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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

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

Bhakta - Follower of a deity and devoted to religious
life
Bhuyan - A dominant agrarian community having a caste

stratified society. The bhuyans consisted of
many landed chiefs who were mostly Kayas-
thaqgs, other castes included brahmanas,
daivajnas, kolit3s.

Carita-puthis - Biographical works on Saints. These related

the 1life-stories of Sankardeva, Madhavdeva
and various other Vaisnava preachers.

Choto R3ja -~ A local ruler of an area. These were gener-
ally feudatories of the Kamarupa rulers.

Daivajﬁasy - Astrologers.
/

/. = . -
Daksina — Money or presents given to brahmanas on spe-

cial occasions.

Ekséaraqa nama-dharma - Devotional religion showing alle-
' giance to a single god.

Ghat - Tolls collected at various points on the
river banks.

Gosain - A religious preceptor. The heads of Vaisna-
vite Sattras are known as gosain.

Guru - A r%}igious teacher. One who 1instructs 1in
the Sastras.

Hati - Rows of huts whetre devotees are lodged in a
Sattra.

H§§ - A place where trade transactions are carried
out - a market-place. Also, tax collected in
the market-place from traders.

Kakaoti ~ Revenue official at the village level.

Kewaliysa - AR celibate devotee.



Khel

Kirtana

Kolita

Likchou

Mahanta

Medhi

Na&m—-ghar

Nama-prasangas

Paik

Samhatis

/
Sarapa

Sattras

Sattriys

/
Siromani

Ujir

Vamacara

bhiyan (or Barbhuyan — Chief over a

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 artisans and
craftsmen.

A category of paiks given to nobles and

officers for rendering them compulscory unpaid
personal service.

Non-brahmana heads of Sattras.

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

Prayer hall.

- Devotional services consisting of prayers,
recitations and religious discussions.

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—Vangava monastic institutions.

Head of a Sattra.

number of
bhuyan villages.

- Village revenue official.

- Left handed rites marked by sexual and die-

tary excesses for propitiating a deity ac-
cording to the tantric form.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation proposes to study the neo-Vaig jnava
movement in Assam between the 15th and the 17th centuries,
its spocio—cultural background, the nature of popular
participation, and its institutional support base which
helped it to sustainvover a long period of time, on the basis
of the biographwsof the Vaispava 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 varna—-based social structure and the ritualistic aspects
of the brahminical religion. They espoused an intense
theism markedk! fervid devotion 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 ndama dharma still continues to be a common mode of

expressing one’'s relationship to the divine.



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 Sharmal has
challenged the very notion of the term bhakti as it was
traditionally wunderstood. She ha§ draWwlh 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, 1t may be pointed ocut 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 variogs strains of influ-
ences which might have contributedf&ts particular formula-

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

Some of the best examples of concern with the theologi-

cal content of bhakti are provided by the studies on the

1. K. ©Sharma, Bhakti and the Bhakti Movement: A
Perspective, New Delhi, 1987, p.109.




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

ry of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in

=2 ==

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 andévana Goswamis, through a detailed

exposition of the doctrines contained in the Bengali and

Sanskrit literary sources. He further dwells on the rasa-
ésstra 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

Vaisnavism in Orissa in a historical perspective. He iden-

tifies two phases of Vaisnavism in Orissa - "the medieval

Orissan Vaigpavism" which had an indigenous origin and the

subsequent influence of Caitanya, and attempts ta highlight

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

3. R. Chakrabarti, Vaisnavism in Bengal 1486-1900, Cal-
cutta, 1985. e




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 wunder

hie influence.> 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, 1in isclation 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—-philosaophical concerns dominate recent works such as D,
Gold% study on bhakti saint poets of north India, and Vaude-

ville's discussion on Kabir.® 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

Vaisnaviem in
Orissa, Calcutta, 1940, p.iv.

5. Ibid., p.123.

6. Cited in K. Chakrabarti, "Kirtan and
sation 1in Medieval Bengal", The Indian
History Review, Vol1.28, No.4, 1991, p.455.

Social organi-
Economic and




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 bhakti
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 bhqkti suited the feudal ideclogy 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

Irfan 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, Introduction to the Study of

Indian
History, 19364.

8. R.5. Sharma, "Problem of Transition from Ancient to
Medieval in Indian History", Indian Historical

Review,
Vol.l, No.i, 1974.




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."” Thus Habib says, "it was inevitable
thaf 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 Mukhial® has suggested another
line of argument. He contends the notions of ideology as
social current and the "ruling class’'s conspiratorial ideol-
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 Keshavanl! and M.G.S.

9. I. Habib, "The Historical Background of the Popular
Monotheistic Movements of the 15th-17th Centuries",
Mimeograph, Aligarh, 1965.

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

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



Narayanan12 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 itseld 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—Vaigupava move-—
ment in Assam. ~Maheswar Neog'sl4 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. Narayanan and V. Keshavan, "Bhakti Movement in
South India”" in S.C. Malik {(ed.), Indian Movements:
Some Aspects gf Dissent, Protest and Reform, Shimla,
1978.

13. Cited in K. Chakrabarti, op. cit., pp.456-461.

7
14. M. Neog, Sankardeva and his times: Early History of the
Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Assam, Gauhati, 19695.
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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, 1t 1is a restatement of é;ﬁkardeva's socio-
religious prescriptions rather than to shape the social
profile of Assam. The work essentially revolves around the
personalities of ééﬁkardeva, the founder of the movement,
and the other prominent Vaisnava saints who followed him,
and contains a detailed discussion of the doctrinal aspects
of bhekti. Moreaver, he views culture as an asthetic
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 kirtanas
(public collective singing of devotional songs) and sattras
(neo-Vaisnava monastic institutions) as platforms for inter-
action, he does not discusé the implications of these.
However, the book is important as a pioneering and informa-

tive work on the subject.

S.N. Sarma’sl® 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, 19&6.




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

the movement i.e. the sattraé, 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 lock 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-
vidﬁal 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, Asam3 and Kamatar3jya broadly corresponding to

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



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 bhaving 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 socioc—-economic -
structure of contemporary Assam, which showed a much greater
flexibility 1in comparison to north India and situate it 1in
the backdrop of a hmsely 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 penetration of bhakti
ideals and their subsequent routinization in the

lives of

different social grdups.

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 elsewhere,
indprast
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
havg 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
leés for an understanding of the pattern of diffusion of

the cult and the conscigusness of these remote people.17

16. P. Delooz, "Towards a Sociological Study of Cannonized

Sainthood" in S. Wilson (ed.), Saints and their Cults,
Cambridge, 1983, pp.189-212.

17. R. Hertz, "St. Besse: The Study of an Alpine Cult"

in
S. Wilson (ed.), op. cit., pp.55-89.

11



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 representafion. 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 of society), or on
levels of formal education {illiterate). Thus while Aron J.
Gurevich 1in his work on medieval popular culture outlines
his task as involving an analysis of "the conscicusness and

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

12



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

18 Historians are

of depicting it ‘as a single entity’.
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-
sciousness'.l9 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 wunifying
concept’, as well as from the inadequate attention to the
factor of internal differentiatioﬁ of groups within the
‘popular’. In an essay reviewing two works of E.P. Thompson
and Natalie Davis on crowds and community behaviour, Suzanne

Desan points out that Thompson's concept of 'communal con-

census’ may suggest 'a more cohesive and united community

18. A.J. Gurevich, Medieval Popular Culture: Frublems pf
Belief and Perceptiun, Cambridge, 1990, p.1S.

19. 1Ibid., p.xviii.

13



than in fact 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 vioclence 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’'. 1t remains an ab-

stract notion and the category of woman thus becomes indis-

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 socurces.

Given the literary nature of our scurces 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
socic—-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



episcdes related to the saints’ lives.2! The problem stems

fro m the general tendency among the historians to regard it

as a static entity which make them miss ocut on the reality
which produced these particular fantasies. Moreover,
o !
Ag;toneous to assume that since these works are meant for the
lower orders of the society, their “popular’ content 1is
sel f-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 realities.

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

who used certain gentres of 'popularizing literatures’ which

were ‘intended for a wide audience’. "These were designed

to be comprehensible even to the idiotae" and were marked by

simplicity and absence of sophisticated theology, which

21. W.H. McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A& Study of the Janam
S3khis, Oxford, 1980, pp.248-249.

16



"were the_most important channels of communication between
clergy and masses'". He points out that they reflected
aspects of folk religiosity and the popular world-view, as
they were adapted to their audiences, whereby contents and

stylistic features of folklore were incorporated into them,

although they may have been written by 'the learned elite’.

Another feature is the importance of oral tradition in a

largely illiterate society and its influence on the written

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

the oral and written, even after its codification. This,

added to the fact that the 'learned’ preachers 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.Z2%

The induction of the notion of 'folkloric culture’

and discussions on the relations between medieval ‘learned’

and ‘folkloric culture’, has further expanded the horizon of

historical inquiry to 1include other aspects apart

from
popular religiosity as constituents of the popular. Though
religion formed an important element in the lives of the

people of the medieval period, it also contained much more

22. A.J. Gurevich, gp. cit., pp.1-20.

17



than beliefs and rituals. As such the hagiographic texts

should be seen within the context of this °"“folkloric cul-

ture.23

By emphasizing the study of hagiographical works
against the background of the wunderlying socio—cultural
structures, historians have demonstrated that these works
refiect not merely the socio-religious processes or modes of
religious perception, but being rooted in the very society
where they occcurred they also throw light on other aspects,
such as social relations, political structure and the world-

view of the common people.24

Moreover, the legends, eulogies, and fantastic tales
containe& in these works are extremely significant as they
allow us access into the underlying structures of conscious-—
ness of a particular society. These should be critically
appraised rather than taken as 1literal expressions and

rejected outright. For, these offer historical explanation

23. J. LeGoff, cited in A.J. Burevich, op. cit.,
Xxvii.

24, This may be noticed in the works of A, Gurevich and
W.H. McLeod, op. cit., E. Patlagean, "Ancient Byzantine
Hagiocgraphy and Social History"” in §. Wilson (eds.),

18



of the emergence of the '‘socio—-cultural’ movements, and the
ways 1in 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 1in 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 éahkardeva and

other prominent Vaisnava saints of Assam.

W.H. Mcleod, emphasizing the importance of the Jjanam-—
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 1i.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, op. 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, 1in 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 Thﬁkur - é;i Sankaradeva—-Madhavadeva Carita.

2. BhUsana Dvija - Sri Sri Sankaradeva.
3. Ram3nanda Dvija - Gury Carita.

4, Ramacarana Thékur - Guru Carita.

S. Anonymous ~ Guru Carita Katha.

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

’
the period following Sankar#deva (1449-1561) from the exist-—
ing oral tradition, within the precints of the sattras or

Vaisnava monastic institutions,27 created by the movement.

26. A.J. Gurevich, op. cit., p.2.

/7
27. M. Neog, Sadkardeva and His Times, op. cit., pp.2-3.
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These had become the principla institutional base for the
dissemination of Vaisnava bhakti ideals of the eka ééraqa
nama dharma. Reciting the saints’ lives had in fact come to
be }egarded as an essential part of the daily congregational

prayer or nSmakf}tanas, conducted in the sattras.

Regarding the dating of these texts, Maheswar Neog's
classification is wusually 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, Bhﬁ§apa Dvija and
Ramananda Dvija belong to the earlier group. The carita by
Rémacarapa Thakur and the anonymous prose'text Guru Carita
Katha belong to the latter éroup. Though the earlier biog-
raphies also apotheosize the saints as an article of faith,
they are generally mare saber and matter of fact in their

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

came to be embelished with more and wmore legendary and

miraculous episodes.za' Any study of these texts as source

necessitates locating them in their proper context, i.e.,

28. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, Gauhati, 1987,
"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 Thakur, the earliest of the biographers, was
the son of REmacarapa THakur and belonged to the kayastha
caste of the bhuyan community. His father was a nephew of
Madhavdeva and spent most of his life with the latter, who
initiated him into the Vaigpava fold. Daityari mentions
that his work was compiled through discussions with several
learned persons including his father.<? This may help in
understanding the reason why Daityari dealt at length with
the 1life of Madhavdeva and restricted his work to a brief
account of éahkardeva. 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 éahkardeva, and of the
changes he introduced. Bhusana Dvija's grandfather was
Cakrapani, a brahmana who had been initiated into the fold
by éahkar:deva. It is significant that Bhusana Dvija does
not mention any differences of opinion between Madhavdeva
and Damodardeva, and instead describes the latter as the

undisputed and principal mahant3.>0 Ramananda Dvija was the

/7
29. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, gp. cit., pp.5-7.

7/ / 7/
30. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, Jorhat, 1986,

‘Preface’, p.S.
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Vs -
son of - Sriramadeva who was a disciple of Bhavanipuriya

Gopala Ata of the Kala samhati. His account includes a very
¢

detailed genealogy of Sankar deva's predecessors, tracing
their origin from Gujrat through Kanauj, Bengal, and finally
KamarGpa (Assam). This was possibly done to forge a connec-—
tion between the bhakti cult in Assam and those in different
parts of north India. Evidently by the time these texts

were compiled certain religious influences from ocutside the

region had found their way to Assam.

Situating the texts 1in their proper context - the
social background and religious inclinations of their au-
thors, helps us to explain and resolve certain discrepancies
that sometimes occur regarding the same event 1in these
texts. By the time the later caritas were compiled, the
Vaiggava order had\undergoné various divisions, resulting in
the emergence of sampradayas or sub-sects, which accounts

for the changing practices and beliefs and new forms of

adjustment, within the order.

This also led to increased contact with areas outside
2
Assam. All the later caritas consider Sankar deva, Caitla-

nya of Bengal, Harivyasa (probably o! the Nimbarka sect) and

Ramananda of north India as quadruple incarnations of Visnu.
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The tendency to trace the origin of bhakti from Adi é;ﬁkarg—
cSrya is a feature of this group of caritas. Further,
these, including the Guru Carita KathE, mention a number of
disciples of éaﬁkar,deva from cutside Assam.31 There is
also an attempt to include various holy places all over the
country in the itinerary of égﬁkar.deva‘s pilgrimage. The
Guru Carita Katha, which was probably compiled in the 18th
cen£ury, clearly reflects the wide expansion of the Vai§pava
order over fhe three states of Asama, Kamatapura and Koch-
Behar. Consequently the guru-lore also escalated, coloured
by the schisms of tﬁe order and interests of the multiplying
sattras. It gives an account of twenty five Vaisnava saints
of Assam.>2 From these, particularly the Guru Carita Katha3,
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

praoducts of the elite culture, the hagiographies of the

31. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., ‘Introduc-
tion’', p.138.

32. I1bid., p.2.
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bhakti saints are somewhat exceptional in that these are
written with the audience of the common people 1in 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 Aand popular traditions and can be seen only in their
interlacing in a complex and contradictory synthesis. In
the context of the Vaiggava movement in Assam, the carita-
puthis contain many details which indicate this interaction
and reflect the existing contradictions and ambiguities.
The bhakti ideals developed byvéahkarﬁdeva were often criti-
cal of the brahm&nical practices and were meant fo the
common people. Thus, he drew heavily on various elements of
the existing local traditions. 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 Br3hma, Purusa and Nika samhatis, practising

various brahmknical rituals and practices while the K3la
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Samhati strictly and totally forbade them.

Hagiographies fulfilled a variety of functions. Gtate-
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 which
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

rd
lores of Lord God (Sriramar Krsnabalabhadrar carita), when

M3dhav deva became the head of the faith.>S 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

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

life of Krsna. Themes from the epics had already been in

¢ e r

circulation among the people and these were rendered into

the vernacular by Madhav Kandali and others, in the pre-
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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.>% 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
toc them and greatly facilitated the penetration of bhaktl

ideals among the comon people.

As discussed earlier, not much research has been done
along the lines ocutlined 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.
History of Indian Literature (Early
Wiesbaden, 1976, pp.46—-47.

Gonda (ed.),
Period), Vol.IX,
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CHAPTER 11

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), Kgmarapa 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 N3ga hills, Manipur and the Tippera hills, and

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

Mymensingh, now in Bangladesh.1

1. B.K. Barua, A Cultural History of Assam, Gauhati, 1950,

pp.1-2. References to places and tribes in these areas
are also ;cattered throughout the carita-puthis,
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Geography played an important role in shaping the
socio-cultural developments in this region. The distinct
topographical features comprising the contiguous 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 peculiaritiesl -— 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 1is the context in these developments, in the light of
their relationship to the emergence and development of the
particular form of Vaigpava 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 arcund 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, 1in 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-ecaonomic background without linking it to the later
developments, or the processes of the evolution of the nama-
dharma. S.N. Suarma,? while delineating the politico-
religious situation totally ignores the sacio—-econamic
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 sphere,
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—Vangavite Movement and the Satra
Institutions of Assam, Gauhati, 194646, pp.22-24; M.
Neog, Safkardeva and His Times: Early History of the

Vangava Faith And Movement in Assam, Gauhati, 1965,
pp.oB-63.

3. S.N. Sarma, op. 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 &th century A.D., if not earlier, the
rulers of K3marlpa had encouraged settlement of the brahma-
nas in this area through érants 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 bréhmaqa 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 soccial 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
w ere  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, op. cit., pp.116-17.
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practices.5 The interaction between these groups and the

Hindu agricuitural communities produced certain contradicto-
ry trends in the society. While on the one hand, clash aof
interests led to frequent conflicts, on the other the ex-
change of socio-cultural ideas resulted in the gradual

penetration of brahminical beliefs and pracltices among the

tribes through a process of mutual ad;ustments.6

By the 13th century a distinct identity of Assam,
having 1ts peculiar political, socic-economic and religious
features had emerged as a result of this process. The
caritas provide insights into the nature of these relations,

and the existing society.

A look at the prevailing political situation, would
help put things in their proper perspective. The 13th to the
16th centuries witnessed the simultaneous existence of
several incipient tribal states, under the loosely knit

system of the thyan—réj.7 The Ahom or Shan invaders, who

had conquered eastern Assam in the 13th century, were

4
.

S.M. Dubey (ed.), North-East India: A Spcioclogical
Study, Delhi, 1978, p.S.

6. 1lbid., pp.6-8.

7. A. Guha, "Tribalism to Feudalism in Assam 1600-1730"

in
Indian Historical Review, Vol.l1, 1974, p.6S.
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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-
Kachari tribe), who had set up their capital at éédiya in
the present Lakhimpur district. Other tribes 1like the
Mordns and the Borahis occupied smaller tracts of land.
Further west, south of the river Brahmaputra, lay the Ka-
chSFi 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 bhliyans were ruling around this time.
However, during the 14th and 16th centuries, the Ahams 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 Boréhié, and displac-
ing the bhiyans from this area. In Western Assam, compris-
ing the present day districts of Kamrup, Go3lpara and parts
of Koch Behar, a succession of dynasties were wrangling for

powetr during the 14th-15th centuries.B 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, ogp. ¢cit., pp.2-3.
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The case of the bhdyans is of particular significance.
It was within this group that neo—Vaiggavism 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 Kamardpa region. They were a caste stratified Hinduized
society, composed of brahmanas and daivajﬁés (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 bhiyan society was constituted of the kolitdas, a
dominant peasant caste.9 Many of the indigenous elements
incorporated into Hindu society belonged to the kolita

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

were agriculturists),lo and kumar (potter), kamar (black-

smith), tanti (weaver) etc., all of whom generally belonged

to the Kolita caste.11

9. A. Guha, op. cit., p.65-66.

10. M. Neog {(ed.), BGuru Carita Katha, Gauhati, 1987, p.71.

11, Ibid., pp.-83-85. These are alsa found
throughout the text.

scattered
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The bhayan political organization was characterized by
a number of independent chiefships, which aligned together
in a8 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
wieid considerable power and influence at the local level as
official functionaries.l? It is evident from the carita-
puthis, that the bhdyan chiefs, such as the Barbhdyan or the
§iromoni bhiyan, often posed a threat to these rulers and

refused to occupy a subordinate status. Candibara, one of
é%ﬁkardeva‘s ancestors, settled in KamarUpa by king Ddrlabh-
nardyana of Kamatd, as the éiromani 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 prowess

12. A BGuha, op. cit. p.b&s6.

13.

M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita by Ramananda Dvija, Gauhati,
1959, p.12.
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of the bhdyan chiefs may be inferred fg& the reference to
the 80 shieldsl4 in their possession and their three-day
long battle with the Bhogiyas at Rauta, where the latter was
defeated and they fled with the 100t.15 Apart from their
political role, the bhlyan chiefs appeared to have been
actively involved in the agricultural process, and activi-
ties related to it. These included clearing of land for
1¢

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

communal operations in which the entire village participat-
ed. On his return to Lengemaguri after being released by
Dadébhnérsyapa, Candibara found the ryots engaged 1in con-
structing a bund, to prevent the flood waters of the Brahma-
putra from destroying the craops; on the orders of Gandharva-
rai, the Choto raja, a karatalia (tributary) of DDrlabﬁ?rE—
yana. The difficult task was finally accomplished, only
éfter Candibara took over the organization of the operation.

This gained him the blessings of the Choto raja and

(4 7
14. D. Borkotoki (ed.), 8ri &ri Sahkardeva by Bhusana
Dvija, Jorhat, 19846, p.83; M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita
Katha, op. cit., p.11.

15. M. Neog (ed.), op. cit. p.1l1.

16. The fourteen families of the bhdyans under Candibara,
who often moved from place to place in search of suit-
able areas for cultivation, had to clear the land

before undertaking agriculture. This is mentioned I the
caritas. Ibid., p.11 etc.
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admiration of the people.17 These shared experiences with
the cultivating peasants, provided the bhiyan 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 aoften thwarted. The undercurrent of tension may also
be detected in Can?ibara's decision to leave Lengemaguri
aloﬁg with the rest of the bhdyans. This was because the
rajé& agreed to surrender the former to the Bhotiyas to
prevent an attack, despite the services rendered by him 1in
times of difficulty.18 Moreover, Candibara’'s parting words
also indicate this — ‘with our 80 shields we could have
repulsed (them) 1if 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 fimes. An understanding of this is

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

18. The building of the dam which saved their <crops and
repulsing an earlier attack by the Bhotiyas, 1bid.,
p.11.

19. 1bid., p.11.




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 KSharUpa rulers,zo large tracts
of land remained thickly forested and agriculture was
car?ied on a somewhat limited scale, which was largely con-
fined to the plain areas on both banks aof the Brahmaputra.21
Hoe agriculture seems to have been the main form of cultiva-
tion, as mention of the plough 1s extremely rare 1in 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 were used

20. Durlabhnarayana, settled 14 bhdyan families (k3yasthas
and brahmanas) with grants of ‘grain, spade, dao, and
slaves’ in K3marupa, where they lived practicing agri-
culture, Ibid., p.8. Ramananda Dvija also mentions the

grant of ‘wealth and grains’' to the bhuyans, Ibid.,
p.12.

2. . This 1is knewn from frequent references, to

dense
forests 1in 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 F_éxct“ac-mga.z2 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 bhldyans
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 Kuth3rdubi and then to Rauta

in
search of "fish, water, firewood’ and to escape from the
Bhotiyas. In each of these places they under took

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 1in the earlier caritas. Cowries are often
mentioned, and the story references to the rupiya
probably pertain to a later period when trade with

Bengal and Mughal India had developed. Bhusana Dvija,
p.160,

23. A. Buha, op. cit., p.6S.

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

25. 1lbid., 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 socuth bank. Here,
there was "an abundance of land, water, pond, fish, fire-
wood,'26 but they were faced with the onslaughts of the
Kacharis who ‘'looted and plundered their land'2’/ at village
Alipukhuri. This was probably due to the pressure from the
expanding Ahom kingdom in the east. The Guru Carita Katha
relates that the bhdyans 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. 1bid., p.t1l.

27. 1lbid., p.11.

28. 1bid., 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.<? As mentioned earlier, flood
control measures such as building of dams were undertaken
through communal participation.3o Again, at Tembua, where
the waters of the Luit (Brahmaputra) caused destruction to
the crops, the prominent bhuiyans 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

0ff.'32

All these factors, as well as the effects of frequent

29. lbid., pp.10, 32 etc.

30. 1bid., p.10.

31. 1Ibi

a

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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conflicts33 thus served to put considerable pressure on the

primarily agricultural communities such as the bhayans.

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-religiocus developments

in this region, which was markedly different from contempo-

rary north-India.

In the religious sphere, brahminism had to adjust

itgself 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 1in their being assigned a place within the
33. The ryots are often said to have fled taoa the neigh-

bouring forests to escape from the scene of the bat-
tles. lbid., p.39 etc.
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brahminical social order.®® The bulk of the tribals were
given a low social status, and were lumped together as
g&dras. 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 the kolit3s.>2 The traditional
four-fold varna system was not prevalent in Assam, and the
society was broadly divided between the brahmana and the
non-brahmana categories. The kolita caste, a dominant
peasant group, was also ranked as the éﬁdras, which subsumed
most of the tribal population. Thus there was a general
proliferation of the ébdras,sb arranged into several sub-
castes. Most of these groups later became the followers of

Y
the nama-dharma, preached by Sankardeva and other Vaignava

saints.

The process of the inclusion of tribal groups within

34, S.M. Dubey (ed.), op. cit., pp.6&6-8.

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

36. S. Jaiswal, "Varna Ideoclogy and Social Change", Social
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
K31i.°8 Both éiva 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 éékta—Téntric rites which before the emergence
of the bhakti faith, became the predominant religious form

. r
in Assam.>?

The utterances of the Vaispava saints and preachers
frequently refer to the disruption of the social fabric
caused by the religious excesses of the Ké]iyUga.qO 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 Thakur,

37. S.N. Sarma, op. cit., p.2.

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

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

40. All the caritas abound in such descriptions.
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7’ 4 7, - .
the author of Sri Sri Sankardeva-Madhavdeva Carlta, sums up

the existing religicus 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 Vaispava saints thus toock birth as

avataras of Krsna to redeem the world from the

improprieties of the Ka]inga.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

/
bhiyans, 1is well attested by the caritas. Sankardeva’'s
ancestors mentioned as worshippers éiva and Cangi.42 His
grandfather Canqibara was conferred with the title Devidasa,
by King DGrlabhnérEyaqa of Kamatd, after defeating a brdahma-

na pundit in debate.?> The kings of this area also patron-

V4
ized Saktism and on one occasion a conflict between the

7/ /7
41. R. Nath (ed.), Mahapurusa Sri Sri Sahkardeva-Midhavdeva
Carita by Daityari Thakur, Sylhet, 1869 Saka, p.2.

42. B.K. Bhattacharya (ed.), Gurue Carita by Ramcarana
Thikur, Tihu, 1985, pp.S-11.

43. D. Borkotoki (ed.), op. cit., p.84; M. Neog (ed.), Guru

Carita Katha, op cit., p.15; All the caritas contain
description of this episode.
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kings of Kamata and Gauda, who were worshippers of the Devl

Durga, was said to have been settled through the mediation

of Candi, a manifestation of the goddess.44

The geneological sections of the caritas, pertaining to
4 L4 - - -
Sankardeva’'s ancestors, are replete with descriptions of
elaborate rituals - vrata, homa, puja etc. for the propitia-
tion of a number of gods and goddesses such Brahma, Candra,

: 4 <= 493

Surya etc., apart from Siva, Visnu and the Devi. All
brahminical rites of passage namakarana, upanayana, annapra-

sana, Sraddha etc., were per'formed.46 On all such occa-

'sions, rich gifts in the form of dapa and dakéﬁqé were

bestowed on the bréhmaqas. These included gold, copper,

cows, clothes, food and various other items.%’ That the
vbréhmapas enjoyed a high social status through the perpetua-

tion of such practices is evident from these texts.

L

Saivism had been a prominent religion in this region

from an early time. Both epigraphical and sculptural

44. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., p.8.

45, 1bid., pp.4-14.

44, Ibid., pp.20, 43; These rituals are mentioned later in
the texts.

47. Ibid., pp.12-133 M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita, op. cit.,
p.29; A1l other authors also describe the respect shown
to brdhmanas through dana and dakéigé.
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evidence attest to this fact .48 Though the worship of Visnu

was prevalent he occupied a secondary position compared to

4 -« - - -
Siva and Devi.%7 it gained pre-dominance in the form of

Krgna bhakti, only with the spread of neo—Vaigqavism.

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
their autonomous identity, leading to a complex admixture of
tribal and brahminical modes of worship. Tribes such as the
Chutiyds and the Kacharis worshipped various forms of éiva
and the Devi through dakta-Tantric rites.%® At the great
cult centres of Saktism such as Kam3khya near Gauhati and
Dikkaravasini near éédiya ineastern Assam, worship was
conducted through both right and left-handed methods.>! The
worship of élva through such rites was also common . 92 More-

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

propitiated in similar ways.53 Magic and sorcery were

48. B.K. Kakati, pgp. cit., pp.10-12.

4%, ibid., pp.67-71; S.N. Sarma, op. cit., pp.3-8.

30. ©S.N. Sarma, op. cit., p.3.

1. 1Ibid., pp.4-5; B.K. Kakati, op. cit., p.45-&6&.

S2. S.N. Sarme, pp. cit., pp.3-4.

S%. 1bid., pp.S5-8.




common features of the tribal religion.s4 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

laces.23 1In fact, even a late work such as the Guru-Cari-
p

ta-Kath3 contains an episode concerning human sacrifice.

People complained to King DGrlabhnBrEyaqa about Hathiya

Kachari who, after becoming the Doloi of the area, performed
human sacrfice before the clay image of Durg§.56 This

episode clearly demonstrates the intermingling of tribal and

/.
S3kta 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
varnas, who were barred from participating in orthodox brah-

minical rites.>’ People accepted only the ritualistic

54, Ibid., pp.&6-8.

35. i1bid., pp.2-8; B.K. Kakati, op. cit., p.&2.

S6. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, p.40.

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

its thegretical 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 brﬁhamaps, 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 bréhmayas 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 toc the high demand made by the brEhmagas. Thus,
they complained “there is no respite from the brEhmaQas
here.’ .27 Again, Govinda Garamali explained that devipaja

was responsible for his poverty-stricken condition as he had
lost everything, ‘cows, buffaloes, copper, bronze and slaves
etc., to the brahmana priests'.bo The numerous debates

between the brEhmaqas and the éabras (i.e. the non-

28. S.N. Sarma, o©op. cit., p.b6; B.K. Kaskati, op. cit.,
pp.41-95.

59. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, op. cit., p.53.

60. 1bid., p.79.
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brEhmapas) that appear in the caritas also confirm this

general misgiving about the brahmanas.

The feeling was probably particularly strong among the
k3yasthas who, despite their important socio-political
position and proficiency in brahminical learning, was often
looked down upon as Sadras (all non-brahmapas tended to be
addressed thus by the brahmanas), and were debarred from
reciting the Vedas or performing the religious rites them-
cselves. In addition, the brahmapas alsoc enjoyed various
privileges 1including exemption from payment of taxes, and

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

ctatus.

The effects of the brahminical religion and the rise of
neo—Vaigpavism may be better understood when related to the
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 reqular
syétem 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 brShmapas further

61. A. Guha, op. 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 paoverty due to the excesses of
the brEhmaqas as well as, the general economic conditions.®2
Reference to periodic food shortages caused by famines |is
also extremely common in these texts. ééﬁkardeva’s emphasis
on the prohibition of blood sacrifices and simplicity of
worship would indicate his deep understanding of the exist-
ing societal contradictions. Thus he could garner the

support of the majority of the people in this region.

In the subsequent cénturles {i.e., around the 16th-17th
centuries) many of the sccio-economic and religious forces
operating in the earlier period continued, as is" evident
from the later caritas, but some notable changes also took

place which further contributed to the rise of neo—Vaisqa—

vi§m in Assam. I shall focus on the increasingly centraliz-

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

trenchment of the bhakti movement in the region.

62. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, gop. cit., pp.53-54,
79 etc.
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SECTION 11

LATER SOCIO-CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTS AND BHAKTI

In its initial stages, during the time of éahkardeva
and M3dhavdeva 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 .3

This may also be related to the nature of power equations in

eastern Assam. Here, the Ahom 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 brahmapas with the view to utilizing their influ-

ence among the indigenous population to strengthen their own

position in the area. The bré@aqas had therefore become

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

were a prominent socio—political group with political ambi-

tions, were both conciliated and sought to be subordinated.

They were given grants of land and were settled in small

63. S.N. Sarma, gp. cit., pp.11-20.

7
64, M. Neog, Sahkardeva and His Times, op. 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 suthority on the dominant elements in the group,

though in later times many were incorporated as local func-

/
tionaries.®® The group to which Safkar deva belonged, was

settled at a place called Dhuwah3t. They were engaged by
the Ahom king in an elephant catching or Khéda 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 deépatched to inflict severe punishments.
Their leader Hari Bhayan (é%ﬁkardeva's son—-in-law) was

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

spared as a holy person, as he was heard reciting kf%tana.67

Thus, at this stage, the Ahom opposition to the bhuyans
was largely political and it was instigated by the orthodox
brahmanpas who complained to the Ahom king against them. The
bhakti ideals, based on devotion to a single gqod through
nama, was inimical to brahminical interests, as it inter-—

dicted ritualism and sacrifice. It threatened their

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

67. D. Borkotoki (ed.), op. 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.®? The Guru Carita Kath3 relates that the Koch King

NaranErEyaga sent an expedition under Chilarai to get back
the Baro-bhiyans who had left Alipukhuri and settled in
Acamd3. The Ahom king blamed the bhTyans as the cause of the
battle, and asked them to devise a solutién to avert the
crisis. éghkardeva advised them to mount Gdras dressed as
brahmapas on cows and asked them to move towards the enemy.
This done, the Koches retreated and the Ahoms marched upto
KaliyEbar. Thus there was an interesting reversal of roles

between the bréhmagas and the £ddras. As a result of this

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

safety.70 This 1s a significant passage because apart from

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

: ’
brahamapa—-sddra antagonism and the detrimental effects of

war on the peasantry and agriculture.

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

69. Ibid., pp.8&-87.

70. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit
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There are references to the depredations caused by the
tribes of eastern Assam such as the Akas, the Bho§571, and
the Daf13572, which often moved from one place to another.
Frequent floods and war with the Bangals (foreigners, usual-

ly used for the Mughals) also caused disruption and scarcity

-

of food for the people.7°

In the 17th century, the bhakti movement had become
wel} entrenched in the region, and had developed a strongr
organizational base in the institution of sattras, despite
the persistent resistance from sections of the orthodox

brshmapas 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 Ahom 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.’? Craops such

71. 1bid., p.209.

72. 1lbid., pp.38.

73. 1bid., pp.38, 219.

74. A. Guha, op. cit., p.&7.
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as mustard, gram, pulses, variety of vegetables 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 1eaf,77 mustard,78,
011,79 etc. and even the sale of fish is mentioned.8°
Cowries 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

753. Such references to crops and halovas (ploughman) and
hal (plough) are found scattered thraoughout the Guru
Carita Katha, op. cit., pp.63, 93 etc.

76. A. Guha, op. cit., p.68.

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

78. 1lbid., p.74 etc.

79. Ibid., ,p.203 etc.

80. Ibid., p.249.
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was more accessible from outside.al 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 adcministrative structure was marked by a
centralization of the conscripted Lat:\cu.n".B:5 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 class and the
nobility to render them personal service, and to work on
their farms.B82 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.), op. cit., pp.148-149,

82. This 1is quite evident from the caritas. Most of the
commercial travelling was done by boat, as the Brahma-
putra links the entire region.

83. A. Guha, op. cit., p.&8.

84. Ibid., p.é8.

85. Ibid., p.69. &.K. Bhuyan (ed.), op. cit., p.24. This
account refers to a late+r period, but that the officers
exacted work to the maximum is also evident

from the
caritas. Gury Carita Kath3, op. cit., p.48.
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public works.86 Slaves formed an important element in the

agrarian system, which is indicated by frequent mention of

bandi-beti or ga-ma3nuh in the caritas.

The agrarian expansion leading toc an 1increase in
surplus and concomitant growth in population, provided the

Ahoms with a strong material base to consolidate their

position.87 This was marked by a tendency towards further

centralization. The 17th century was also a period of Ahom-
Mughal conflict, as the latter tried to extend their sway
over Assam.88 Both these developments necessitated raising
greater resources for the state, as well as the creation of
a more organised state structure. Thus effort was made to
convert the state machinery into a military—administrative
system. For an effective military organization, the man-
power used for military purposes was divided into khels,
which existed along with the village organization based on
the paik system.89 Moreover, in order to augment the re-
sources of the state, apart from the imposition of the land

revenue to be paid in cash, a number of additional taxes in

86. A. Guha, op. cit., p.69.

87. 1bid., pp.&7, &9-70.

88. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), op. cit., pp.14B-256.

89. A. Guha, ap. cit., p.70
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the form of tolls on traders, ferries, markets etc. were
introduced.”’® That the number of taxes had increased enor-
mously 1is known from the mention of hég, ph§§91, ghat etc.
in the Guru Carita Katha. These were outpaosts on the border
and inside the couhtry under officers or vjééyas such as the
hat-khowa, phat-khowa and ghé;—khowa.92 Vi§§yas collected
customs such as dan, kar, etc., from the traders, boat-men
and others.?3 Cakis, ths and phats are mentioned in con-
nection with Néréyaqa Dasa Thékur's trading activities,
which were spread over Asama, Garo, Bhot and Bangal areas.
NSréyapa Dasa and his fellow traders tried to escape these
taxes by lying to the officials.’® The Guru Carita Kaths
relates how Né?gyaoa Dasa and his fellow traders became

bhokots.95 The anecdote compares the petty traders to a

goat amidst wild beasts.’® These varied taxes and tolls

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

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

92. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, op. cit., “Intro-
duction’, p.156.

93. 1Ibid., p.355.

4. 1bid., pp.72-73.

95. 1bid., pp.73-79.

96. 1bid., 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. Madh3ai 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 1i.e.
rdjadhan or Jjaigirl 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, M&dhavdeva, through a
miracle, sgquared the amount.78 Again, a Kakoti and an Ujir

got together in exploiting the paiks, extracting from them
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labour service, muga cloth, cotton, pepper, and made profits

out of these. 1In the Ujir’'s absence, the paiks complaiend

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

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

squeezed us of our wealth and have ruined us." 77

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 brShmaQas lived 1in a
separate part of the village, while such low castes as the
kumar (pq tter) hird (wheel-less potter), dom (fishermen),
etc., lived in other parts earmarked for them.190 These low
castes became adherents of the nama-dharma. é;hkardeva,
aloné with his bhokots, moved from Tantikuchi to Kumarkuchi

etc., halting for brief periods and establishing hari-grhas

ot ném—ghars.101

99. lbid., p.48.

100. Ibid., pp.83-85.

101. Ibid., pp.83-85
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The general condition of the peasantry had worsened.
Scarcity of food and poverty are common themes in the cari-
tas. M™Madhavdeva's family was reduced to poverty and sought
shelter in various places. His parents are said to have
gone without food, sometimes two to three meals at a
stretch.lo2 The condition of the slaves, commonly owned by
officials and prosperous people and utilized for agricultur-
al purposes, was even worse. Balaram Atol was formerly a
slave i a household, and was treated badly. One day he
fell asleep from exhaution while ploughing the field. When
Néréyava D3sa Thakur found him, rescued him from his plight

by purchasing him off, whereupon the former took éarapa and

became a bhakta.lo3

The bhakti movement received its first group of follow-

ers from the kayastha-bhudyans, 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 praovided the
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followers their basic everyday needs. This will be seen in
the next chapter. As seen %rom the above discussion, all
these groups were subject to various pressures during this

time, when the movement was trying to establish its hold 1in

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 struct@re that helped to «c¢rystallise the

movement will be the focus of our discussion in the next

chapter.
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CHAPTER 111

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 ekééérapa nama dharma of
é;ﬁkardeva 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 Vaispavism
that 1t developed a strong organizational base, which found
its culmination in the institution of the sattra or monastic

or'g-a'nizations.1 The emphasis of the present chapter will

1. S.N. Sarma, op. ¢it., pp.23-24.

64



thus be on the socio-cultural processes which facilitated
the permeation of the bhakti ideals and the nature and role

of the Vaisnava institutions.

s
As seen earlier, Assamese society at the time of San-

kardeva comprised of fragmented religioc-ethnic groups with
a variety fo complex beliefs and practices. é;ﬁkardeva
evolved a simplified religion based on bhakti or devotion to
a single god, Krsna, 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-prasanga. 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 gqualifications; the utterance of
the name of the lord was sufficient to procure divine grace.

This is emphasized time and again in the carita literature,

s

which often contain descriptions of Sankardeva surrounded by
a group of bhaktas reciting Harinama or singing kirtana. It
is often stated that the religion of the Vedas was unsuited

7
faor the Kaliylga when all dharma had been defiled. Sldras

had no right to recite the mantras while they could achieve

/7
salvation though the ndma-kIrtana preached by Sahkardeva.

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

Before the emergence of the sattras the primary occa-

sion for the congregation of the bhaktas was the kirtana

sessions.> Even when the sattras became widespread from

around the end of the 16th century, kilrtanas continued to be
one of the principal features of the movement. The prayer-
hall known as the namghar or kiIrtana-ghar came to occupy a
central place within it.% 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. Society in medieval Assam was largely

composed of the rural peasantry, petty traders and the
recently Hinduised and non-Hindu tribal communities, who

7
were mostly illiterate. Sahkardeva, like most other bhakti

saints of India, adopted the vernacular language for his

preaching which were easily comprehensible to the common

people.6

/ Vg

2. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Gri §ri Sapkardeva by Bhisana
Dvija, Jorhat, 1986, p.75; M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita
Katha. Gauhati, 1987, p.15.

’
3. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, Gauhati, 1965,
p.312.

5. Ibid., p.314.

S. K. Chakrabarti, cp. cit., pp.446—-447.

/
&. M. Neog, Sahkardeva and His Times, op. cit., pp.362-
I77.
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Apart from singing in praise of the lord, the prayer
sessions included regular readings from the guru-carita.
The Guru Carita Katha relates how after the death of é;ﬁkar—
deva, his successér M3dhavdeva incorporated the practice of
reciting the guru’'s life story or caritra within the kIrta-
nas, and systematized it into fourteen parts.7 Thereafter,

an entire corpus of hagiographical works i.e. the caritae-

bﬁthisa came to be written mainly about the lives of éaﬁ—
kardeva. and Madhavdeva, but also about a large number of
other Vaisnava preachers.9 These provided information re-
garding 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 wusing the vernacular language. The pattern of composi-
tion of these texts was also designed keeping the needs of
the 1illiterate common peocple 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. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, op. cit., p.1l.

7/
8. M.Neog, Sanhkardeva and His Times, op. cit., pp.4-26.

9. The Guru Carita Kath3, relates the life stories of two
guru, nine atas, two thdkurs 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.lo This narrative style was ideal for holding he
attention of the lay listeners. The common mode of enuncia-
tion was the é}svana—kfrtana, where the guru narrated the
events and the disciples listened to them. This was obvi-
ously an effective means, for Bﬁﬁsaoa Dvija writes, ‘After

listening to the prasanga, all were satisfied and went to

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

listen to the words of éghkara.‘ll

That the complexities of the brahminical religion were
denounced by the Vaisnavas is known from various episodes.
In the course of the debate between é;ﬁkardeva.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’ .12

1f Vedic rites are not performed with total concentra-

tion, or according to the prescribed rules, they vyield no

10. ™. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katﬁs, "Introduction", op..
cit., p.138.
/ / .
11. D. Borkotoki (ed.), 8ri $ri Sankardeva, op. cit.,
p-153; M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit.,
p.38; All the carita are filled with such references

to sravana-—-kirtana.

12, D. Borkotoki {(ed.), op. cit., p.50.
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fruit'.l3

If the one who decapitates animals goes to heaven, who

will go to hei1? 14
In another episode, he told Ramrai and other bhaktas:

‘Give up all other rites and rituals (karma—-dharma) and
adopt bhakti by taking ekanta éérapa in Kﬁgpa'.ls Morevo-
er, unlike brahminical religion, scriptural knowledge or
formal learning was considered unnecessary for bhakti. The
Guru Carita Katha relates the case of Buddha Ata who ap-
proached his guru. in the hope of acquiring scriptural wis-
dom. The latter then distinguished between learning that
bred arrogance in a person (scriptural) and therefore redun-
dant and knowledge of the meaning of the geet—-ghosa which
was enough for devotion. He therefore explained to him the
latter.1® The authors of the caritas repeatedly emphasized

their proximity to the audience by referring to themselves

14. Ibid., p.54; ™M, Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op.
cit., p.97.

Vd / 7/
15. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, op. cit., p.&0.

16. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kathd, op. cit., pp.253-2354.
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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 1its inherent spontaneity thus attracted
those sections of the people who were burdened by the expen-
sive brahminical religion, and who were alsoc disallowed
direct participation in it. Moreover, the tone of humility
adopted by the Vaigqava preachers, undoubtedly appealed to

the large 1illiterate masses who were considered socially

inferior by the brahmanas.

7/
Sankardeva devised certain other means of popularizing

the Vaigqava bhakti ideals among the common people. He
composed bargltas or devotional songs and popular plays, the
themes of which were mostly derived from the puranas 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.l® The Guru Carita

- ,l < - -
Katha relates how Sankardeva composed a song Rama meri

17. Daitydri Thakur asked god to be merciful towards him
who was foolish, and keep him in the company of
bhak tas. Bhisana 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.

/
1B. M. Neog, Sanhkardeva and His Times, op. c¢it., pp.178-
181.
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k{daya—pankaje raiche’ (Rama dwells in the lotus of mmy

heart)lq or on another occasion, mana meri Rama caranahli
lagu (Rest my mind, rest on the feet of Rama) and these were

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

Rgmcarapa ﬁhékur describes an incident when NSFé}aQa
Dasa on his way to meet ééﬁkardeva, came across three boat-
loads of people singing the gits composed by the latter.21
The Guru Carita Katha refers to 240 of such lyrical composi-

7 .

tions of Sankardeva which were destroyed in a fire. Only 34
songs still survive.?? These songs were clearly meant for
the popularization of the faith. Madhavdeva reprimanded
ériréma Ata for his delayed appearance at a nama session. He
said that égﬁkardeva was displeased with him, because de-
spite composing wmany gits, ghosa, padas and bhatimas
{songs), he had not utilized them for converting people to

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

7/
- L4 - Lol - -—
tions of Sankardeva known as natakas, natas or yatras, were

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

20. 1bid., pp.75-76.

21. B.K. Bhattacharya (ed.), Guru Carita, by Ramacarana
Epékur, Tihu, 1985, p.543; D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri
Sankardeva, op. cit., p.77.

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

23. 1bid., 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 peocple. For 1instance, the
cihna-yatrd play attracted a large number of people includ-
ing women and the brﬁhmapasz5 who eventually accepted
bhakti. After the Nrsimha-yatra in which S;ﬁkardeva him-
self played the role of Nfsiﬁha, the Atois’ 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 subsume various,
and often conflicting, beliefs, whereby, all sections of the
peaple could be absorbed within its fold.2’ Despite 1its
apparent anti-brahminism, it came to have many brshmaqas
among 1ts followers. 1t 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 participation

which appealed to everyone, irrespective of caste and other

/ o
24, M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, op. cit., p

25. lbid., pp.205-206.

26. 1bid., pp-.205-206.

27. K. Chakrabarti, gp. 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 ThEkur relates how égﬁkardeva on hearing
a cangéla (fisherman) take the name of Krsna, stated that he
(the caqula) was the highest of men and was even superior
to a bréhmaqa.za On another occasion, he is said to have
come upon a few young cowherds who took to Krspa's name,
and he was filled with happiness.29 Bﬁagapa Dvija relates
that the bréhmaqas complained before the king Naranarayana
/- 7 . - .
that a sudra named Sankardeva had translated the Bhagavata
into verse and converted bréhmapas, kaivartas and ébaras

into Hari bhaktas. He did not follow brahm£nica1 rites nor

paid respect to the brshmapas.3o

é;ﬁkardeva himself declared that nama did not discrimi-
nate between Jjati and ajati. The br3h.omanas and others,
including the caaﬁﬂé]as, 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

/s /.
28. R. Nath (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva-Madhavdeva Carita,
Sylhet, 1849 Saka, pp.118-119.

29. Ibid., pp.119-120.

/ / 7 .
30. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, op. cit.,
p.171.

31. Ibid., p.70; B.K. Bhattacharya, (ed.), Guru Carita, op.
cit., p.493.
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change. While on the one hand, it enabled the socially
degraded castes access to worship, 1t also considerably

loosened the rigours of the brahminical system.

Therefore a look at the neo—Vaiggava institutions,
their role in spreading of bhakti, and the adjustments that
it bhad to make in the process of social organization 1is
called for. As the number of the Vai§?avas 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.

/.
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 k.z"r"tf.=:n.at.3:S His death saw the first schism
in the faith, and M3adhavdeva and Damodardeva set up separate
establishments.3? After the demise of Madhavdeva the number
of sub-sects increased. In the Guru Carita Katha it is
mentioned that é;hkardeva once told Madhavdeva, "after vyou
and me, dharma will go in three directions - nirgina, kewal

and bh3gavati (i.e. Br3hma, Nika and K&la Samhatis).S° In

32. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kathg, op. cit., ,p.26.

/l
33. M. Neog, Sankardeva and His Times, op. cit., p.312.

34. The carita-puathis refer to this incident.

35. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, op. 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
sattra, 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 wunity 1in philosophical

principles, unlike in Bengal.36

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

Sarma’'s in his The Nep—-Vaisnavite Movement And Satra Insti-

tutions of Assam, have discussed in detail the architectural
structure, functionaries and management, and the rites and

practices aof 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-
38

tions. In Assam, they became the chief instrument through

which neo—Vai§?aMism was propagated amongst the people.

36. K. Chakrabarti, gp. ¢

[

t., pp-450-452.

/
37. M. Neog, Sahkardeva and His Times, op. cit., pp.309-
339; S.N. Sarma, gp. cit., pp-100-153.

38. ™. Neog, Ibid., pp.309-311.



The nam—-ghar or kirtana-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 bah3d 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
cccupants and functionaries, there appeared different cate-
gories of hatis and such structures as the manikut or bhaj-

ghar or bharal-ghar (storehouse) 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 Kathid. It mentions a number of
places where sattras were established and (é;hkardeva'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
sattras. The ﬁ9¢'further states that wherever the guru thus
cast his eyes, sattras or thans were eventually
established.?®  8attras or thans, nam-ghars, hatis, etc.,

occur frequently in the caritas and are scattered throughout

39. 1bid., pp.314-315.

40. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., pp.206-207.
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the Guru Carita Katha. At Tantikuchi, M3dhavdeva established

a sattra with a devagrha and spread bhakti among the

people.41 During M3dhavdeva'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 Safga (community) of bhaktas,
such as Jainti Madha3i®? Atoi, Govindra Atoi,43 and Karinga-—
| 44

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

kewallya bhokots®d However, this could not be imposed on
the devotees 1in 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-celibates called bEhir»or b§j—h5ti.46 For instance
Guru Carita Katha, relates the following incident: -the
choice of a person to be in charge of the cooking in a

Ve
sattra was being considered. Srirama Ata refused to give up

7 P4 7 .,
41. D. Borkotoki (ed.), 8Sri Sri Sankardeva, op. cit.,
p.144.

42, M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., p.82.

43. 1bid., p.245.

44, Ibid., p.251.

43. Ibid., p.309; Kewaliyas were also known as udasins.

46. Ibid., p.91.
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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 a
householder did not debar one from being a bhakta. If one
lived with his own wife (svavivahita bharja) , bhakti dharma
was not defiled. He told the bhokots, not to hesitate to
marry, if one so desired.®’/ Jainti Madhai Atoi, who had
left his wife to become a bhokot went back and found her 1iIn
poverty. He then brought her to the guru, and thereafter

stayed in a bas-hati meant for married bhokots, 38

In matters of food too bhakti showed a certain flexi-
bility, in keeping with the existing social naorms. 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 é%hkardeva
told Madhava, not to kill animals,49 this does not seem to
have been étrictly 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. Infact, given the limited

47. 1bid., 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 Vaigpavas made 1t 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.nSma—prasa?gas, prasada, was distributed and was taken
by all.50 However, the Vaiggavas abstained from food given
by the.non—vaigpavas. There are innumerable instances of
Vaiggavas refusing food from their own relatives. Madhavadev
refused fod from his uncle Digh3la Kath as he was not a
bhak ta (har‘ivﬂn'ﬁ'kha).s1 Again Govinda Garamali refused to
eat in his own house. He told his wife, 'l shall go home

and eat, only 1f you accept the dharma preached by the

Mahapurusa’, Jjust as I have done.52

It may be observed that despite the strong anti-ritual-
istic stance and non-recognition of caste espoused by the
bhakti movement, there was a certain ambiguity in the atti-
tudes of the Vaigyava preachers. This was because, in order
to become a viable alternative to the dominant religious
trend it had to accommodate many disparate elements within

S0. All the caritas are filled with such references.

351. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., p.88.

32. iIbid., p.79.
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, hd A\ -
the existing tradition. Sankardeva, despite denouncing the

brahminical religion, did not close the doors of bhakti te
the brah_ mangas, 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 bréhmagas
/
sought to adopt bhakti. Sankardeva agreed on condition that

they would give up the worship of Durg'a'.s3 The number of
bréhmaqas who accepted bhakti increased to such an extent

that the sattras became grouped into brahminical and non-

brahminical categories.s4 The guru-caritas provide evidence

of the penetration of many brahminical rites and practices

among the Vaigqava devotees. The brahmanical rites of

s
passage were genierally observed. S5raddha was performed in

,
most occasions. After the death of Sahkardeva, his son

Ramananda is said to have performed all the required rites.

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

loan to pay the bréhvmapas to perform the monthly rites.55

There is also reference to the nityakarma or daily rituals

performed 1in a sattra.”® Rules of purity and pollution

played a role, and cleansing of the household items and

54. S.N. Sarma, op. cit., pp.&7-99.

55. M. Neog (ed.), Guru Carita Katha, op. cit., p.77.

References to the perfarmance of £r3ddha appear fre-
quently i1n the caritas.

S6. 1bid., p.89.
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7
utensils before sarana seems to have become the general
L4

practice. 1t also was necessary to observe a day’'s vrata or
fasting before égrapa into bhakti. On certain occasions
such as ekddasi fasting was observed. >’ Moreover, tirthas
are often mentioned in the caritas. Madhavdeva once regret-
ted before NErEyaqa Dasa that he could not accompany the
mahapurusa on the tirtha, and was sent back from Ganga
tjrtha.ée _Bhaskar brahmana told Narayana Dasa that his guru
é;ﬁkardeva was on his way to Jagannatha on tTrtha.>”
Groups of bhaktas undertaking a pilgrimage occur occasional-
ly in the Guru Carita Katha. The performance of the é;rapa
ritual became essential for membership to the sattras, as is

evident from the above discussion.

1
Bhakti could not ignore the presence of brabhminism,

which, despite the popularity of the former, continued to
exert some influence on the society.éo Moreover, it alsc
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.

7 7 7 .
58. D. Borkotoki (ed.), 8ri Sri Sankardeva, op. cit.,
p-155.

59. 1bid., p.76.

60. This is also supported by the fact that when Udayaditya
Singha persecuted the Vaigqavas, the brihmana bha¢ kots
and sattras were generally spared. ‘
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However, the brahminical influence remained largely confined
to the brahminical sattras, while the naon-brahminical ones

of the K3la samhati kept away from them.

Though the notion of purity, manifested in such prac-
tices as cleansing of the household before sérapa, 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
disseminatioﬁ of the bhakti ideal. In the sattras, daily
vngba—prasapgas were held in the mornings and evenings.61
Infact, the institution of the nEm—éhar played a very impor-—
tant role at the village level and almost every village,
came to have a nEh-ghar.ééﬁkardeva 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
harFi-grha at Palengdighat and at other places.62 Balokadas
_ kamar vis said to have had a hari-grha in his l'\c)uc_w_*.é’:S 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
to listen to kfgga—kathg. M. Neog (ed.), Guru
Kath3, op. cit., p.58.

evenings
Carita

62. 1bid., pp.82-86.

63. 1bid., p.251.
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important part of the kirtana, clearly reflect the ways in
which it appealed to the shared experiences of the people.
At the same time, 1t also toock into account the differences
and moulded itself accordingly. Thus, in course of time
both higher and the lower sections of the society found 1t

acceptable and from within it emerged the distinct regional

culture of Assam.

Kirtana 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 agd shaped popular con-
sciousness. A. Gurevich has pointed out, how hagiogtraphies
reflect the attitudes and consciocusness of the common peocple
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.®? 1n the light of this, we
shall explore the role of the caritarpafhis, in organizing
the movement in Assam. The carita—pathis truely represent

the consciousness of the people of medieval Assam, which

became an instrument for the transmission of bhakti

ideals

64. A. BGurevich, op. cit., pp.1-20.
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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
puranas, were often cited to meet the challenge of bhakti,
ééﬁkardéva refuted the arguments put forth by Madhavdeva
before his conversion, on the basis of these texts.®? This
was also true of he numerous debates with the erhmapas.66
Therefore it was necessary for bhakti to have a comparable
scriptural support which was provided by the carita—pathis.
We shall now focuslon certain elements of 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 thé peasantry. Thelr religious practices were often
marked by belief in magic, and the supernatural. Moreover,
being largely illiterate, they found it easier to identify

with ar grasp the concrete rather than abstract

6D, All the caritas discuss this incident in detail.

64. 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 kIrtana was in the spoken
form, which is extremely important in a society where the
majority of the people were unacquainted with the written
word . ©8 The caritas emphasize the importance of song and
dance in inducing devotionsal 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
69

secrecy. In the kIrtanas these were performed openly 1in

the nam-ghars. It is because of this that the bargItas,
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

&7. A. Gurevich, op. cit., p.17.

68. 1bid., p.3.

69. S.N. Sarma, gp. cit., p.6.
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arrived late for the n3ma-kIrtana (hari-kath&), session and
explained to'é;irgma Ata that the delay had been caused by
their engagement in the field. Ata then said, "Jjust as
sowing and cultivatiion earns people their food, the place
to earn hari-bhakti is the guru -bhumi (place of the guru),
through éérapa and saﬁga. Why don't vyou cultivate this
(bhakti), instead of engaging in cultivating your fields and
missing the nama."’% M3dhavdeva, is said to have himself
taken the spade in his hands and sowed (the seeds aof) bhak -
t.i—panth.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 alsoc fulfilled many of their prac-
tical and emotional needs. Though é;ﬁkardeva 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 1localities. It is
noteworthy that 1n the carirtas the names of the Vaijava
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, op. cit., p.222.

/ / 7 -
71. D. Borkotoki (ed.), Sri Sri Sankardeva, op. cit., p.S8.
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which they belonged. We thus have references to Bhavanipu-
riya Gopala Ata, Dakéinkuliyﬁ Bisnu Ata, Beheria Bispu Ata,
Jainti Madh3ai Atoi, Garor Govinda Atoi, Nagar Balai Atoi

etc. in the Guru Carita Katha.’?2

The subject matter of the carita—pZthis was usually
drawn from the popular themes of the existing society. In
the Guru Carita Kath3d we have numerous examples of égﬁkarde~
va performing miracles, which were closely related to the
day to day experiences of the people. For instance, 1t 1is

P4
said that once Bangaya (Sankardeva’'s brother) fell ill while

working in the paddy field and suffered from severe pain and

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.’? 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.’? The theme of the healing touch 1is

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. M. Neog
9ed.), Guru Carita Kath3, op. cit., pp.325, 98, 443
etc.

73 Ibid., p.21.
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offeg_ed worship to various gods to save them from illness.
Sanhkardeva 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 1in their
daily lives and this sense of personal dependence helped in
the transmission of bhakti. The Guru Carita KafhE'contains
references which show that the idea of guruseva was strongly
recommended. Madhavdeva is said to have performed guruseva-
. malasevd before a session of Krsna Katha. Kdliram Atol
cffered guruseva evefyday.76 There also developed the prac-
tice of relic worship which, in the guru-caritas, 1is re-
flected in the veneration of the guru’'s footprints, or the

P
dust from his feet. Guru Carita Kathad relates that Sankar-

deva once leaned against a mango tree, with one foot against
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the tree and another on the ground. When he removed his
foot, his footprint appeared on the tree, as though i1t had
been engraved on it. A young boy who came to pay respect to
the guru touched his head against the mark.’’ There are
numerous references to the grace of the guru’s dust or
bhokoti dhulir mahimd.’8 The Vaispnavas often carried the
dust from the guru’'s feet when they undertook a mission or a
journey. Thus Gopala and uvanardan Ata, on their way to the

king's palace, bathed in the stream and took the dust of

their guru’s feet.’”

In fact, the importance of the guru as the object of
bhakti assumed immense importance in the later period. JIt
became very popular among the non—-brahminical sattras of the
Kala saéhati, which comprised a large number of +tribal
people such as the Chutiyas, the Morans and the Borahis.

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.8°

77. 1lbid., p.206.

78. 1lbid., p.491.

79. Ibid., p.362.

80. H.K. Barpujari (ed.), op. cit., p.61; M. Neog, Socio-
Political Events in Assam Leading to the Militancy of
the Mayamariya Vaisnavas, Calcutta, 1979, pp.23-27.

P
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The recitation of the caritas as a part of the nama-
prasangas 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), kam3r (blacksmith), tanti (weaver), hira
(wheel-less potter) fjam,82 and Jjalova (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 Madhai Atoi - a Jaintiya,a4 Govinda Atoi - a
Ggroe5 and Bolai Atoi — a Nag’?aa6 even became Vaispava
preachers. The petty traders, who had come to occupy an

important position in socciety by the 16th-17th centuries,

also became one of the major adherents of bhakti. NSFSVapa
Bl. A common statement in the caritas runs thus, ‘many
ryots left their land and became bhokots’ . M. Neog

{ed.), Buru Carita Kath3, op. cit., p.206.

82. 1bid., pp.83-85.

83. 1bid., p.244. !
g4. Ibid., pp.B82-83.

85. Ibid., p.94.

86. Ibid., p.443.
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Dasa Ihékur Ata, one of the prominent disciples of Sgﬁkarde—
va, was & trader before he took é;rapa into the bhakti
faith. Alongwith him, six of his fellow traders also became
bhaktasB’ The Guru Carita Kaths relates that once when the
two gurus were travelling by boat they came across a man
selling cotton. ééhkardeva told Madhavdeva, ‘making our
minds the guide of our boat, sell it at the feet of the
Paranatma Sad3gar’ and sang, we have engaged in trade, and
have put all our wealth at the feet of Hari.88 Once again
this 1is a clear example of borrowing 1imageries from the
profession of the target group and integrating it with the
preaching, so that 1t appeals, directly to them. WQmen 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 Vaigqavas emphasized the need to follow
a strict ethical code, and probably regarded women as a
soutrce of distraction from bhakti. By the 17th century
however, " women began to be inducted within the fold. Oon
numerous occasions entire families were converted to npama-
dharma, and women even came to live in the sattras.8% 1t is

possible that with the proliferation of the non-brahminical

87. 1bid., pp.78-79.

88. 1Ibid., p.114.

89. Ibid., p.91.
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sattras the attitude towards women became more liberal.
Infact, during the reign of king Lakshminarayana, Ai Dayal,
the wife of Telikrsna Atoi, was made medhl over 120 persons

who had become bhokots.qo

As the movement gained in popularity, the sattras
proliferated and eventually became the most important
institution of rural Assam. Pecople spontanecusly rallied
round the sattras and these were maintained by the voluntary
contributions from the devotees. The Guru Carita Kathd is
full of references to people giving various articles of food
such as rice, gram, vegetables etc., to bhc;kots.c?1 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—DayTal).92 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 sattras was

called the sattriya,’> mahant3’4 or

90. Ibid., p.470.

1. Ibid., pp.247, 491 etc.
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pp.2, 480, 485.

94. Ibid., p.447.
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adhikgr.qs The Guru Carita Kath3d refers to the nomination
of Achyut guru as a séttr'_iya.96 A functionary called the
al-dhara or attendant to the sagtriya also became common .’
The other functionaries were the pétﬁak,qa who had the duty
of reading the Bhagavata aloud during the néma—prasaqgas and
leading he congregational prayer. There are references to
gayan — bayan, ﬁéfuwa, oja3, deuri, bhandari, likhak, etc.7
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
ekéééraqa nama- dharma became firmly entrenched in Assamese
society. Nama continued to be the centre around which all
activities 1in a sattra were organized. It was extremely
effective as a8 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. 1bid., p.413.

96. Ibid., p.480.

7.

-
[wp
vy
a

p.321.

98. Ibid., pp.230, 233.

9. These are often mentioned in the Guru Carita Kathd.
The gdyvan was the singer, bB3yan the drummer and dance
instructor, ndtuwa dancer and actor, oj& choral leader,

deuri the distributor of prasad, bhandari keeper of
stores, Jlikhak the copyist.
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nédma, which made diverse social groups rally round it and

give Assam its distinctive regional profile.
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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 socioc-economic realities were depicted as a static
backdrop, having no sactive role in the unfolding of the
phenomenon. At best, the excesses, of the existing religious
system were cited as having produced & reasction, 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 ass an
expression of various social processes and tensions, rather
than treat i exclusively as & 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 Indis, but have explored the
1. 5.C. Malik (ed.), Indisn Movements : Some Aspects of
I1IAS, Shimlsa, 1877 .See M.G.S5,Narayanan an
V.Keshavan, "Bhakti Movement in South
India” ;C.Paravathamms, "Veerasaivism - A Saivite
Sectarian Movement of Protest”. etc.
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processes involved in its precipitation and manifestation 1in
terms of social change. We have also discussed the
importance of hagiographical literature as & source material
for the study of social history. What has primarily been at
issue 1s the interplay between religious ideas, beliefs and

symbols, and the social experiences and structure.

In the first chapter the five major carita-puthis,
which form the primary source for the present study, have
been located within their 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
consciousness of the contemporary society.2 We have
discussed the evolution of this genre of literature,
culminating in such detailed biographies as the Guru Carita
Kathsa,and have shown how they reflect the changing social

reality over a period of time.

The ecologicsal, political, socio-economic, and
religious contexts of neo-Vaisnavism constitutes the subject
of the second chapter. 1In this, the importance of the
distinct topographical features of the region -- the hill-

plain continuum marked by different levels of material

Z. A. Gurevich, gp.cit., pp.4-21.
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culture, the river network of the Brahmsputra providing the
main line of communication and its role in the agrarian

economy have been tsken 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
conflicting relations between them, due to clash of
territorial interest sand economic disequilibrium, further
aggravating the pressures on both the groups, and socio-
cultursl exchanges between the two, resulting in the creation
of a complex socio-religious situation marked by the
predominanceof éﬁk&ﬁiﬁiﬂ&liﬂ.?ractices. This also saw the
incorporation of the tribal population within the caste
stratified brahminical social order, and the simultaneous
proliferation of the éﬁdxa sub-castes, as the greater part of
them tended to be lumped together in the lowest rung of the

social hierarchy. The pessantry was most immediately

affected by these chsasnges.

The k3vasthas  bhuvans, who were mostly landed

chieftains, were salso subject to certain political tensions.

In this the role of the Ahom State, which had emerged sas

a
major power by the 16th century,has also been taken into
account. The Ahoms had established themselves after

displacing the bhuvans 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 centrslization &and the creation of a
military administrative organization based on the paik systenm
and the parallel khel 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 pesasantry,
and the class of petty traders who had emerged by this time.
The .cumulative pressure on these 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 bhuvans and it then percolated down to engulf
the majority of the rursl population. Thus the inteflinkages
between the various socio-cultural and politico-economic
factors operating within medieval Assamese society have been

discussed to explain its growing populsarity among the lower

sections of the society.

The next chapter deals with the social organizstion of

the movement which facilitated the permeation of the bhakti

ideals among the pecple.

The bhakti movement 1in Assam developed a strong
organizational base, which ensured its continued influence
over & long period of time. The culmination of its
organizational structure was the institution of the sgattra,

within which the Vaiggava ideals were preserved , and further
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disseminated in the larger society. By the 17th century,
the satiras proliférated and was backed by a carefully
organized structure which helped bhakti to become well
entrenched in Assamese society. These gattras, 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, a8t the
very basis of its social organization was the performance of
kirtang - 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 kirtans, which brought together

disparate elements within the existing society into the fold

of bhakii.

The various musical and dramstic performsnces, such as

. /
vaLra, oif-pHli etc., which Sankardeva utilised for the

dissemination of his idesals, alsoc helped in the process.
Being rooted in the local folk tradition these performances
evoked 1immediate response amoﬁg the people. The dominant
tantric practices were not altogether discarded but were
accompanied by singing, dancing s&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 pnam—-ghar, which sprang up in almost
every village, provided s platform for the people to share

their experiences and imparted to them a sense of community.

It wsas in the pam-ghars that the entire village congregated
to perform kirtasns or watch and psrticipate in dramatic and

musical performances.

After é;ﬁkardeva's demise, despite internsl division
of the bhaktas into several groups or samhatis, it was these
commoﬁ experiences and the fundamental organizational unity
of the faith that sustsined 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 sall,

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. Béth in their form and content they were
oriented towards the needs of the common illiterate folk, and
were rooted in the rural agrarian milieu. At the ssme tinme,
they contained elements which could appeal to all sections of
the medieval society. Infact, the ¢aritss reflect the

general consciousness of the people of that period. The

incorporation of the g¢sritas within the pama-prasapndss was

100



thus an effective means of communication of the bhakti
ideals, which gained immense popularity among all sections
of the society -- peassants, traders and craftsmen, tribsals

and women, and even the brahmanas.

Both brahminism and bhakti underwent transformation in
the process. Some of the brahminical practices filtered into
the bhsakti faith and gained ascceptance among certain sub-
sects, but brahminism lost much of its stringency and much of
its restrictions were relaxed for the community of ©Dbhaktas.
On the other hand, bhaktil could even allow space to the
earlier followers of tantric practices by its deneral
attitude towards matters of purity and pollution, dietary

habits etc., which was not possible within the bounds of

orthodox brahminism.

The bhakti movement slso brought about certain decisive
changes in the socisal structure of medieval Assam. Though
bhakti did not completely obliterate the caste system from
the‘society, and despite the fact that gattras became divided
into brahminical and non-brahminical gambatis, it did lead to
a further relaxation of the caste rules. There was
considerable intermingling samong the community of bhaktas
belonging to it s&and provided different caste groups an
opportunity for upward mobility. Various Hinduized tribal
groups, WwWho took to agriculture, such as the Koches etec.,
mixed with the dominant vHindu peasant csastes 1like the

Kolitis. Moreover, many of the Kkavasthas sand other non-
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brehmesna castes became mahantis or heads of the gattras and

occupied a position of respect in the society. These droups

thus gained prominence within the social structure.‘ One of

the complaints made by the orthodox bxinmgggs pertained to
the éﬁdxg gurus preaching to the brahmana disciples.
7/

Sankardeva himself gave éﬁxﬁn& to many bxihmgggs who became

bhaktas, although, being pragmatic, he later assigned this
task to some of his bﬁihmgg& disciples. On the whole,
howeveyr, bhakti was effective in a further loosening of the
caste rules, and it could never acquire a rigid form in this
redion. The broad division between the bnihmggﬁa and the
non—bﬁihmgggs remained, but even the brahmanas  were
considerably less rigid then their north-Indian counterparts,

in terms of dietary and other practices.

In the cultural sphere too, bhaskti led to 8 general
efflorescence in the Ffields of languagde and 1literature,
music, dance ete., which became important saspects of thé

sattra culture, and gave a boost to the formation of an

Assamese identity.

Although it is outside of the purvieﬁ of my
dissertation certain areas need to be further explored in the
study of the hhakti movement in Assanm. While we have
referred to the large number of preachers who operasted in
particular 1localities and who very often had their <c¢aritas
composed by their disciples, a closer look into the sub-

regionsal specificities can yield interesting insights.
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Secondly, the role of women in the neo-Vaisnava
movement 8also deserves dreater attention. While it 1is
genersally sccepted that san established order samong the
Vaisnava women did not develop and that the pams sessions
were held separately for men and women, the case of Ai Dayal3
who became a Vaisnavs medh]l (sattra functionary incharge of

‘e

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 esstern India such
as Bengal sand Orissa. Such comparitive analysis 1is of
particular significance in view of the denersal tendency among
the historians of Bengal Vaisnavism to regard the bhakti
movement in Assam &as only a variant of the Caitanya movement.
For instance P.Jash states that Gaudiva Vaisnavism ’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 &8 Plood of ecstatic experience;. Although M. Neog does
3. M. Heog (ed.), Guru Carita Kath®, op.cit., pp.470-475.
4. P. Jash, Historv and Evolution of VYaisnavism in Eastern
Indis, Calcuttas, 1882, p.207. o
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point to the particular identity of the Assam Vaispavism and

‘rejects the notion that it was an extension of the Caitanys

movement, his discussion of the philosophical aspects of

/
Sankardeva’'s variety of bhakti tends to strengthen the view

5

that it was & derived phenomenon.

It wmay be pointed out that despite certain apparent

similarities in social conditions in Bengal and Assam, both

in

the philosophical and organizational levels they revesal

distinct differences. The central and most striking feature

of Bengal Vaisnavism 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

gained
theory
upon

R&dha.

"divine play"” in his study of K§§pa—lil§ and pointed to its

6
predominance within it. Later the yugalBvatars

was introduced, whereby Caitanys came to be looked
as the simultaneous manifestation of both Krspa and
7

David Kinsley has also emphasized the element of

8

significance in the context of Caitanyite Vaiqgavism.

on

/ .
M. Neog, Sankardeva and his Times, pp.vi-vii.
5.K. De, Earlv History of the Vaispava Faith and

Movement  in Bengsl, Calcutta, 1881, (reprint); R.

Chakrabarti, Vaigpnavism in Bengsl 1486-1900, Calcuttsa,
19885, '

K. Chakrabarti, op.cit., p.452.

D.R. Kingsley, The Divine Plaver: A Study of Krspns-1313,
Delhi, 1878, pp.205-220. T
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However, deﬁpiﬁe the fmet that the later arita-puthi of
Assam do contain some deferential references to Caitanya, the
expression of ecstatic emotion never came to occupy 8
dominant place in gaﬁkardeva'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 Asssm, particularly when Assam falls
between Bengal and other areas of eastern India where
Caitanysism hsad greater influence, such as Manipur. Though
kirtana formed the primary mode of worship in both Bengal
and Assam, s central monastic organization did not develop in
the former, while in Assam the institution of gattras gained
wide popularity and became both the centre of neo-Vaisnava
culture sas well as the base from which bhskti continued to

derive its sustenance through the centuries.

Thus, in the light of the sbove mentioned factors, it
is felt that a more thoroughgoing comparitive analysis of the

two varisnts of bhakti could yield fruitful results.
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