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Abstract- This conceptual paper examines how Kamrup was remade under British
rule as a frontier district within the wider political economy of colonial Assam. Rather
than treating colonial change as a simple story of modernization, the paper argues that
Kamrup was transformed through an uneven set of linked processes: revenue
extraction, market reorganization, administrative restructuring, urban growth around
Gaubhati, the formation of a new educated middle class, and the selective spread of print,
schooling, and gendered reform. The district was neither a passive recipient of colonial
policy nor an untouched cultural zone. It became a strategic space where imperial
interests, local elites, peasant society, and vernacular cultural forms interacted in
unstable ways. By bringing together district gazetteers, works on colonial Assam'’s
economy, frontier studies, and scholarship on print culture and social reform, the paper
shows that colonial Kamrup was produced through both integration and differentiation.
It was integrated into imperial circuits of administration and exchange, yet internally
divided by new hierarchies of class, gender, language, and space. The paper contributes
to subregional histories of northeastern India by showing why the district scale remains
essential for understanding the social and cultural textures of colonial rule.
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l. Introduction

The history of colonial Assam has often been written through large structures: tea,
migration, imperial frontier policy, and regional nationalism. Those themes remain
indispensable, yet they can obscure the importance of districts as the lived spaces where
colonial rule was actually organized, negotiated, and resisted. Kamrup deserves
particular attention because it combined agrarian hinterlands, older sacred and
commercial landscapes, and the urban node of Gauhati. In colonial terms, it was not
simply an administrative unit on a map. It was a frontier district in which imperial
governance, regional commerce, local society, and vernacular cultural life were brought
into new and often tense alignment. This paper asks a simple but important question:
how was Kamrup "made" colonial between the later nineteenth century and the end of
British rule? (Allen, 1905; Baruah, 2025; Igbal, 2015).

The central argument is that colonial Kamrup emerged through a set of connected but
uneven transformations. Economically, the district was drawn more tightly into
imperial circuits through revenue demands, new transport and market arrangements,
and administrative control over circulation. Socially, colonial policy widened internal
differences by strengthening new intermediaries, especially the educated and service-
oriented middle class, while placing fresh burdens on peasants and other subordinated
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groups. Culturally, the district was neither colonially erased nor merely "traditional."”
Rather, it became a site of selective cultural rearticulation, where print, schooling, urban
planning, language politics, gender reform, and built forms reshaped older social worlds
without fully displacing them. A district-level analysis helps reveal that colonial rule in
Kamrup was not a single process but an uneven combination of extraction, mediation,
and cultural reordering. (Goswami, 1999; Guha, 2014; Sharma, 2025).

This paper is conceptual rather than archival in the narrow sense. Its aim is not to
produce a new empirical chronology from unpublished records, but to synthesize
established scholarship into a sharper district-level framework. In doing so, it addresses
a historiographical gap. Kamrup is often present within broader histories of Assam, yet
rarely theorized as a frontier district whose economy, society, and culture were jointly
remade under colonial conditions. The paper therefore proposes that “the making of
colonial Kamrup™ is best understood not as the arrival of modernity from above, but as
a historically specific restructuring of local life under imperial pressures. (Baruah,
2025; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023; Barua, 2021).

Il. Literature Review

The foundational literature on colonial Assam has emphasized political economy and
state formation. Amalendu Guha's work remains central because it links colonial Assam
to larger questions of class formation, legislative politics, peasant struggles, and the
plantation economy. Priyam Goswami likewise foregrounds industrialisation, colonial
penetration, resource mobilisation, communication networks, and the drain of wealth.
Together, these studies establish that colonialism in Assam was not merely
administrative occupation; it was a reorganization of production, circulation, labour,
and power. Yet because both works are province-wide in scale, they do not fully unpack
the differentiated subregional histories through which colonial rule actually took effect.
Kamrup appears within these narratives, but it is not always treated as a historically
distinct site of transformation. (Guha, 2014; Goswami, 1999).

A second body of scholarship has deepened our understanding of frontier and spatial
history. Iftekhar Igbal's work on Eastern Bengal and Assam shows how the northeast
figured within the British empire's "eastern gaze," while recent frontier studies by
Manjeet Baruah emphasize how colonial Assam was constituted through layered
relations among hunters, peasants, rebels, capitalism, and imperial power. This is
especially useful for Kamrup, which cannot be understood only as a settled agrarian
plain. It was also a contact zone linking riverine commerce, administrative expansion,
hill interfaces, and urban reorganization. A frontier perspective therefore shifts analysis
away from flat narratives of progress and toward the unstable spatial practices through
which colonial authority was produced and reproduced. (Igbal, 2015; Baruah, 2025).

A third strand of scholarship addresses culture and society more directly. Jayeeta
Sharma has shown how colonial Assam's tea economy, migration, and elite politics
altered the region's social landscape and fed new linguistic and racial claims. Raktima
Bhuyan and Sanjib Pol Deka extend this discussion by tracing print modernity, reading
publics, textbooks, gendered discourse, and alternative literary practices in colonial
Assam. Rima Sarkar's work on women points to the way colonial education and reform
produced a new intelligentsia and opened limited spaces for women's participation in
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public life. Taz Mazinder Barua, writing on Guwahati, demonstrates that colonial
planning altered urban markets and spatial organization rather than merely adding
administrative institutions to an unchanged town. These works suggest that economic
change, social mobility, gender reform, and cultural production were deeply entangled,
but the specific intersection of these processes in Kamrup remains underdeveloped.
(Sharma, 2011; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023; Sarkar, 2019; Barua, 2021).

I11. Methodology

This paper adopts a conceptual historical approach. It does not present a new archival
dataset, nor does it claim exhaustive district reconstruction. Instead, it reads Kamrup
through three mutually informing lenses: political economy, frontier-making, and
cultural history. The political economy lens highlights extraction, revenue, markets,
labour, communications, and the colonial state's attempt to reorganize material life. The
frontier lens emphasizes that Kamrup was part of a broader imperial edge where
governance was uneven, layered, and spatially strategic. The cultural history lens brings
in print, education, language, gender, and the built environment, showing that colonial
rule worked not only through taxes and administration but also through classificatory
and symbolic power. (Goswami, 1999; Igbal, 2015; Baruah, 2025).

The argument proceeds by synthesis rather than enumeration. It treats the district
gazetteer as an important colonial knowledge form, not merely as a neutral source of
information. It then places that official district vision alongside later historical
interpretations of Assam's economy, society, and cultural change. This allows the paper
to ask how Kamrup was represented, reorganized, and lived under colonial rule. The
result is not a claim that all parts of Kamrup changed at the same speed or in the same
direction. On the contrary, the conceptual approach assumes unevenness and
contradiction as constitutive features of colonial transformation. (Allen, 1905; Sharma,
2025; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023).

1. Results

To speak of the "making" of colonial Kamrup is first to recognize the importance of
representation. Colonial rule did not simply arrive in an already fixed district. It
classified, described, and spatially ordered Kamrup through surveys, gazetteers,
revenue categories, and administrative routines. The district gazetteer itself illustrates
this drive to know and systematize the district. Such texts were instruments of rule,
helping transform complex local histories into governable units. Kamrup's location
around Gauhati and along the Brahmaputra gave it strategic significance beyond its
formal district status. It was at once a node of movement, a sacred landscape, a market
zone, and a district within a frontier region. Colonial knowledge therefore made
Kamrup legible not only to describe it but to subordinate it to an administrative logic
of order and extraction. (Allen, 1905; Igbal, 2015).

The economic transformation of Kamrup should not be reduced to plantation capitalism
alone. Unlike the major tea districts of upper Assam, Kamrup's importance lay more in
its function as a nodal district of circulation, provisioning, administration, and agrarian
control. Here the wider colonial economy of Assam mattered greatly. Scholarship on
nineteenth-century Assam shows that colonial penetration involved resource
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mobilisation, communication networks, commercial expansion, and the reorientation
of regional wealth toward imperial priorities. Kamrup became part of this process
through bazaar growth, transport linkages, and revenue rationalization. The
significance of the district therefore lay not in being a peripheral leftover outside
imperial capitalism, but in being a crucial interface through which agrarian and urban
economies were tied into a wider colonial system. (Goswami, 1999; Sharma, 2025).

Riverine and market geographies were central to this shift. Recent work on commerce
and ecology in Assam underscores the importance of river trade, bazaars, mercantile
communities, and colonial uses of natural resources. Scholarship on Guwahati's
markets shows that colonial planning interventions reorganized the spaces and
functions of public markets as the city expanded outward. This matters for Kamrup
because Gauhati was not an isolated town but the district's principal urban hinge. The
restructuring of markets altered not only trade flows but also everyday social
interactions, access to space, and the relationship between older commercial sites and
newer planned urban forms. Colonial economic change was therefore spatial and social,
not merely fiscal. It reordered where exchange happened, who controlled it, and which
forms of mobility counted as legitimate or modern. (Sharma, 2025; Barua, 2021).

At the agrarian level, colonial rule widened tensions within rural society. Studies of
Assam's peasant politics show that increased revenue demands and changing agrarian
relations became major sources of unrest in the later nineteenth century. Kamrup was
part of this wider rural discontent. Even where the district was not the epicentre of
plantation capital, it was still affected by the colonial state's growing appetite for
revenue, order, and classificatory control. The resulting tensions remind us that colonial
development was never only about infrastructure or market expansion. It also meant
the intensification of pressure on cultivators and the redefinition of local rights,
obligations, and customary practices within a more intrusive state system. A district
like Kamrup, with its strong agrarian base, would have experienced colonial economic
change as both integration and burden. (Guha, 2014; Pathak, 2014).

These economic shifts fed new social formations. One of the most important was the
emergence of an educated middle class linked to schooling, administration, print, and
reform. Scholarship on colonial Assam repeatedly shows that British rule created
openings for a new elite and middle stratum that mediated between empire and local
society. This class was neither fully autonomous nor merely derivative. It benefited
from colonial education and employment, yet it also became a vehicle for regional self-
assertion, linguistic claims, and social criticism. In Kamrup, this process was especially
significant because Gauhati became a centre of education, administration, and public
discussion. The making of colonial Kamrup was therefore also the making of new
intermediaries who translated colonial institutions into local authority and local
aspirations into new public forms. (Sharma, 2011; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023; Pathak,
2023).

Yet social change was deeply uneven. The middle-class story should not be mistaken
for general uplift. Colonial society in Assam also hardened distinctions of class,
ethnicity, labour, and gender. Jayeeta Sharma's work is especially important here
because it shows how migration, labour hierarchies, and elite claims to cultural
respectability reshaped the social terrain of modern Assam. While Kamrup was not the
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plantation core, it participated in the broader ideological and institutional order
generated by that economy. New public identities emerged by contrasting the "modern”
or "improving" elite with peasants, migrant labourers, tribal populations, and women,
all of whom were differently positioned within colonial discourse. The district thus
became part of a wider social process in which inclusion into modern political life
depended on new exclusions and hierarchies. (Sharma, 2011; Baruah, 2025).

Cultural change in Kamrup was similarly selective and negotiated. Colonial schooling,
textbooks, vernacular print, and expanding reading publics did not simply Westernize
the district. Rather, they created new arenas in which language, morality, history, and
social authority were debated. Bhuyan and Deka show that colonial Assam's print
sphere included not only canonical modern genres but also alternative literary practices,
discussions of peasant life, textbooks, and gendered models of reform. This suggests
that cultural modernity in Kamrup was not a clean break with the past. It was a process
of selective appropriation, argument, and recoding. The spread of print culture
encouraged standardization and new publics, but it also preserved older narrative forms
and local cultural idioms within changing institutional settings. (Bhuyan & Deka,
2023).

Gender formed a critical part of this cultural restructuring. Sarkar's work indicates that
western education and late nineteenth-century reform in Assam helped generate a new
class of women and men intelligentsia and widened women's participation in public
life, albeit within constrained and highly moralized terms. In Kamrup, such
developments would have been mediated through urban proximity, educational
opportunity, and the district's role in the circulation of print and reformist discourse.
The point is not that colonialism emancipated women in any straightforward way.
Rather, it opened limited public possibilities while simultaneously reinscribing
patriarchal norms through new educational and textual regimes. The making of colonial
Kamrup was therefore gendered at its core: social reform and female visibility became
markers of civility and progress, even as authority remained overwhelmingly male.
(Sarkar, 2019; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023).

Urban and built space further reveal the district's colonial reconfiguration. Gauhati's
colonial development altered market locations, planning rationales, and civic space.
Work on historic maps and colonial built heritage suggests that nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Guwahati was reshaped through surveys, planning, transport routes,
and hybrid built forms. This urban change should be read as part of Kamrup's broader
transformation. It represented the colonial desire to discipline movement, improve
circulation, and materialize authority in space. But it also generated hybrid outcomes,
including architectural adaptation and layered urban identities rather than simple
imperial imposition. The district's urban centre thus embodied the larger contradiction
of colonial Kamrup: an effort to impose order that produced new mixtures rather than
uniformity. (Barua, 2021; Bhattacharya, 2026; Saikia, 2020).

Taken together, these processes show that colonial Kamrup was made through
articulation rather than replacement. Older agrarian, sacred, and vernacular worlds were
not erased; they were reorganized within a new hierarchy of state power, market logic,
and cultural authority. Colonialism in Kamrup worked by linking local life to imperial
circuits while also reclassifying people, spaces, and practices within a frontier order.
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This is why a district-level perspective matters. It reveals the concrete terrain on which
province-wide developments became socially meaningful: markets shifted, urban nodes
expanded, new elites emerged, cultural norms were debated, and older ways of life were
selectively marginalized or reframed. (Allen, 1905; Guha, 2014; Sharma, 2025).

V. Discussion

The analysis above suggests that Kamrup should be understood not as a backward
district belatedly entering colonial modernity, but as a constitutive site of frontier
colonialism. That distinction matters. A modernization narrative tends to isolate gains
such as education, urban development, and public culture from the political economy
that made them possible. A frontier-political economy approach does the opposite: it
treats these changes as outcomes of imperial restructuring. In Kamrup, economy,
society, and culture changed together because colonial rule linked revenue, circulation,
administration, knowledge, and reform into a single, if unstable, historical process.
(Igbal, 2015; Baruah, 2025; Goswami, 1999).

This perspective also helps correct a second misconception: that colonial Assam can be
understood only through tea plantations and migrant labour in the upper valley. Those
themes remain central, but Kamrup shows how colonialism also depended on districts
that served as administrative centres, market connectors, cultural arenas, and urban
gateways. Gauhati's growth, the reorganization of market space, the spread of print and
education, and the rise of a new middle class all indicate that Kamrup was a key site in
the making of colonial Assam's internal geography. It was not simply affected by the
colonial economy from a distance; it helped mediate, house, interpret, and reproduce it.
(Sharma, 2011; Barua, 2021; Bhuyan & Deka, 2023).

Finally, a Kamrup-centred reading highlights the durability of colonial contradictions.
The district was made more connected, yet also more unequal. It saw the growth of
public culture, yet that culture remained stratified by class, language, caste, and gender.
It gained urban planning and institutional form, yet these were often imposed through
administrative priorities rather than democratic local need. In that sense, colonial
Kamrup was less a finished product than an unstable formation, one whose tensions
continued into the postcolonial period. The district scale makes those contradictions
visible in ways that province-wide narratives often cannot. (Sarkar, 2019; Bhattacharya,
2026; Sharma, 2025).

V1. Conclusion and Future Work

This paper has argued that Kamrup was made colonial through an uneven but connected
transformation of economy, society, and culture. British rule did not simply add
administration to an otherwise static district. It reorganized the district through fiscal
demands, commercial restructuring, urban-market planning, new middle-class
formation, vernacular print, gendered reform, and the production of colonial
knowledge. Kamrup's importance lies precisely in this layered character. It was agrarian
and urban, sacred and administrative, regional and frontier. A conceptual history of
colonial Kamrup therefore helps bridge the gap between broad narratives of Assam and
the local textures through which empire was lived. (Allen, 1905; Guha, 2014; Baruah,
2025).
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Future work should move from conceptual synthesis to focused district research. Three
directions are especially promising: first, a closer study of land records, settlement
reports, and petitions to reconstruct agrarian conflict within Kamrup itself; second, an
examination of vernacular newspapers, textbooks, and associational records to trace
how public culture developed in Gauhati and its hinterland; and third, a gendered and
spatial history using maps, school records, and court materials to explore how colonial
authority reorganized everyday life. Such work would not only deepen the history of
Kamrup. It would also enrich the historiography of colonial northeastern India by
showing how district-level worlds mediated the making of empire. (Bhuyan & Deka,
2023; Barua, 2021; Bhattacharya, 2026).

References

1. Allen, B. C. (1905). Assam district gazetteers: Vol. IV, Kamrup. Pioneer Press.

2. Barua, T. M. (2021). Markets and the city: Planning interventions and markets in
Guwahati City, India. Journal of Urban Culture Research, 23, 256-272.
https://doi.org/10.14456/jucr.2021.31

3. Baruah, M. (2025). Hunter, peasant, rebel: Colonialism and the British Assam
frontier. Routledge India.

4. Bhattacharya, P. (2026). The city of Guwahati as seen through the historic maps.
GUINEIS Journal, 11(2), 263-270.

5. Bhuyan, R., & Deka, S. P. (2023). Print modernity in colonial Assam. Lexington
Books.

6. Goswami, P. (1999). Assam in the nineteenth century: Industrialisation and
colonial penetration. Spectrum.

7. Guha, A. (2014). Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom struggle and electoral politics in
Assam. Tulika Books.

8. Igbal, I. (2015). The space between nation and empire: The making and unmaking
of Eastern Bengal and Assam Province, 1905-1911. The Journal of Asian Studies,
74(1), 69-84. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911814001661

9. Pathak, K. C. (2014). Peasantry: Their problem and protest in Assam, 1858-1894.
Partridge India.

10. Saikia, M. (2020). Colonial built environment in Guwahati and the issues of
identity. PalArch's Journal of Archaeology of Egypt/Egyptology, 17(12), 849-858.

11. Sarkar, R. (2019). Status of women in Assam during the colonial period. Journal
of Asiatic Society for Social Science Research, 1(1), 48-51.

12. Sharma, J. (2011). Empire's garden: Assam and the making of India. Duke
University Press.

13. Sharma, N. (2025). Commerce, political economy and ecology in Northeast India:
Assam, c. 1826-1905. Routledge.



