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Glossary

ahu Arice, broadcast in February-March and harvested before the monsoon.

bathan or khuti Livestock camp, mainly in the floodplain islands or foothills

bigha A unit of land measurement. One bigha equals 14,400 square feet or .302
acre.

bil or beel Lake-like wetland.

boro A rice, sown/transplanted in the winter and harvested in summer.

chapori Annually submerged riverine land.

ekchonia patta Annual land title. Government can annule the renewal if it needs the land.

faringati Land where peasants grew dry crops. Its meaning changed from highland in
the early nineteenth century to include low-lying grassland by the twentieth.

matikalai A black lentil sown after the rains and harvested in the winter.

mauza Land revenue assessment unit under a mauzadar

myadi patta Land title issued to a ryot for thirty years in the twentieth century

pam A temporary holding for cultivation away from the permanent dwelling site.

patta Land title

rupit Land fit for growing wet-rice land.

ryot A peasant owing a land title.

ryotwari A system of land governance where the actual peasant is given the land title.

shikari Indian hunter.

tauzi Penalty against encroachment on government land
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Abstract

The Kaziranga National Park (KNP) is considered a remarkable success in wildlife
conservation history. In the last one hundred years, the Greater One-horned Rhinoceros
(Rhinoceros unicornis) population revived from its near-extinction. The success is often
credited to the bureaucratic and technocratic efforts to create wildlife habitats free of human

intrusion.

This work tries to offer an environmental and agrarian explanation for the KNP’s
present. It situates the KNP in the agrarian and ecological context of the floodplains. The
floodplain grassland is the rhino’s prime habitat. However, in the early twentieth century, the
fluid floodplains standing at the periphery of the Brahmaputra Valley’s agrarian core were
the sites of grazing, fishing, hunting, and forest produce collection. The park officials and
conservationists over the twentieth century worked to free it from these connections.
However, floodplains’ role as the absorber of the agrarian core’s disturbances like large
livestock herd and wildlife meant that livestock grazing had a long presence around the park.
The colonial government accommodated limited grazing in the sanctuary. Such reconciliatory
measure was crucial in enlisting peasants’ and graziers’ support to revive the rhino
population during the 1920s to 1950s. Ecological changes, bureaucratic convenience, and
electoral politics kept these activities alive in the park until the 1960s. Renegotiating the
linkages in the wider agrarian milieu was a slow process, and made the first steps when the
imagination about the rhino entered Assam’s cultural politics. KNP’s example suggests that
though 1970s is considered to be the decade of ecological restoration in India, the previous

two decades after independence were not conversationally empty.

Culturally informed science and law united with regional cultural politics in cutting
off the park from its agrarian connections. The process resulted into a shift from a continuum
to sharp edge at the park’s boundary. It is perhaps this success that science and law dominate
the contemporary wildlife conservation debates. This work resituates the protected areas like
the KNP in their agrarian milieu to explain their making. The agrarian history illuminates

several conflicts and conservation challenges that impinge the park today.
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Note on names and translations

Names of the places and communities correspond to the usage in the particular period. For
instance, | use Nowgong for the colonial period and Nagaon in post-independent. Karbi
Anglong replaces the Mikir Hills for the most recent period. Similarly, the old names of the
communities like Miri remains in quoting the original sources but is changed to Mishing

otherwise.

In most cases, the identity of interview respondents has been either hidden or given a
pseudonym. This is done keeping in mind the very contested and polarised nature of views

about conservation, communities, and issues.

The headlines of the newspaper articles, books and articles have been translated into

English in most cases. All translations are mine, except when indicated.
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Figure 0.1: A Google Earth view of the Kaziranga National Park. Boundaries for representation only. Source: Taken from the Google Earth, August 2021.
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Introduction

The Kaziranga National Park (KNP)! is 430 square kilometre (sq. km) of floodplain grassland
along the Brahmaputra River’s left bank.? It is bounded by the Karbi Hills in the south and
Burapahar Hills in the west. In its east lies a narrow low-lying valley near the mouth of the
Dhansiri River falling into the Brahmaputra. The KNP was first established as a Game
Reserve in 1908 under the Forest Department of Assam (FD) to preserve the Greater One-
horned Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis)®. Today, KNP is a home to the two-thirds of the
world’s 3,500 rhinos. It boasts as a home to the ‘big five’—rhino, water buffalo (Bubalus
bubalis), swamp deer (Rucervus duvaucelii), tiger (Panthera tigris tigris), and elephant
(Elephas maximus)—a rare combination® in Protected Areas (PA)°. In 1974, it was declared
the Kaziranga National Park and in 1985 a UNESCO World Heritage Site. In 2008-09, the
KNP was also declared as a Tiger Reserve and now it is among the few Reserves that harbour
over 100 tigers in India. It is also a part of the Karbi Anglong-Kaziranga-Itanki Elephant
Reserve. However, it is the rhino that has put the KNP on the world map. It was the symbol

and gave substance to the park as home to a globally endangered mega-fauna.®

Such a stellar personality of the park and the rhino also matches its public presence.

The animal is a constant presence on the graffiti and statues all over Assam (Fig 0.1).

! Henceforth, | will refer to the park as the KNP. For specific periods, it will be referred to as the Kaziranga
Game Reserve (1908-1916), Kaziranga Game Sanctuary (1916-1950), and Kaziranga Wildlife Sanctuary (1950-
1969).

% The area excludes its buffers. Including the buffers it becomes 858 sq. km.
® Henceforth, | refer to the Greater One-horned Rhinoceros as the rhino.
* Manas National Park in Western Assam is the only other site where this combination is found.

® The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) defines a Protected Area (PA) as “a clearly
defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other effective means, to
achieve the long term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values.”
https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about.

® Fauna consisting of individuals large enough to be visible to the naked eye. In this study, | restrict the use of
mega-fauna to undomesticated species of tiger, rhinoceros, leopard, elephant, wild buffalo, and deer.

TH-2818 156141006 1



Assam’s school textbooks’ cover pages read, “the one-horned rhino is Assam’s resource; its
killer is Assam’s enemy” (Fig 0.2). The rhino is the mascot of Assam State Transport
Corporation (ASTC), Assam Tourism, and South Asian Games held in Guwabhati in 2016,
besides several other privately owned entities. To catch a glimpse of the rhino, one does not
necessarily need to enter the park or the Assam State Zoo, Guwahati. The National Highway
(NH) 715 (earlier NH 37 and Assam Trunk Road), the main artery of communication in the
Brahmaputra’s south bank, passes south of the KNP. Driving on NH 715, one can see several
pre-historic looking rhinos on the swamps at the KNP’s edge. During the floods, wild animals
flee the flooded KNP to the Karbi Anglong hills on the south. To avoid road-kills, commuters

on the highway face strict traffic regulation for nearly 50 kilometres in the south of the park.

The KNP and the rhino have a special place in the imagination of the Assamese
people.” To be sure, the KNP is at the centre of environmentalism in Assam. The regional and
national press widely cover the instances of illegal rhino killing for its horn and the plight of
the wildlife during the floods. The Assam Legislative Assembly and Indian parliaments
discuss threats to the KNP’s rhino more than any other species. In the past two decades, the
Indian higher judiciary dived into finding solutions to protect the rhino and the KNP.2 In the
twenty-first century, rhino protection has become an index of a government’s performance.

Rhino killings in the KNP were among the key issues in the 2014 Indian parliamentary

" By Assamese, | refer to the Assamese-speaking people. For a detailed treatment of who is an Assamese, see
Chandan Kumar Sharma, Axomiya Kon?: Ek Rajanaitik Samajtattvik Avolokan [Who is an Assamese: A
Political Sociological Analysis] (Guwahati: Span Publications & Strategic Research and Analysis Organization,
2006). To refer to other linguistic and tribal groups, | refer to their specific group names such as Mishing,
Adivasi, Karbi, Bengali, and Nepali.

® Sunil Das & 7 Others vs. The State of Assam and 10 others. (Gauhati High Court, October 9, 2015); Rohit
Choudhary vs. Union Of India & Ors (National Green Tribunal, 7 September, 2012).

TH-2818 156141006 2
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Figure 0.2: A rhino engraved on the walls in Guwahati, 2021.
Courtesy: Narayan Sharma.

Figure 0.3: Primary school textbook’s back cover with a rhino. Source: Nabakanta Barua, ed.
Kuhipath: Part IV (Guwahati: Assam Textbook Production and Publication Corporation, 1997), back
cover. Screenshot from https://vdocuments.site/reader/full/kuhipath-4th-edition.
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elections and 2016 Assam state legislative assembly elections.® Meanwhile, we turn to the

scholarship on wildlife conservation and national parks.
Wildlife Conservation and the National Parks

There are multiple positions about how best to protect wildlife. Most wildlife biologists and
several international environmental agencies advocate for a state-led ‘inviolate’ habitat or
wilderness.® Such a position has a legal sanctity as per the Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972
(WLPA\). Critiques find such exclusionary spirit rooted in cultural biases instead of science.™
They argue for coexistence of humans and wildlife. Some biologists, though sympathetic to
the co-existence argument, find it overrated, generalized, and in ignorance of biological
complexities.® They suggest that PA to PA conditions should determine critical issues like
wildlife management and human relocation. Despites such critique, the charm of ‘fortress
conservation’ continues in the Indian PAs.*® Recently, militarisation and violation of human
rights to protect wildlife in the KNP have come under severe criticism.** Despite these

criticisms, KNP’s core area nearly symbolises an ‘inviolate’ wildlife habitat.> KNP’s

° “In Assam, Kaziranga’s rhinos become election plank”, The Indian Express, 6 April 2014 (E-paper); “Rhino
protection a poll issue in Assam but only symbolically”, Hindustan Times, 7 April 2016 (E-paper).

0 K. Ullas Karanth, “A tiger in your bank,” Down To Earth, (15 June 2008); K. Ullas Karanth, “Reconciling
Conservation with Emancipatory Politics,” Economic and Economic Weekly, 2005: 4803-4805; Valmik Thapar,
Battling for Survival: India's Wilderness over Two Centuries (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003). The
author describes his work as “...battles to save India’s wilderness ... by autocratic means or authoritarian means
or exclusionary principles” and written to “inspire forest officers to fight for our wilderness...”.

1 Vasant Saberwal, Mahesh Rangarajan, and Ashish Kothari. People, Parks and Wildlife: Towards Coexistence
(New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2000), 14.

12 Ghazala Shahabuddin, Conservation at the Crossroads: Science, Society, and the Future of India's Wildlife
(Ranikhet: Permanent Black in partnership with New India Foundation, 2010), xvii.

3 Dan Brockington, Fortress Conservation: The Preservation of the Mkomazi Game Reserve, Tanzania
(London: The International African Institute and Others, 2002).

1 Justin Rowlatt, “Kaziranga: The park that shoots people to protect rhinos,” BBC News (10 February 2017).

5T use the term ‘inviolate’ to represent the normative standard and not the reality. Tourism, occasional cattle
trespassing, and illegal rhino killing still continue inside the park. Besides, the park is yet to acquire several
proposed expansions.
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successful conservation story is often equated with the coming of a pristine home for the

rhino.

Many works extol KNP’s conservation success story.’® These works focus on the
natural history and bureaucratic and militarised efforts to protect the park from illegal
hunters. To be sure, the threat of illegal hunting was real and gruesome in various spells over
the last hundred years. However, these accounts hardly go beyond attributing rhino killing to
the lure of easy money, and rarely focus on the deeper complexities involved in it.!” Social
scientists’ attention to the KNP does not match the latter’s visibility and importance in
Assam’s body politic, either. A small volume of work outlines the ecological, socio-political,
and legal dimensions of the conservation history and politics in the KNP. Contemporary
research highlights landlessness and resource pressure on the park, and people’s attitude

towards conservation.'® Joélle Smadja shows how some of these issues found expression in

16 E. P. Gee, The Wildlife of India (New York: E. P. Dutton & Company, 1964), see two chapters on the rhino;
P. Barua and B. N. Das, Kaziranga: The Rhino Land in Assam (Guwahati: Assam Forest Department, 1969);
Arup Kumar Dutta, Unicornis: The Great Indian One-Horned Rhinoceros (New Delhi: Konark Publishers,
1991); C. P. Oberoi and B. S. Bonal, Kaziranga: The Rhino Land (Delhi: B. R. Publishing Corporation, 2002);
Ranjit Barthakur and Bittu Sahgal, The Kaziranga Inheritance (Mumbai: Sanctuary Asia, 2005); Nitin A.
Gokhale and Samudra Gupta Kashyap, Kaziranga: The Rhino Century (Guwahati: Kaziranga Centenary
Celebration Committee, 2005); Dharanidhar Boro, Kazirangat 24 Bochhor [24 Years in Kaziranga] (Guwahati:
Students' Stores, 2016); Bolin Deori, Hunting the Hunters: Gorhor Chorang Sikar Pratirodhor Bastob Biboroni
[Real Description of the Anti-rhino Poaching Efforts] (Guwahati: J. S. Publications, 2020).

17 Some efforts to attribute continued rhino killing in the contemporary times to rural poverty are made in Deori,
Hunting the Hunters. However, it posits the local involvement of peasants as a handiwork of an international
network of rhino horn trade.

8 For a 2000-2001 socio-economic survey of 537 households around the park, see two articles: Rahul J.
Shrivastava and Joel Heinen, “A Microsite Analysis of Resource Use Around Kaziranga National Park, India:
Implications for Conservation and Development Planning,” The Journal of Environment & Development, 2007;
Rahul J. Shrivastava and Joel Heinen, “An Analysis of Conservation Attitudes and Awareness Around
Kaziranga National Park, Assam, India: Implications for Conservation and Development,” Population
Environment, 2009; for landlessness among the Mishing due to land erosion and movement for land titles see
Emilie Crémin, “Between Land Erosion and Land Eviction: Emerging Social Movements in the Mishing Fringe
Villages of the Kaziranga National Park (Assam, North East India),” Environment and Development: Emerging
Issues and Debates, 2011.
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legal contestations in the early twenty-first century.'® Another set of analysis of
environmental law implementation and militarisation in the park shows that the neighbouring
tribes and minorities were at the receiving end.*’ Departing from the technocratic
explanations to the success of the KNP, Arupjyoti Saikia outlines Assam’s political and
social history in its making.?! He attributes KNP’s making to the key shifts in the
conservation paradigms, rural contestations, and middle-class environmentalism. However,
KNP’s environmental history also must concern with the ebbs and flows over hundred years
of its making. What do these cycles mean and how does one recover these? These cycles are
manifest in the threats and promises, assault and defence, and advances and impasses the

KNP witnessed since its establishment as Game Reserve.

Ecologists sensitive to the human dimension caution that wilderness and PAs are no
panacea.?? Wild animals and natural processes defy man-made boundaries. Research shows
how “constantly, and closely”, leopards “live in proximity to humans”.? Similarly, elephants
routinely defy PAs to cohabit a landscape with human beings. This cohabitation is filled with
several cultural ambivalences and complexities which exceed the simplistic understanding of

human-animal conflicts.?* Scholarship on Great Himalayan National Park (GHNP)®,

9 Joélle Smadja, “A Chronicle of Law Implementation in Environmental Conflicts: The Case of Kaziranga
National Park in Assam (North-East India),” South Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal (Association pour
la recherche sur I'Asie du Sud (ARAS)) 17 (2018).

0 Sanjay Barbora, “Riding the Rhino: Conservation, Conflicts, and Militarization of Kaziranga National Park in
Assam,” Antipode, 2017: 1-19; Eleonora Fanari and Claudia Jana Sinibaldi Bento, “En el nombre del
rinoceronte unicornio indico,” Ecologia Politica 55 (2018): 77-81.

21 Arupjyoti Saikia, “The Kaziranga National Park: Dynamics of Social and Political History,” Conservation
and Society 7, no. 2 (2009);

%2 See essays in Mahesh Rangarajan, M. D. Madhusudan, and Ghazala Shahabuddin, Nature Without Borders
(Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan, 2017, First Published in 2014).

2 Morten Odden, Vidya Athreya, Sandeep Rattan, and John D. C. Linnell, “Adaptable Neighbours: Movement
Patterns of GPS-Collared Leopards in Human Dominated Landscapes in India,” PLoS ONE 9, no. 11 (2014):
€112044: 6.

# Maan Barua, “Bio-geo-graphy: landscape, dwelling, and the political ecology of human—elephant relations,”
Environment and Planning, 2014: 916, 928.
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Keoladeo National Park,® Gir Forest National Park,?’ and Kuno Wildlife Sanctuary®®
suggests that despite the efforts to separate humans from nature and domestic from the wild,
the boundaries remain blurred. Domestic livestock was so integral to the Gir Forest and
Keoladeo that they nearly formed the natural working of the ecosystem.?® The current
conservation paradigm overlooks such evidence and invests considerably in disengaging the

PAs from all kinds of human interferences.

The human-animal relationship is an established field of enquiry among the historians
and anthropologists of India. Several works illustrate the position of a wide range of wild and
30

domestic animals in the polity, ecology, warfare, hunting, art, and everyday human life.

Another strong body of work examines the relationship between hunting and the British

% Ashwini Chhatre and Vasant K. Saberwal, Democratizing Nature: Politics, Conservation and Development in
India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006).

% Beth Middleton, “Ecology and Objective Based Management: Case Study of the Keoladeo National Park,
Bharatpur, Rajasthan,” in Battles Over Nature, ed. Vasant K. Saberwal and Mahesh Rangarajan (Delhi:
Permanent Black, 2003), 86-116.

7 Mahesh Rangarajan, Nature and Nation: Essays on Environmental History (Ranikhet: Permanent Black/
Ashoka University Press, 2015), 86-142.

% Asmita Kabra, “Displacement from Wildlife Protected Areas and its Impact on Poverty and Livelihood
Security: A Study of Kuno Wildlife Sanctuary, Madhya Pradesh,” (PhD diss., Jawaharlal Nehru University,
New Delhi, 2007).

 In the early 1970s, domestic livestock formed three-fourths of lions’ prey in the Gir Forest. Paul Joslin, “The
Environmental Limitations and Future of the Asiatic Lion,” in The Lions of India, ed. Divyabhanusinh
(Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2008, First Published in JBNHS 81, 1984), 648-64; in Keoladeo National Park,
domestic buffalos ate the water weeds to keep the wetland fit for birds, see Middleton, “Ecology and Objective

Based Management.”

% Mahesh Rangarajan, India’s Wildlife History: An Introduction (Ranthambore Foundation, 2001);

Divyabhanusinh, The Story of Asia's Lions (Mumbai: Marg Publications, 2005); Annu Jalais, Forest of Tigers:
People, Politics and Environment in the Sundarbans (New Delhi: Routledge India, 2011); Mahesh Rangarajan,
“Animals With Rich Histories: The Case of the Lions of Gir Forest, Gujarat, India,” History and Theory 52, no.
4 (2013); Thomas R. Trautmann, Elephants and Kings: An Environmental History (Ranikhet: Permanent Black
and Ashoka University, 2015); Divyabhanusinh, End of a Trail: The Cheetah in India (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2002, First Published in 1995); Divyabhanusinh, Asok Kumar Das, and Shibani Bose, The
Story of India's Unicorns (Mumbai: The Marg Foundation, 2018); Radhika Govindrajan, Animal Intimacies:
Interspecies Relatedness in India's Central Himalayas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018); Shibani
Bose, Mega Mammals in Ancient India: Rhinos, Tigers, and Elephants (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
2020).
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Empire.*! For the imperial officials, hunting was an exploit to demonstrate their chivalric and
just image.* Europeans’ hunting and taxonomic classification in the Asian and African
colonies and display in the museums in England symbolised their control over the colonial
natural environment.*® The colonial government’s vermin extermination programme mirrored
the decimation of human outlaws and bandits.** In many ways, colonial attitude towards the
wildlife reflected the nineteenth-century thinking about human’s place in nature. In modern
England, humans ascended to the most dominating place in the natural world.*® The
nineteenth-century socialist thought in England aimed a complete separation of man from the
animal kingdom and advocated replacing man’s exploitation of man with the exploitation of
nature by man.*® Recent scholarship exceeds a symbolic role of colonial hunting and provides
more nuanced understanding to it. Vijaya Mandala argues that colonial hunting was not just
of recreational or symbolic value. It was a method of colonial rule deeply embedded in the
everyday official administration.®” It was a way to extend the colonial rule in unpeopled
margins by settling down the mobile groups and relieving them from the trouble of wild
animals.*® Besides the colonial officers, the rulers of the Indian princely states were another
group of key players in elite hunting. The latter did not view hunting merely as a recreational
avenue either. Circumscribed by the colonial power, many Indian princes used their hunting

exploits to assert control over their state environments, occasionally defy British dominance,

% John M. MacKenzie, The Empire of Nature: Hunting, Conservation and British Imperialism (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2008, First Published in 1988); Rangarajan, Nature and Nation, 46-85;
Rangarajan, India’s Wildlife History; Vijaya Mandala, Shooting a Tiger: Big-Game Hunting and Conservation
in Colonial India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2018).

% Rangarajan, Nature and Nation, 46.
¥ Mackenzie, The Empire of Nature, 36.
% Rangarajan, Nature and Nation, 53.

% Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England (1500-1800) (London: Penguin
Books, 1984).

% Thomas, Man and the Natural World, 50.
%" Mandala, Shooting a Tiger, 2, 39.
% Mandala, Shooting a Tiger, 53, 61.
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and negotiate favour with the colonial elites.** Brahmaputra’s floodplains—dotted with
homes to the extinct rhinos—promises regionally grounded and empirically rich review of

colonial control over nature, disciplining mobile groups, and state-making.

There was a remarkable shift from the nineteenth-century lure for hunting to
preservation in the twentieth. Two anthologies on Indian wildlife illustrate this shift.*
However, sources of such shift were as varying as the geography, polity, and species. Many
present-day PAs in Rajasthan can be attributed to the princely states’ efforts to preserve
games.*! Hunting and conservation were the two facets of the same paradigm.*? Jim Corbett
and R. W. Burton, both hunter-turned-conservationists, exemplified this. Corbett’s tiger
hunting reflected his deep appreciation for the animal (conservation) as well as benevolence
towards the villagers he sought to protect (hunting). Such protective hunting aside, the
sportsmen and hunters with modern weapons did not always have an easy go in the Indian
countryside. Indian villagers increasingly resisted their sporting pursuits. Motivation to such
native resistance followed from religious beliefs coupled with the anti-colonial consciousness
and assertion of local control.*® In central India, many tribals and Hindus did not share the
colonial campaign of extermination of the wild dog.** Such resistance occasionally
contributed to the protection of the wild dog and blackbuck. In 1903, concerned over the

declining game in the Asian and African colonies, the erstwhile English hunters formed the

% Julie E. Hughes, Animal Kingdoms: Hunting, the Environment, and Power in the Indian Princely States
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2013).

%0 Mahesh Rangarajan, ed. The Oxford Anthology of Indian Wildlife. Volume I: Hunting and Shooting (New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999); Mahesh Rangarajan, ed. The Oxford Anthology of Indian Wildlife.
Volume II: Watching and Conserving (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999).

*! Hughes, Animal Kingdoms, 272.
%2 Mandala, Shooting a Tiger, chapter 6.

3 Ezra Rashkow, “Resistance to Hunting in Pre-independence India: Religious environmentalism, ecological
nationalism or cultural conservation?”” Modern Asian Studies 49, 2 (2014).

* Mahesh Rangarajan, Fencing the Forests: Conservation and Ecological Change in India’s Central Provinces
1860-1914 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996), 174-176.
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Society for Preservation of Fauna in the Empire (SPFE).*® Though the SPFE with its
headquarters in London did not focus in Asia until the 1920s,% it created a buzz on fauna
protection in the empire. The nineteenth-century protection measures through legislation on
particular species®’ gave way to the Game Reserves and sanctuaries in the twentieth. The

Kaziranga Game Reserve was one of many such examples in India.

Game Reserves had precedence in other British colonies like Cape Colony in 1856,
Australia in 1879, Canada in 1885, Kenya in 1897, and Zululand in 1897.* However,
Assam’s three Game Reserves (Kaziranga included) created in 1908 had significantly
different visions.*® First, these aimed to protect a particular species, i.e. rhino. Secondly, the
colonial government saw these Game Reserves off-limits to human activities like hunting,
fishing, cultivation, grazing, and foraging. The establishment of the Game Reserve in
Kaziranga followed only after demarcating an uninhabited land and prohibiting all other
forms of human activities. Such was not the case even in some of the most famous national
parks today. For example, the proclamation of the Sabi Game Reserve in 1902 (nucleus of
today’s Kruger National Park in South Africa) notified that all the African residents should
go. However, despite early enthusiasm to evict the native Africans, the game warden found it
difficult to patrol the reserve without their help.® In Kaziranga Game Reserve, while the

peasants, hunters, fishers, and pastoralists challenged the vision of human intervention-free

** Ramachadnra Guha, Environmentalism: A Global History (Gurgaon: Penguin Books, 2016, First Published in
1995), 62-66.

“® Mackenzie, The Empire of Nature, 286.
*" Elephant was declared as a protected species through the Elephant Preservation Act 1879.

“® Jane Carruthers, The Kruger National Park: A Social and Political History (Scottsville: University of Natal
Press, 1995), 32.

# “Proposed reservation of the Laokhowa, North Kamrup and Kaziranga forests in Nowong, Kamrup and
Sibsagar, respectively.” September 1905, Revenue—A, Assam Secretariat Proceedings (ASP).

%0 Carruthers, The Kruger National Park, 43.
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approach to preservation, the idea revived at critical junctures of its career. This thesis

concerns when and why these ideas got revived.

The idea of untouched nature as a measure of its protection has specific origin in the
modern world. Most notably, the quest of sublime nature was inscribed in the American
national parks in the nineteenth century. Calls to protect nature from reckless destruction led
to the formation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872 in the United States of America
(USA). Analysing the celebrated model of the American national parks, historian Mark David
Spence shows that prerequisite for preservation was the creation of uninhabited wilderness.>*
In creating an ‘unpeopled’ landscape of scenic importance, native Indians’ millennia of
material, cultural, and spiritual association with the land was conveniently ignored.>
Yellowstone inspired the creation of national parks worldwide. However, scholars caution us
from missing a range of other motivations behind the national parks. In Canada, national
parks aimed to boost economic growth through tourism and in Australia, they provided
recreational avenues near cities. In New Zealand, it was the Maori people’s gift to the
nation.>® Despite a range of motivations behind their establishments, the quest for sublime
nature—canyons, rocks, meadows, and scenic beauty—protected from reckless destruction, is

a common thread that binds them.

In contrast, most national parks in the erstwhile African and Asian colonies originated

as ‘Game Reserves’ to preserve the rapidly declining wild animals.>* If Yellowstone was a

> Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and Making of the National Parks (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 4.

%2 For the native Indians’ association with Yellowstone National Park, see Spence, Dispossessing the
Wilderness, 43-44.

%% Melissa Harper and Richard White, “How National Were the First National Parks? Comparative Perspectives
from the British Settler Societies,” In Civilizing Nature: National Parks in Global Historical Perspective, edited
by Bernhard Gissibl, Sabine Hohler and Patrick Kupper (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books), 2012.

> For example, Sabi Game Reserve (now Kruger National Park, South Africa), Kaziranga Game Reserve, and
Serengeti Game Reserve (now Serengeti National Park, Tanzania).
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moment of American national unity in the post-civil war era, Game Reserves waited for their
national moments before converting into national parks. For instance, in 1926, the South
African government declared the Sabi Game Reserve (established in 1898) as Kruger
National Park. The park embodied the Afrikaner nationalism and marked the union of the two
clashing white groups—the Afrikaans (Dutch decedents) and the British. The ‘national’ in the
park was synonymous with the ‘white’, where the native Africans had no place.>® Today,
there are over 100 national parks in India. However, there is a limited exploration around
them to tease out the broader currents in society and polity.>® For example, what changed in
India’s polity and culture to create at least 50 national parks during 1974-1984? What is
‘national’ about the Indian parks? Also, how did the ‘national’ correspond to a vision of a

human intervention-free zone in Indian parks?

The making of national parks worldwide through regulations and militarisation did
not go uncontested. A growing body of scholarship analyses such contestations to explain the
outcome of conservation practices.’’ In the East African British colonies like Tanzania and
Kenya, the national parks and Game Reserves were at the centre of the anti-colonial
movements based on the struggle over land.®® The Anglo-American conception of nature—
where the humans had no place—denied the American Indians’ spiritual, historical and
cultural associations with the landscape.”® These competing conceptions of the landscape
manifest in the prolong resistance towards the national parks in the USA and Africa. Karl

Jacoby tried to “recreate the moral universe that shaped local transgressions of conservation

% Carruthers, Kruger National Park, 60-64.

*® For some exceptions, see Rangarajan, “Animals With Rich Histories”; Saikia, “The Kaziranga National
Park™; Jalais, Forest of Tigers; Chhatre and Saberwal, Democratizing Nature.

> Karl Jacoby, Crimes against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden History of American
Conservation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Roderick P. Neumann, Imposing Wilderness
Struggles over Livelihood and Nature Preservation in Africa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002,
First published in 1998); Chhatre and Saberwal, Democratizing Nature.

%8 Neumann, Imposing Wilderness, 76-77.
%% Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness, 43-44.
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laws, enabling us to glimpse the pattern of beliefs, practices, and traditions that governed how
ordinary rural folk interacted with the environment”.®® This line of enquiry attends to the
historic departures through which rural folks found themselves in the new conditions of
resource scarcity. Park managers and conservationists often mistake rural communities’
defiance of conservation as borne out of ignorance. Roderick P. Neumann’s study in Arusha
National Park, Tanzania, shows that their defiance reflects anger against the dispossession
from the customary rights in the park.®® To sum up, in Jacoby’s words, “law and its
antithesis—lawlessness—are therefore the twin axes around which the history of

. 62
conservation revolves.”

The works of Jacoby and Spence represent a significant shift in the American
historiography of national parks. Previous works focussed on the cultural shifts in the
American society towards wilderness.®® The new scholarship has turned to the social cost of
creating wilderness on the rural world. This shift takes a cue from the south Asian
environmental historiography—Ilargely centred on the colonial forestry—that foregrounds the
social costs and subaltern voices.®* While Jacoby and Spence give insightful accounts of non-
elite’s role in conservation outcomes, they assume that the Native Americans’ resistance to
the national park were rooted in the loss of ‘traditional” ways of production. In this framing,
all contestations—illegal hunting, maiming, injuring, and theft—were remnants of an
unchanging moral world of the rural folks. Such limitation in their otherwise fascinating

works emerges from overlooking the location of the PA in the nation/province’s agrarian

% jacoby, Crimes against Nature, 3.
% Neumann, Imposing Wilderness, 175-176.
%2 Jacoby, Crimes against Nature, 2.

% Two influential works were Roderick F. Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 2014, First Published in 1967); Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience
(Lanham: Taylor Trade Publishing, 2010, First Published in 1979).

® Ppaul Sutter, “What can the U.S. Environmental Historians Learn from the Non-U.S. Environmental
Historiogrpahy?”” Environmental History 8, no. 1 (2003): 112.
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landscape. The changes in the ecology, economy, and politics develop new material
conditions in which peasants and other forest dwellers often mutated their production
activities.”® This calls for an attention to the new meanings attributed by these groups on the
PAs. Neumann overcomes this limitation—outlined above in case of the American national
parks—Dby situating Tanzania’s Arusha National Park in dynamic agrarian and ecological
conditions. However, Neumann’s work shows very little of what he set out to do: “...natural
processes continue to operate [in the national parks], sometimes in ways that challenge or
contradict the preservationist aims of some human interventions.”® This thesis foregrounds
the rural peoples’ association with the rhino and other wild animals, their livelihood patterns,
and natural processes in shaping the KNP. First, it shows how the rural people—who found
themselves in a rapidly changing agrarian condition—contested and cooperated with
conservation efforts. The thesis shows that local peoples’ empathy towards the rhino was
crucial in its survival in the lowlands of Kaziranga when it perished to the Europeans’ guns
elsewhere. To be sure, there were episodes when the rhino came under attack for its horn.
However, its remarkable recovery of population even before the phase of militarised
protection in the 1960s suggests that a general empathy towards the rhino towered over a
constant low key or heavy episodic assault on it. The thesis shows that in the Kaziranga
environs,®” sources of such empathy hinged on development that the rhino promised.
Secondly, the thesis demonstrates how the natural processes like flood and erosion,
aggradation and siltation, and wild animal ethology interacted with the conservation efforts.

In fact, agrarian conditions in the Kaziranga environs were interwoven with the natural

% South Asian environmental historiography shows how tribes, pastoralists, and shifting cultivators turned to
varying degrees of settled form of cultivation or alliances with settled cultivators on the wake of increasing area
locked up by the imperial forestry. For the Central Indian situation, see Rangarajan, Fencing the Forests; for
Western Himalaya, see Saberwal, Pastoral Politics.

% Neumann, Imposing Wilderness, 28.

87| use the term Kaziranga environs to refer to the park (previously Game Reserve and wildlife sanctuary) and
its neighbourhood together. The neighbourhood has villages in the east, south, and west, and the Brahmaputra
River, and the floodplain in its north. It is neither a territorial nor conceptual term.
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processes. Thus this work examines the outcomes of conservation efforts in the KNP at the
backdrop of dynamic agrarian and ecological conditions. This approach is particularly
important in geographies like South Asia where PAs are small islands in the vast swath of the

agrarian landscape.
Situating National Parks in the Agrarian Environs

It is useful to remember that the KNP originated as a Game Reserve under the FD and still
functions under it. From the 1980s, some pioneering contributions were made to the South
Asian environmental history of the forests. First set of works by Ramachandra Guha and
Madhav Gadgil highlighted how colonial rule marked a ‘watershed’ in India’s ecological
history.®® They argued that British colonialists usurped vast forests to fulfil the imperial and
commercial needs displacing the earlier forms of resource use. Richard Grove challenged this
argument by outlining the colonial forestry’s intellectual roots in genuine scientific concerns
of depleting forests and environmental degradation.®® However, in establishing a niche for
environmental history, historians moved away from a rich tradition of writing agrarian
history of South Asia. Much of the agrarian history until then was preoccupied with the fertile

alluvial tract that produced surplus on which various polities thrived.” But it rarely went

® Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya
(Ranikhet: Permanent Black & Ashoka University, 2010, First Published in 1989); Ramachandra Guha, “An
early environmental debate: The making of the 1878 forest act,” The Indian Economic & Social History Review
27 (1990): 65-84; Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land: An Ecological History of India
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013, First Published in 1992).

% Richard H. Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of
Environmentalism, 1600-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

" Eric Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992, First Published in
1959); Ranajit Guha, A Rule of Property for Bengal: An Essay on the Idea of Permanent Settlement (New Delhi:
Orient Longman, 1982, First Published in 1963); Burton Stein, Thomas Munro: The Origins of the Colonial
State and His Vision of Empire (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991); David Ludden, The New
Cambridge History of India IV.4: An Agrarian History of South Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999); for a critical analysis of the agrarian and environmental historiography, see Neeladri Bhattacharya, The
Great Agrarian Conquest (Ranikhet: Permanent Black, 2018), Introduction.
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beyond the arable land to consider the pastures and forests.”* Agrarian historians considered
the forests and pastures as uncultivated wastes waiting to be brought under the touch of the
plough.” To sum up, while agrarian historians focused on the settled peasantry and arable

land, early environmental historians were preoccupied with the forests and pastures.

From the late 1990s, environmental historians of South Asia increasingly analysed the
interconnections between forest, pasture, agriculture, and commerce.” We will discuss two
key strands useful for this study here. First, a common thread that binds this scholarship is
that conservation had to contend with various issues related to property rights, customary
rights, peasant protests, and interdepartmental differences. Secondly, besides locking a vast
swathe of land from the peasants and forest dwellers, colonial forestry was central in
regulating their production system and settlement pattern. Forestry enclosures forced the
shifting cultivators and foraging groups to take up sedentary cultivation which was easily
taxable. Rural folks also developed creative responses to such rapidly changing situations.
Transhumant pastoralists and settled cultivators in the Western Himalayas formed alliances

of mutual benefits.”* If the environmental historians became more attentive to the forestry-

™ In contrast, in the 1980s, sociologists pioneered in highlighting the continued vitality of the Common Property
Resources (CPR) in the rural livelihood. See N. S. Jodha, “Common Property Resources and Rural Poor in Dry
Regions of India,” Economic and Political Weekly 21, no. 27 (1986): 1169-1181.

2 This contrast between agrarian history and environmental history is emphatically made in Neeladri
Bhattacharya, “Introduction,” Studies in History 14, no. 2 (1998): 165-171.

" Chetan Singh, “Forests, Pastoralists and Agrarian Society in Mughal India,” In Nature, Culture and
Imperialism, by David Arnold and Ramachandra Guha, 21-48 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996).
Rangarajan, Fencing the Forests; K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: Statemaking and Environmental
Change in Colonial Eastern India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999); the volume of Studies in
History 14, no. 2 (1998) was dedicated to this cause; Vasant K. Saberwal, Pastoral Politics: Shepherds,
Bureaucrats and Conservation in the Western Himalaya (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999); Chhatre
and Saberwal, Democratizing Nature; Arupjyoti Saikia, Forests and Ecological History of Assam, 1826-2000
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2011); Arupjyoti Saikia, “Making Room Inside Forests: Grazing and
Agrarian Conflicts in Colonial Assam,” in Shifting Ground: People, Animals, and Mobility in India's
Environmental History, ed. Mahesh Rangarajan and K. Sivaramakrishnan (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
2014), 155-179; for an early conceptualisation to bring the agrarian and environment within a single unit of
analysis, see the “Introduction” and essays in Arun Agrawal and K. Sivaramakrishnan, Agrarian Environments:
Resources, Representations, and Rule in India (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000).

" Saberwal, Pastoral Politics.
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induced changes in agrarian practices, recent agrarian history dwells on how a colonial
agrarian order was achieved by bringing the forests and pastures—beyond the cultivated
fields—under one unit of analysis. This development in the South Asian historiography is
instructive to locate the advent and rise of a Game Reserve in the mutually constitutive
‘agrarian’ and ‘environment’ within which categories like forests, fields, and pastures
mutated and overlapped.” It is equally important to locate the Game Reserve in the

overarching organising principles of the colonial rural world.

The very organizing principle of the colonial ‘agrarian’—almost universally equated
with settled cultivation—has been critically reviewed. Neeladri Bhattacharya argues that the
colonial rural order was achieved through an “internal conquest”.76 The conquest
universalised the ‘rural’ by projecting the desired elements of the settled villages as the ideal
to all other areas. Such mastery inevitably erased the legitimacy of all other ‘un-owned’ areas
such as pastures, meadows, and deserts.”” Often, erasures were made possible by refashioning
the State’s relationship with its subjects. Bodhisattva Kar shows that colonial officials in
Assam refigured the pre-colonial figure of the paik’® as the ryot (cultivator with titled land).”
They characterised the ryot as sedentary, plough user, surplus producer, and taxpayer. The
‘modern’ ryot was in contrast to the ‘primitive’ slash-and-burn cultivator, nomadic tribe, and
slave. In branding the dispersed forms of production and producer as primitive, the colonial

rural world moved in a teleological march towards a settled peasantry.

"> Agrawal and Sivaramakrishnan, Agrarian Environments, “Introduction”.
"® Bhattacharya, The Great Agrarian Conquest, 7-8.
" Bhattacharya, The Great Agrarian Conquest, chapter 2.

8 A paik was an able-bodied man whose obligation to the Ahom State was to provide labour for 3-4 months a
year. In return, he was entitled to revenue-free homestead and wet-rice land.

™ Bodhisattva Kar, “The Birth of the Ryot: Rethinking the Agrarian in Assam,” In Landscape, Culture, and
Belonging: Writing the History of Northeast India, ed. Neeladri Bhattacharya and Joy L. K. Pachuau (New
Delhi: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 38-65.
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The settled cultivation that formed the agrarian core had to be free from all kinds of
disturbances like the marauding wildlife, livestock herds, and floods. Colonial emphasis on
an expanding agrarian core meant that the Game Reserves could be established only in the
peripheries deemed ‘uncultivable’ in the foreseeable future.*® However, scholarship on
environmental history—despite the emphasis to bring agriculture, forestry, and pastoralism
under a composite unit of analysis—is yet to break new grounds on the constant remaking of
the peripheries like floodplains and its interplay with the agrarian core that comprised the
settled villages, the mainstay of the colonial revenue.®" The peripheries were not just
quantitatively diminishing uncultivated lands making way for settled cultivation and forestry.
Instead, as this thesis shows, colonial administration constantly remade these peripheries to
create an undisturbed agrarian core. Here, we discuss two critical ways in which the agrarian
core was bound with the peripheral areas like the floodplains in complex ways. First, the
floodplains acted like a sink to absorb the irritants like the large livestock herds from the
settled villages. In the 1900s, the colonial government was wary of livestock herds disturbing
the rapidly expanding agriculture that risked the land revenue. In the Brahmaputra Valley, the
expanding cultivation and Reserved Forests (RF)—both repulsive to the large livestock
herds—forced the herders to relocate to the ‘unoccupied’ floodplains.®? As the twentieth
century progressed, pastoral economy increasingly concentrated in the floodplains, but

continued to supply draft animals to agriculture and dairy products to growing urban

8 From F. J. Monahan, Secretary to the Chief Commission of Assam to the Commissioner, Assam Valley
Division (AVD), 15 March 1904, no. 79, September 1905, Revenue—A, ASP.

8 A pioneering effort to analyse the long durée interplay between polity, river, floodplains, agriculture, and
forestry is made in Arupjyoti Saikia, The Unquiet River: A Biography of the Brahmaputra (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2019). However, the colonial remaking of the floodplains in relation to the rural worlds’ march
towards settled peasantry in specific historical periods such as early twentieth century requires greater nuance.

8 W. J. Arbuthnot, Grazing in Assam (Shillong: Assam Secretariat Printing Office (ASPO), 1916), 20.
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settlements.®® The floodplains were also haven for carnivores like tiger and crop marauding
buffalos and elephants. Secondly, while taxability was central to the agrarian core, cultivation
in the peripheral land was crucial for peasants to pay their land revenue. To pay revenue in
cash, peasants grew cash crops like mustard, jute, and pulses in their faringati holdings—
newly opened dry crop land held for 3-5 years.* Despite the Government of Assam’s
aversion to such temporary cultivation, they entertained it well into the twentieth century.
Instead, to encourage cultivation, the government taxed the faringati lower than the settled
cultivation.®® Such temporary cultivation also moved towards the floodplains as the dry land
available for faringati became scarcer by the close of the nineteenth century. To sum up, the
peripheries like the floodplains served multiple roles—frontier of agrarian expansion,
supplier of agricultural inputs like bullocks, a sink for the agrarian core’s unwanted livestock
herds and refuge for wildlife. These interactions played a crucial role in shaping wildlife’s
fate in the nineteenth-century Brahmaputra valley. Conversely, rhino preservation initiative in
the early twentieth century came as a poser to the extant role the floodplains played towards

maintaining an undisturbed and expanding agrarian core.

At the start of the twentieth century, in the Brahmaputra Valley, uncultivated land was
concentrated largely in the floodplains and foothills. Even the foothills came under rapid

inroads of the RFs and European planters.®® The floodplains were the last remaining avenue

8 A survey of the grazing economy in 1943-44 showed an overwhelming number of pastures in the floodplains.
S. P. Desai, Report of the Special Officer Appointed for the Examination of Professional Grazing Reserves in
Assam Valley (Shillong: Assam Government Press (AGP), 1944).

# Rajen Saikia, Social and Economic History of Assam, 1853-1921 (Delhi: Manohar, 2000), 90-91, 97.

8 In 1868-69, the basti (homestead), rupit (wet rice land), and faringati (temporary cultivation) were taxed at
Re. 1, 10 annas, and 8 annas, respectively. There were further classifications in the subsequent resettlements, but
faringati land was taxed at the lowest rates. S. G. Hart, Report on the Land Revenue Settlement of the Sibsagar
District During the Years 1902-03 to 1905-06 (Shillong: Eastern Bengal and Assam Secretariat Printing Office
(EBASPQ), 1906), Part I, Section VI; A. R. Edwards, Report on the Land Revenue Settlement of the Nowgong
District During the Years 1905-06 to 1908-09 (Shillong: EBASPO, 1909), Part I, Section VI.

% A map enclosed in the annual forest report shows that most RFs in the Brahmaputra valley were in the
foothills encircling the valley. E. S. Carr, Progress report of forest administration in the province of Assam for
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for temporary cultivation, livestock grazing, and hunting. As the twentieth century
progressed, the rural world was marching towards the annually flooded and transient
floodplains, hitherto with limited penetration.’” This march also paralleled the retreat of
wildlife from the agrarian core or the settled villages, and tea estates in the Brahmaputra
Valley.®® Momentum for wildlife preservation, especially the rhino gained at this backdrop of
changes in the valley. Establishment of the Game Reserves in the ‘uncultivable’ floodplains
(as perceived by the colonial officials) was first of its kind colonial intrusion in these
peripheries within the province. Scholars have argued that intrusion of the State beyond the
cultivated land was the fundamental departure of the colonial rule in South Asia from the
previous regimes.® It brings us to the question here—were there limits to such intrusions? In
other words, how far the imperial government succeeded in reordering the natural
environment? The Kaziranga Game Reserve in the Brahmaputra’s floodplains offers an

interesting example.

Game Reserves were supposed to serve two objectives, wildlife preservation in the
peripheral floodplains and maintaining an undisturbed agrarian core. That Game Reserves
would protect the wildlife, is straightforward. However, the second objective requires some
elaboration. The annually flooded grassland chosen for the Game Reserves were least
appealing to cultivation and stood farthest from the agrarian core. It meant that wild animals

posed little or no threat to settled cultivation. Therefore, standing at the Game Reserve’s

the year 1901-02 (Henceforth, PRFA Year) (Shillong: ASPO, 1902); in 1903, the government granted 500 acres
to T. F. Severin in the Naga foothill areas of Sibsagar district to cultivate bowstring hemp, a new fibre. From
Secretary to the Chief Commissioner to Commissioner, Assam Valley Division (AVD), 19 November 1903,
Collection 11, File no, 58, 1903, Assam Commissioner Office (ACO), Assam State Archives (ASA).

8 Saikia, The Unquiet River, 256-258.

8 Chapter 1 discusses this aspect in greater detail.

¥ Mahesh Rangarajan, “Environmental Histories of India: Of States, Landscapes and Ecologies,” in The

Environment & World, ed. Kenneth Pomeranz and Edmund Burke 111 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2009), 235-37.
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edge, every inch of land up to the settled core appeared reclaimable.*® Summing up, Game
Reserves would achieve two distinct and independent realms—agrarian and nature. However,
the issue was with the colonial making of these peripheries that risked both the objectives.

First, we examine how the objective of achieving a self-contained ‘nature’ came under risk.

The river and floodplains—Dby their ecological instability and obstinacy—resisted the
colonial efforts to control the natural environment. The annually flooded floodplains did not
fully lend to settled cultivation until the early twentieth century.’ In the twentieth century,
peasants took up even the flood-prone land for settled cultivation. As a result, temporary
cultivation and grazing were pushed deeper and deeper into the floodplains. Current
scholarship generally assumes that grazing in the Brahmaputra’s floodplain grassland was an
obvious ecological choice for the grazier.®’ It is to overlook that the mobile graziers
seasonally moved between the floodplains in the dry season and foothills or plains in the
monsoon.*® In the twentieth century, their confinement to the floodplains was due to the
removal from an expanding agrarian core, tea estates, and RFs, all immune to the flood.** If
these changes took place over nearly half a century since the 1850s, beginning the 1910s, the
Bengali Muslim peasants’ massive reclamation of the Brahmaputra’s floodplains for jute

cultivation was sudden.® Jute frontier expansion made the riverine grassland a contested

% The law did not completely ban hunting outside the Game Reserves until the enactment of the Assam Rhino
Preservation Act 1954,

%! Saikia, The Unquiet River, 256-258.

% Ritupan Goswami, “Rivers and History: Brahmaputra Valley in the Last Two Centuries” (PhD diss.,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, 2010); Suryasikha Pathak, “Forests, Fields and pasture:
Environmental and Revenue Debates of Land Usage in Colonial Assam in 1910-1920,” in Playing with Nature:
History and Politics of Environment in North-East India, ed. Sajal Nag (New Delhi: Routledge, 2016), 161-173,;
Saikia, “Making Room Inside Forests”; Saikia, The Unquiet River.

% Goswami, “Rivers and History,” recognises the temporary nature of grazing in the floodplains (p. 151) and
their continuous dispossession by tea gardens and RFs (p. 175). Still, he overlooks changing relationship
between the two processes.

% Arbuthnot, Grazing in Assam, 20.

% Arupjyoti Saikia, “Jute in the Brahmaputra Valley: The Making of flood control in twentieth-century Assam,”
Modern Asian Studies 49, no. 5 (2015).
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zone of cultivation and other agrarian activities. It meant that the newly formed Game
Reserve in the Kaziranga’s floodplains saw the growing concentration of the graziers, fishers,
and temporary cultivators. Moreover, the braided course of the Brahmaputra®® kept the
reserve boundary fluctuating. Constantly changing river courses, grazing, forest produce

collection, and fishing vexed the Game Reserve throughout the twentieth century.

Secondly, the Game Reserves also challenged the agrarian order in the valley. The
Game Reserves in Assam occupied a much smaller area as compared to the RFs.”” That 0.7
per cent such a small fraction of area with no future reclamation prospects could turn out to
be a poser to the agrarian order appears baffling prima facie.”® However, when we posit the
creation and consolidation of the Game Reserve in the constant churn of the valley, it
becomes evident that the resource contestations around the Game Reserve were indices of a
much wider spatial and temporal matrix. Much of the dilemmas around the later expansion of
the reserve by removing the graziers were tied with maintaining the larger agrarian order.*® In
such framing of the Kaziranga Game Reserve in the agrarian landscape, even the small
proportion of land set aside for wildlife preservation can illuminate the historical changes in
society, ecology, and polity. The following section introduces the broader ideas of how the
politics, economy, and science interacted to determine the course of wildlife preservation in

the locales like Kaziranga Game Reserve (and its subsequent avatars).

% For a discussion, see Saikia, The Unquiet River, 18-20.

" In 1912, RFs occupied 7,800 sq. km in the Brahmaputra Valley or its one-eighth. Saikia, Forests and
Ecological History of Assam, 76; in contrast, the three Game Reserves (Kaziranga, Laokhowa and North
Kamrup) covered only 550 sq. km, A. V. Monroe, PRFA 1911-12 (Shillong: ASPO, 1912).

% Frictions between the FD, forest dwellers and peasants, were more widespread phenomena when the forestry
operations interacted with a wider cross-section of population and geography. By the year 1900, nearly one-fifth
of British India was under the control of the forest department, Rangarajan, Fencing the Forests, 203.

% «Addition of certain area to the Kaziranga Game Reserve in Sibsagar”, nos. 181-209, September 1917,
Revenue-A, ASP.

TH-2818 156141006 22



Nation, Science, and Nature

Wildlife preservation in colonial India hardly earned the importance it did in the US or
southern Africa.!® Colonial preservation initiatives were centred on protecting the sports
hunting interests. As an exception, the government initiated elephant preservation measures
to meet the colonial needs.™ Only a thorough examination of specific examples like
Kaziranga Game Reserve will explain the colonial predicament better. The tea planters
lobbied hard before the Government of Assam to disallow the graziers, fishers, and other
forests produce collectors inside the Game Reserve. Their persistence led to doubling the area
of the reserve within a decade of its formation.'® However, as the rationale for wildlife
preservation began to exceed trophy hunting, planters slowly receded from the plot. In
independent India, wildlife preservation received renewed vigour. India wanted to carve out a
new place among the world’s nations, distancing itself from war and violence that just
ended.® Indian national leaders often appropriated symbols of nature in defining the newly
independent nation. In 1950, India gifted a pair of elephant calves, ‘Shanti’ and ‘Ashok’ to a

200 in the USA.*** The names were carefully chosen to mea