its elements within it so long as 

extreme ritualism and animal sacrifice were abandoned. 

57. Ibid., p.79. 

58. D. Borkotoki 
p.155. 

59. Ibid., p.76. 

( ed. ) , QQ· cit. ' 

60. This is also supported by the fact that when Udayaditya 
Singha persecuted the Vai~~avas, the brahma~a bhqcKots 
and sattras were generally spared. 
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However, the brahminical influence remained largely confined 

to the brahminical sattras, while the non-brahminical ones 

of the Kala samhati kept away from them. 

Though the notion of purity, manifested in such prac-

/ 
tices as cleansing of the household before sara~a, was 

prevalent, within the community of bhaktas such practices 

lost their importance. Thus, the impact of bhakti on brah-

minism made it lose much of its rigorousness. Within the 

sattras, nama-kirtana remained the most important mode of 

dissemination of the bhakti ideal. In the sattras, daily 

nama-prasa~gas were held in the mornings and evenings. 61 

Infact, the institution of the nam-ghar played a very impor-

tant role at the village level and almost every village~ 

/ 

came to have a nam-ghar.Sankardeva had set up nam-ghars in a 

number of villages as he travelled along with his bhaktas, 

staying at each of these for brief periods. He established a 

hari-g;ha at Palengdighat and at other places.62 Balokadas 

kamar is said to have had a hari-g[ha in his house.63 The 

nam-ghar came to symbolize the collective participatory 

aspect of bhakti worship, and the caritas, which were an 

61. The bhaktas come everyday in the mornings and evenings 
to listen to k~~Qa-katha. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita 
Katha, ~-cit., p.58. 

62. Ibid., pp.82-86. 

63. Ibid., p.251. 
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important part of the kTrtana, clearly reflect the ways in 

which it appealed to the shared experiences of the people. 

At the same time, it also took into account the differences 

and moulded itself accordingly. Thus, in course of time 

both higher and the lower sections of the society found it 

acceptable and from within it emerged the distinct regional 

culture of Assam. 

KFrtana became both the carrier and the expression of 

this regional culture because it did not consist of the 

chanting of the name of the god alone, but included perform-

ance of folk arts, and most importantly, recitation of 

hagiographies which represented and shaped popular con-

sciousness. A. Gurevich has pointed out, how hagiographies 

reflect the attitudes and consciousness of the common people 

in medieval Europe. Both in form and content, there works 

were suited to the needs and minds of the lower sections of 

the society. At the same time, however, they provided a 

meeting place for both the high and the low cultures which 

were not mutually exclusive. 64 In the light of this, we 

shall explore the role of the carita--puthis, in organizin-g 

the movement in Assam. The carita-puthis truely represent 

the consciousness of the people of medieval Assam, which 

became an instrument for the transmission of bhakti ideals 

64. A. Gurevich, QQ. cit., pp.l-20. 
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in this region. There is no doubt that the general orienta-

tion of these texts was towards the common people, both in 

style and subject matter. It is important to note that 

though bhakti was simple, non-ritualistic, and unpretentious 

in its mode of worship; it did require a certain textual 

basis. The brahminical scriptures, such as the Gita and the 

pura~as, were often cited to meet the challenge of bhakti. 

/ . 
Sankardeva r.efuted the arguments put forth by Madhavdeva 

before his conversion, on the basis of these texts. 65 This 

was also true of he numerous debates with the brahma~as. 66 

Therefore it was necessary for bhakti to have a comparable 

scriptural support which was provide9 by the carita-puthis. 

We shall now focus on certain elements qf the caritas incor-

porated in the kirtana, for an understanding of the process-

es of cultural penetration of the Vaisnava ideals .. among 

different groups. 

The bulk of the followers of the nama-dharma comprised 

of the peasantry. Their religious practices were often 

marked by belief in magic, and the supernatural. Moreover, 

being largely illiterate, they found it easier to identify 

with or grasp the concrete rather than abstract 

65. All the caritas discuss this incident in detail. 

66. This is evident from the discussions in the texts. 
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philosophical speculations. 67 . This is evident from the 

nature of he caritas, which included miraculous acts of the 

saints aimed at captivating the imagination of the common 

people. The caritas as a form of k7rtana was in the spoken 

form, which is extremely important in a society where the 

majority of the people were unacquainted with the written 

word. 68 The caritas emphasize the importance of song and 

dance in inducing devotional fervour. The tradition of song 

and dance formed an important aspect of the religious prac

tice of the tantrics which however were mostly performed in 

secrecy. 69 In the kTrtanas these were performed openly in 

the nam-ghars. It is because of this that the bargTtas, 

yatras etc., gained immense popularity in the region. The 

nam-ghars which came up in the villages, and were often the 

venues of such performances, thus became the place for the 

common folk to congregate, participate in community activi-

ties and share their collective experiences and beliefs. 

These also provided a pleasant diversion from the problems 

of their day to day existence. 

In the caritas frequent comparisons are drawn between 

bhakti and the agricultural process. Once a few devotees 

67. A. Gurevich, QQ. cit., p.17. 

68. Ibid., p.3. 

69. S.N. Sarma, QQ· cit., p.6. 
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arrived late for the nama-klrtana (hari-kath~), session and 

/ 
explained to Srirama ~ta that the delay had been caused by 

their engagement in the field. ~ta then said, "just as 

sowing and cultivatiion earns people their food, the place 

to earn hari-bhakti is the guru -bhumi (place of the guru), 

through 
/ . 

sarana and sanga. . Why don't you cultivate this 

(bhakti), instead of engaging in cultivating your fields and 

missing· the nama."70 Madhavdeva, is said to have himself 

taken the spade in his hands and sowed (the seeds of) bhak-

ti -pan th. 71 Such references exhorting people to cultivate 

bhakti abound in the texts. In a predominantly agricultural 

society, the people could easily relate themselves to such 

imageries. 

Moreover, the saint represented for them a concrete 

object of veneration who also fulfilled many of their prac-
,. 

tical and emotional needs. Though Sankardeva and Madhavdeva 

were the two most prominent saints in Assam, the caritas of 

many local gurus came to be written, and they enjoyed a 

certain influence within particular localities. It is 

noteworthy that in the caritas the names of the Vaisnava 

preachers generally came to be prefixed with the name of the 

particular area in which they operated, or the tribes to 

70. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, Qg. cit., p.222. 

71. 
;' ;' / . 

D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, QQ. cit., p.58. 
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which they belonged. We thus have references to Bhavanipu-

riya Gopala Ata, Dak~inkuliya Bi~~u Ata, Beheria Bi~~u Ata, 

Jainti Madhai Atoi, Garor Govinda Atoi, Nagar Balai Atoi 

etc. in the Guru Carita Ka tha. 72 

The subject matter of the carita-puthis was usually 

drawn from the popular themes of the existing society. In 

" the Guru Carita Katha we have numerous examples of Sankarde-

va performing miracles, which were closely related to the 

day to day experiences of the people. For instance, it is 
_, 

said that once Bangaya (Sankardeva's brother) fell ill while 

working in the paddy field and suffered from severe pain ~nd 

high fever. But he was cured by a mere touch of the lat-

ter's hand. 73 On another occassion, Bora was afflicted with 

high fever which the guru cured by his touch. 7 4 Once Krsna-. . . 
deo was bitten by a snake while working in the fields and 

his wound bled profusely. The blood touched the feet of the 

guru and he was saved. 75 The theme of the healing touch is 

common in the texts. There are many references to illnesses 

such as small-pox etc., leading to deaths. People often 

72. These are found scattered all over the texts. 
9ed.), Guru Carita Katha, QQ· cit., pp.325, 
etc. 

73. Ibid., p.21. 

74. Ibid., p.44. 

75. Ibid., p.20. 
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offe~d worship to various gods to save them from illness. 

/ , 
Sankardeva specifically forbade this and even expelled one 

of his favourite disciples when he worshipped Durga to 

ensure the recovery of his son. There are reterences to 

vaidyas or physicians, but they were often ineffective. 

Diseases were dreaded by the people and the miraculous acts 

of the saints gave them assurance. In the miracles, people 

also found an exp~anation of things with which they were 

unable to cope. These miracles did not merely attract the 

lower sections of the society. All classes of people were 

drawn by these fantastic occurences, which were closely 

related to the problems and insecurities of their existence. 

Consequently the guru became an important element in their 

daily lives and this sense of personal dependence helped in 

the transmission of bhakti. The Guru Carita Katha contains 

references which show that the idea of guruseva was strongly 

re_c_ommended. Madhavdeva is said to have performed gurusevY-

malaseva before a session of Krsna Katha. Kaliram Ato.i -... 
offered guruseva everyday. 76 There also developed the prac-

tice of relic worship which, in the guru-car.itas~ is re-

fleeted in the veneration of the guru's footprints, or the 

" dust from his feet. Guru Carita Katha relates that Sankar-

deva once leaned against a mango tree, with one foot against 

76. Ibid., pp.89-90. 
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.the tree and another on the ground. When he removed his 

foot, his footprint appeared on the tree, as though it had 

been engraved on it. A young boy who came to pay respect to 

the guru touched his head against the mark. 7 7 There are 

numerous references to the grace of the guru's dust or 

bhokoti dhul Ir ma.hima. 78 The Vaisnavas often carried the 

dust from the guru's feet when they undertook a mission or a 

journey. Thus Gopala and ~anardan Ata, on their way to the 

king's palace, bathed in the stream and took the dust of 

their guru's feet.79 

In fact, the importance of the guru as the object of 

-' 
bhakti assumed immense importance in the later period. It 

became very popular among 'the non-brahminical sattras of the 

Kala samhati, which comprised a large number of tribal 

people such as the Chutiy~s, the Norans and the Borahi s. 

These tribals revolted against the Ahom, king in the 18th 

century, when one of their gosains or gurus was put to death 

by the king.ao 

77. Ibid., p.206. 

78. Ibid., p.491. 

79. Ibid., p.362. 

80. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), QQ. cit., p.61; M. Neog, Socio
Political Events in Assam Leading to the Militancy of 
the Mayamariya Vaisnavas, Calcutta, 1979, pp.23-27 . . . 
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The recitation of the caritas as a part of the nama-

prasa~gas thus played an extremely significant role in the 

popularization of bhakti. Being rooted in the local folk 

tradition and incorporating images of everyday life, the 

gurucaritas succeeded in bringing a large section of the 

population within the bhakti fold. This is also suggested 

by the later efflorescence of guruvada among the common 

people of Assam. We know from the caritas that the peasant-

ry - both ryots and the paiks81 and the artisans such as the 

kumar (potter), kamar (blacksmith), tant.i (weaver), 

(wheel-less potter) dom 82 and jalova (both fishermen) 83 . ' 

etc., were the major followers of the nama-dharma. The 

tribals took to nama-dharma in large numbers and some of 

them such as Madhii Atoi - a Jaint.iya, 84 Govinda Atoi a 

Garo85 and Bolai Ato.i - a Naga86 even became Vaisnava .. . 
preachers. The petty traders, who had come to occupy an 

important position in society by the 16th-17th centuries, 

also became one of the major adherents of bhakti. 

81. 

82. 

83. 

84. 

85. 

86. 

A common statement in the car.itas runs thus, 
ryots left their land and became bhokcrts'. M. 
(ed.), Guru Carita Katha, Q.Q.· cit., p.206. 

I bid. , pp.83-85. 

Ibid., p.244. 

Ibid., pp.82-83. 

Ibid., p.94. 

Ibid., p.443. 
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~ . 
Dasa 1pakur Ata, one of the prominent disciples of Sankarde-

,/ 

va, was a trader before he took sarapa into the bhakti 

faith. Alongwith him, six of his fellow traders also became 

bhaktas87 The Guru Carita Katha relates that once when the 

two gurus were travelling by boat they came across a man 

/ 

selling cotton. Sankardeva told Madhavdeva, 'making our 

minds the guide of our boat, sell it at the feet of the 

Para.11a tina Sad'agar' and sang, ·we have engaged in trade, and 

have put all our wealth at the feet of Hari. 88 Once again 

this is a clear example of borrowing imageries from the 

profession of the target group and integrating it with the 

preaching, so that it appeals, directly to them. Women do 

not seem to occupy on important position in the community 

of the bhaktas, in the initial phase, as attested by the 

earlier caritas. The Vaisnavas emphasized the need to follow .. 
a strict ethical code, and probably regarded women as a 

source of distraction from bhakti. By the 17th century 

however, women began to be inducted within the fold. On 

numerous occasions entire families were converted to nama-

dharma, and women even came to live in the sattras. 89 It is 

possible that with the proliferation of the non-brahminical 

87. Ibid., pp.78-79. 

88. Ibid., p.114. 

89. Ibid., p.91. 
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sattras the attitude towards women became more liberal. 

Intact, during the reign of king Lakshminarayana, Ai Dayal, 

the wife of Telikrsna Atoi, was made medhi over 120 persons ... 
who had become bhokots. 9 0 

As the movement gained in popularity, the sattras 

proliferated and eventually became the most important 

institution of rural Assam. People spontaneously rallied 

round the sattras and these were maintained by the voluntary 

contributions from the devotees. The Guru Carita Ka tha is 

full of references to people giving various articles of food 

such as rice, gram, vegetables etc., to bhokots. 91 The sat-

tras also came to acquire royal partronage. The king 

Lakshminarayana is said to have given the revenue from seven 

villages to Ai-Dhai (Ai-Dayal). 9 2 As the sattras grew, 

their organization became more elaborate and a whole range 

of functionaries came to be associated with them. These 

were assigned fixed duties, and many of these were connect-

ed to·the various ceremonials. The head of a sat tras was 

called the sattriya, 93 mahanta94 or 

--------------------

90. Ibid., p.470. 

91. Ibid., pp.247, 491 et.c w 

92. Ibid., p.470. 

93. Ibid., pp.2, 480, 485. 

94. I bid. , p.447. 
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The Guru Carita Katha refers to the nomination 

of Achyut guru as a sattriya. 96 A functionary called the 

al-dhara or attendant to the sattriya also became common. 97 

The other functionaries were the pa t_hak, 98 who had the duty 

of reading the Bhagavata aloud during the nama-prasa~gas and 

leading he congregational prayer. There are references to 

gayan - bayan, na~uwa, oja, deuri, bhimd.iri, likhak, etc. 99 

The duties of the sattra functionaries thus indicate that 

musical and dramatic performances also became well organized 

by this time and occupied an important place within it. 

Having developed a strong organizational base, the 

- / 
ekasara~a nama- dharma became firmly entrenched in Assamese 

society. Nama continued to be the centre around which all 

activities in a sattra were organized. It was extremely 

effective as a collective platform for the people to express 

their shared expriences. The divergent beliefs and prac-

tices came to be subsumed under the syncretic formulation of 

95. Ibid., p.413. 

96. I bid. , p.480. 

97. I bid. , p. 321. 

98. Ibid., pp.230, 233. 

99. These are often mentioned in the Guru Carita Katha~ 

The gayan was the singer, bayan the drummer and dance 
instructor, natuwa dancer and actor' oja c hora 1 leader, 
deuri the distributor of prasad, bhandari keeper of 
stores, likhak the copyist. 
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nama, which made diverse social groups rally round it and 

give Assam its distinctive regional profile. 
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CONCLUSION 

It is evident from the foregoing discussion that the 

philosophical and doctrinal aspects of the neo-Vaisnava 

movement in Assam have been the principal preoccupation of 

the studies hitherto conducted on the subject. The political 

and socio-economic realities were depicted as a static 

backdrop, having no active role in the unfolding of the 

phenomenon. At best, the excesses, of the existing religious 

system were cited as having produced a reaction, in the form 

of the bhakti movement. The changes in the socio-cultural 

spheres and their impact on the overall society were ignored, 

or were marginal to these analyses. 

Instead we have attempted to emphasize the need to 

bring these neglected aspects into focus for a more complete 

understanding of the phenomenon, to view the movement as an 

expression of various social processes and tensions, rather 

than treat it exclusively as a religious ideology. We have 

not characterized it simply as a protest movement as has been 

done by scholars with regard to the similar movements 
1 

contemporary north and south India, but have explored tn.e 

1. S.C. Malik (ed.), Indian Movements~~ Asoects QL 
Dissent. Protest .and Reform in Indian Civilization, 
liAS, Shimla, 1977 .See M.G.S,Narayanan an 
V.Keshavan,"Bhakti Movement in South 
India" ;C .Paravatha1nma, "Veerasaivism A Saivite 
Sectarian Movement of Protest". etc. 
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processes involved in its precipitation and manifestation in 

terms of social change. We have also discussed the 

importance of hagiographical literature as a source material 

for the study of social history. What has primarily been at 

issue is the interplay between religious ideas, beliefs and 

symbols, and the social experiences and structure. 

In the first chapter the five major carita-pTithis, 

which· form the primary source for the present study, have 

been located within thei~ broader cultural milieu. We have 

argued that despite containing much that is legendary and 

fantastic, they also present valuable historical information, 

and through these one may infact get glimpses of the popular 
2 

consciousness of the contemporary society. We have 

discussed the evolution of this genre of literature, 

culminating in such detailed biographies as the ~ Carita 

Katha,and have shown how they reflect the changing social 

reality over a period of time. 

The ecological, political, socio-economic, and 

religious contexts of neo-Vai~ravism constitutes the subject 

of the second chapter. In this, the importance of the 

distinct topographical ~eatures of the region -- the hill-

plain continuum marked by different levels of material 

2. A. Gurevich, op.cit., pp.4-21. 
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culture, the river network of the Brahmaputra providing the 

main line of communication and its role in the agrarian 

economy have been taken into account. 

We have shown that the interaction between the agrarian 

communities inhabiting the limited cultivable area in the 

plains, and the tribal groups of the hills, was operating at 

two levels. On the one hand, this was characterized by 

~onflicting relations between them, due to clash of 

territorial interest and economic disequilibrium, further 

aggravating the pressures on both the groups, and socio-

cultural exchanges between the two, resulting in the creation 

of a complex 

predominanceof 

socio-religious situation marked 

" Sakta-:Eantric practices. This also 

by the 

saw the 

incorporation of the tribal population within the caste 

stratified brahminical social order, and the simultaneous 

proliferation of the 'Udra sub-castes, as the greater part of 

them tended to be lumped together in the lowest rung of the 

social hierarchy. The peasantry was most immediately 

affe~ted by these changes. 

The kayastha bhUyans, who were mostly land_ed 

chieftains, were also subject to certain political tensions. 

In this the role of the Ahom State, which had emerged as a 

major power by the 16th century,has also been taken into 

account. The Ahoms had established themselves after 

displacing the bh'Uyans as well as several incipient tribal 

states, such as those of the Chutiyas and the Kacharis. 
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Their attempts at consolidation centred on an increasing 

tendency towards centralization and the creation of a 

military administrative organization based on the Qaik system 

and the parallel ~organization. Apart from the social 

pressures, the burden of growing authoritarianism, increase 

in taxation and corruption of the state officials was most 

acutely felt by the conquered people, the rural peasantry, 

and the class of petty traders who had emerged by this time. 

The .cumulative pressure on ~hese various groups have been 

dealt with, for an understanding of the support base of the 

bhakti movement, which mostly consisted of these elements. 

' It is not without reason that the bhakti ideal was first 

adopted by the bhuyans and it then percolated down to engulf 

' 
the majority of the rural population. Thus the interlinkages 

between the various socio-cultural and politico-economic 

factors operating within medieval Assamese society have been 

discussed to explain its growing popularity among the lower 

sections of the society. 

The next chapter deals with the social organization of 

the movement which facilitated the permeation of the bhakti 

ideals among the people. 

The bhakti movement in Assam developed a strong 

organizational base, which ensured its continued influence 

over a long period of time. The culmination of its 

organizational structure was the institution of the sattra, 

within which the Vaisnava ideals were preserved , and further . ' 
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disseminated in the larger society. By the 17th century, 

the sattras proliferated and was backed by a carefully 

organized structure which helped bhakti to become well 

entrenched in Assamese society. These sattras, which came to 

support a whole body of functionaries, also became prosperous 

due to regular contributions from its body of followers. 

With this developed organizational support, bhakti could 

sustain itself despite opposition from the orthodox sections 

of the society as well as from the state. However, at the 

very basis of its social organization was the performance of 

kirtana reciting the name and singing in praise of the 

lord, which was characterized by collective participation of 

all, transcending caste barriers. This uncomplicated mode 

of articulation of one's relationship to the divine, lay at 

the root of the success of kirtana, which brought together 

disparate elements within the existing society into the fold 

of bhakti. 

yatra, 

The various musical and dramatic performances, such 
/. 

oja-pali etc., which Sankardeva utilised for 

as 

the 

dissemination of his ideals, also helped in the process. 

Being rooted in the local folk tradition these performances 

evoked immediate response among the people. The dominant 

tantric practices were not altogether discarded but were 

accompanied by singing, dancing and playing of various 

instruments, which transformed the nature of religious 

worship and made an appeal to the people of the region. 
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The institution of nim-ghar, which sprang up 1n almost 

every village, provided a platform for the people to share 

their experiences and imparted to them a sense of community. 

It was in the nam-ghars that the entire village congregated 

to perform kirtana or watch and participate in dramatic and 

musi'cal performances. 

; 
After Sankardeva's demise, despite internal division 

of the bhaktas into several groups or samhatis, it was these 

common experiences and the fundamental organizational unity 

of the faith that sustained the popularity of the movement 

among different sections of the people. Its ability to 

accomodate itself to the social requirements of the different 

groups, its inherent syncretism whereby it could subsume 

various belief systems within it, and most important of all, 

its organizational strength, kept alive its impact on the 

common people. 

Of particular interest in this context is the role of 

the carita-pUthis in the entire process of social 

organisation. Both in their form and content they were 

orier1ted towards the needs of the common illiterate folk, and 

wer~ rooted in the rural agrarian milieu. At the same time, 

they contained elements which could appeal to all sections of 

the medieval society. Infact, the caritas reflect the 

general consciousness of the people of that period. The 

incorporation of the caritas within the nama-prasangas was . 

100 



thus an effective means of communication of the bhakti 

ideals, which gained immense popularity among all sections 

of the society -- peasants, traders and craftsmen, tribals 

and women, and even the brahmanas . . 

Both brahminism and bhakti underwent transformation in 

the process. Some of the brahminical practices filtered into 

the bhakti faith and gained acceptance among certain sub-

sects, but brahminism lost much of its stringency and much of 

its restrictions were relaxed for the community of bhaktas. 

On the other hand, bhakti could even allow space to the 

earlier followers of tantric practices by its general 

attitude towards matters of purity and pollution, dietary 

habits etc., which was not possible within the bounds of 

orthodox brahninism. 

The bhakti movement also brought about certain decisive 

changes in the social structure of medieval Assam. Though 

bhakti did not completely obliterate the caste system from 

the society, and despite the fact that sattras became divided 

into brahninical and non-brahminical safuhatis, it did lead to 

a further relaxation of the caste rules. There was 

considerable intermingling among the community of bhaktas 

belonging to it and provided different caste groups an 

opportunity for upward mobility. Various Hinduized tribal 

groups, who took to agriculture, such as the Koches etc., 

mixed with the dominant Hindu peasant castes like the 

kolitas. Moreover, many of the kayasthas and other non-
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brahmana castes became mahantas or heads of the sattras and . 
occupied a position of respect in the society. These groups 

thus gained prominence within the social structure. One of 

the complaints made by the orthodox brihmanas pertained to 
• 

the 
,_ 
sudra gurus preaching to the brahmana disciples. 

/ , 
Sankardeva himself gave sarapa to many brahmaqas who became 

bhaktas, although, being pragmatic, he later assigned this 

task to some of his brahmana disciples. On the whole, . 
however, bhakti was effective in a further loosening of the 

caste rules, and it could never acquire a rigid form in this 

region. The broad division between the brahmanas and the 

non-brahmanas remained, but even the br[hmanas were . 
considerably less rigid then their north-Indian counterparts, 

in terms of dietary and other practices. 

In the cultural sphere too, bhakti led to a general 

efflorescence in the fields of language and literature, 

music. dance etc .• which became important aspects of the 

sattra culture, and gave a boost to the formation of an 

Assamese identity. 

Although it is outside of the purview of my 

dissertation certain areas need to be further explored in the 

study of the bhakti movement in Assam. While we have 

referred to the large number of preachers who operated in 

particular localities and who very often had their caritas 

composed by their disciples, a closer look into the sub-

regional specificities can yield interesting insights. 
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Secondly, the role of women in the neo-Vai~~ava 

movement also deserves greate~ attention. While it is 

generally accepted that an established order among the 

Vaisnava women .. did not develop and that the ~ sessions 
3 

were held separately for men and women, the case of Ai Dayal 

who became a Vaisnava medhi (sattra functionary incharge of .. 
affairs in the villages) is interesting, and provides scope 

for further probing. 

Another area which awaits further research in the 

context of Assam Vaisnavism is its links with the forms of .. 
bhakti prevalent in the other regions of eastern India such 

as Bengal and Orissa. Such comparitive analysis is of 

particular significance in view of the general tendency among 

the historians of Bengal Vai~~avism to regard the bhakti 

movement in Assam as only a variant of the Caitanya movement. 

For instance P.Jash states that Gaudiy~ Vai~~avism 'produced 

unprecedented sensation and enthusiasm in Bengal and 

adjoining regions of Orissa, Assam etc., and the whole 

country was 'surcharged with the spirit of bhakti bursting 
4 

as a flood of ecstatic experience;. Although M. Neog does 

3. M. Neog (ed.), G..u..l.:u. Carita Kattia, op.cit., pp.470-475. 

4. P. Jash, History and Evolution Qf Yaisnavism iu Eastern 
India, Calcutta, 1982, p.207. ·· 

103 



point to the particular identity of the Assam Vaisnavism and .. 
rejects the notion that it was an extension of the Caitanya 

movement, his discussion of the philosophical aspects of 
/ 
Sankardeva's variety of bhakti tends to strengthen the view 

5 
that it was a derived phenomenon. 

It nay be pointed out that despite certain apparent 

similarities in social conditions in Bengal and Assam, both 

in the philosophical and organizational levels they reveal 

distinct differences. The central and most striking feature 

of Bengal Vai~pavism was the expression of ecstatic devotion, 

which is clearly evident from the various studies on the 

subject. Thus the Radha-Krsna element and ... the 
,._ 

rasa-sastra 
6 

gained predominance within it. Later the yugalavatara 

theory was introduced, whereby Caitanya came to be looked 

as the simultaneous manifestation of both Krsna and ... upon 

David Kinsley has also emphasized the element of 

"divine play" in his study of Krsna-ll.l.i and pointed to ... its 
8 

significance in the context of Caitanyite Vaisnavism . 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

.. 

I • 
M. Neog, Sankardeva and~ Times, pp.vi-vii. 

S.K. De, Early History .o.!. t.h.e. Yaisnava Faith .and. 
Movement in Bengal, Calcutta, 196f:(reprint); R. 
Chakrabarti, Yaisnavism in Bengal 1486-1900, Calcutta, 
1985. •• 

K. Chakrabarti, op.cit., p.452. 

D_.R. Kingsley, ~Divine Player: A Study .Q..f. Krsna-lila, 
Delhi, 1979, pp.205-220. 
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u~~~ve~J doapit• th~ f~ct that the later carita-pUthis of 

Assam do contain some deferential references to Caitanya, the 

expression of ecstatic emotion never came to occupy a 
~ 

dominant place in Sankardeva's movement, nor was Radha given 

a prominent position within it. It is possible that with 

greater contacts in later centuries, strains of these did 

filter through to Assam, particularly when Assam falls 

between Bengal and other areas of eastern India where 

Caitanyaism had greater influence, such as Hanipur. Though 

kirtana formed the primary mode of worship in both Bengal 

and Assam, a central monastic organization did not develop in 

the former, while in Assam the institution of sattras gained 

wide popularity and became both the centre of neo-Vaisnava 
•• 

culture as well as the base from which bhakti continued to 

derive its sustenance through the centuries. 

Thus, in the light of the above mentioned factors, it 

is felt that a more thoroughgoing comparitive analysis of the 

two variants of bhakti could yield fruitful results. 
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