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ABSTRACT:

This paper examines the religious policies of the
Ahom rulers, which shifted from indigenous Tai
religious traditions under the guidance of their
priestly class: Deodhais, Mahan, and Bailungs. With
time, the continued interaction with the local socio-
cultural surroundings led to the steady assimilation
of Hindu religious beliefs into the Ahom court.
Beginning  with  Sudangpha and  continuing
under Suhungmung, the influence of Brahmanism
and the Neo-Vaishnavite movement increased
significantly. During the reign of Jayadhvaj Singha,
Hinduism was formally adopted as the religion of
the monarchy, while Saktism gained prominence
during the reign of Siva Singha. The Ahom rulers
subsequently pursued a policy of patronising
Sakta institutions, Vaishnava Satras, and traditional
Ahom religious practices simultaneously. The
objective of the paper is to examine how the Ahom
religious policy initially promoted religious
accommodation; later, Ahom rulers’ growing
inclination for the orthodox faction of Hinduism
over Vaishnavism intensified and contributed to
political instability.

I. INTRODUCTION

Assam in the early part of the 13" century
witnessed two great changes: the fall of the Ancient
Kingdom of Kamarupa and the coming of the Tai-
Ahoms. With the decline of the Ancient Kingdom of
Kamarupa, Assam got divided into many small
provinces, each ruled by independent tribal chiefs or
rulers, in the western part of Assam, the Bhuyans, a
class of landlords who had come to power under the
Ancient Kingdom of Kamrup, and the Kacharis,
whose rule extended from the River Dikhou in the
East to the Kapili Valley in the West (Gait, 1926).
The Bhuyans’ rule in the West, however, was not
long. Koches of Mongoloid origin replaced the
Bhuyans and carved out a new kingdom from the
ruins of Ancient Kamarupa and, at times, moved
towards East Assam. They also posed a threat and
proved their power against the Ahoms (Gait, 1926)

The eastern part of Assam, which was
partially under the rule of the Ancient Rulers of
Kamrup, became totally independent with the
downfall of Kamarupa. New powerful tribal groups
began to emerge, such as the Chutiyas and the

Kacharis (Acharyya,1992). They were both of
Mongoloid origin and were also indigenous people
of the region. Besides them, there were many other
plain tribes and communities such as the Morans,
Borahis, Miris and Khamtis. It was in this period
that the Ahoms first came to the Brahmaputra valley
(Devi, 1968).

Su-ka-pha, also known as Su-ka-phra,
founder of the Ahom kingdom in the Brahmaputra
valley, belonged to the Tai-Shan race, which had
come from the kingdom of Mungmaaw of Upper
Burma in search of new land. As the story goes, the
Royal family of Mungmaaw bore two sons by two
different sisters: one was Su-Ka-Phra and the other
was his cousin, Sukh-Rang-Phra (Gogoi, 1976). The
ministers and the elders of the Royal family
consulted that Sukh-Rang-Phra should rule
Mungmaaw. At the same time, Su-Ka-Phra should
look for a different place, though he should maintain
his sovereignty over the Kingdom of Mungmaaw.
Hence, Su-Ka-Phra, along with his few hundred
followers, came in search of a new fertile place.
According to sources, he left his home in 1215 A.D.
and wandered homeless in search of a new place
until he reached the Brahmaputra valley in 1228
A.D. (Baruah,1985).

The Ahom royal court, to have control over
the state, used the divine right theory to gain
legitimacy among the people. This divine legitimacy
can be witnessed in every kingdom. The essence of
the theory of divine right is that the king is the
supreme head over his people, and all his subjects
are compliant with him without anyone questioning
his power. Political theorists have always had a
philosophical interest in how the state or kingdom
came to be, and for historians it was not just one
single contract or factor but many causalities and
contingencies. Here, the paper looks into the Ahom
religion’s history and its changes over time.

The Ahom religion in the earlier phase was
more of an animistic nature, but in the later phase it
gradually lost earlier practices under the influence of
Hinduism. The Ahom religious policy can be looked
into in various stages. The community of Ahoms,
the Tai Shan race, were animistic followers who did
not have any figures of worship, but only the ruling
class had idol worship
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(Gogoi,1976). The Ahoms had their own
theory of the Creator and the creation of the world.
In the writings of Ahom chronicles, it has been
mentioned that there was no earth or heaven, but
only an omnipresent creator, Pha Tu Ching, who
once created the first deity. They bore four eggs
from which came four deities; each was given a role
to look after the world. The four sons of god were
given ranks according to the seniority of birth. The
eldest, Pha SPha- shang-din-kham-neyeu, grandson
was Lengdon, the God of Heaven (Gogoi,1976).
The Ahom divine theory of kingship is based on the
divinity of Lengdon, who sent his two grandsons,
Hukung-Long and Hukum Lai, to rule the earth;
while doing so, they were given two idols that had
to be worshipped by the royal family and ruling
class: Chumphrarungmung and Shengmung. The
Ahom people of Assam were not image-worshippers
in their own religion (Gogoi,1976). They had no
icons of the gods and goddesses named in their
sacred books. But only the Ahom royal family was
in exclusive possession of two idols called Chum
and Sheng, which were carefully preserved as the
tutelary deities of the king (Gogoi,1976).

The Ahoms brought with them three
priestly classes, namely Deodhais, Mahans and
Bailungs. At the beginning of Ahom rule, the Ahom
priests Deodhais acted as political advisers, but they
were gradually relegated to priestly functions and to
the divining of events (Borboruah, 1997). The
Deodhais, Bailungs, Mahans, and the Chirings were
associated with all ceremonial occasions and
sacrifices. For the welfare of the kings and the
people, sacrifices were made to bring victory to the
army, or to celebrate success in war.

The image of Chom Cheng (Chomdeo),
which Sukapha had brought from his ancestral
home, was the tutelary deity of the Ahom rulers till
the end of their rule, and the state regularly provided
funds for the maintenance of its worship
(Baruah,1985). However, there is no evidence of
these images of the Ahom God, so it is further
debatable whether image worship within the Ahoms
came only after the influence of Hinduism.

First, the early influence of Hinduism: the
Ahoms, from the reign of Sudangpha or Bamuni
Konwar, came under its influence. When Sudangpha
was made king, he brought along his Brahman foster
father, and the Hindu God Vishnu began to be
worshipped with the Ahom deity Chomdeo
(Baruah,1985). The influence of Hinduism became
popular under the rule of Suhungmung(1497-1539).
He was the first Ahom ruler to use the Hindu title
Swarganarayan and the Ahom Buranji for the first
time in his period, where it was written that Ahoms

were descendants of the Hindu God Indra. This
shows the growing closeness toward the Hindu
religion (Acharyya,1992). Then, in the reign of
Suklengmung(1539-53), who disfavored the idea of
having to worship both Chomdeo and Vishnu, idols
of two different religious faiths, he installed the
deity of Chom-Cheng in a separate temple outside
the palace but within the palace campus, which
shows the increasing affinity towards the Hindu
religion. Then, with the coming of Pratap Singha
(1603-41), we can see further development towards
Hinduism, such as the construction of Hindu
temples at Dergaon and the replacement of Ahom
Katakis with Brahmans. The influence of Brahmans
also increased both outside and inside the courts
(Basu,1970).

The second phase can be seen with the
growing influence of Vaishnavism in the Ahom
court. It was during the rule of Jayadhvaj Singha
that Vaishnavism was initiated in the Ahom court.
He also wished to have the Mayamara Mahanta as
his Guru. Still, at the latter’s suggestion, he became
a disciple of Niranjandeva, a Pathak in the
Kuruwabhi—sattra. He built the Auniati-sattra on the
island of Majuli in the Brahmaputra River,
endowing it with rich grants of land and servitors
(Baruah, 1985). It was the very first time that the
Ahom kings patronised the Vaishnav Sattra. (Then,
in the reign of Udayaditya Singha, he accepted the
Chamaguri Mahanta as his guru. With great faith in
the Mahapurusiya creed, his successor, Ramadhvaja
Singha, became a disciple of the Narrow Mahanta
and promoted his Sattra. The Vaishnav sattra
continued to be patronised by the Ahom Royal court
until the period of Sulikhpha Lara Raja (1679-81),
who patronised the Dakhinpat sattra. After that, we
can see a gradual decline in Vaishnavism (Neog,
1982).

The third phase can be taken from the time
of Gadadhar Singha, who patronised more of the
Sakta cult. Gadadhar Singha’s dissatisfaction with
the Vaishnava sattras was visible in his stance
against the Vaishnava faith (Basu, 1970). The neo-
Vaishnava sects founded on the teaching of Sankar
Dev had attained remarkable growth by the early
18" century. The Ahom Kingdom was now full of
religious preceptors and their followers who claimed
exemption from the universal liability to fight and
assist in the construction of roads, dams and other
public services (Basu, 1970). Gadadhar Singha was
also very surprised to find the amount of wealth a
Sattra was holding, and the life in Sattras was full of
pleasure and ceremonialism, which sometimes
surpassed the paraphernalia of the Ahom King and
the splendour of the Ahom Court (Neog, 1982). The
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growing number of Vaisnava disciples, among
whom a large number of followers falsely
introduced themselves as Kewaliya bhakats (celibate
disciples) and claimed exemption from personal
labour to the state. All these factors threatened the
power of the Ahom King and also deprived the state
of a considerable number of labourers. To tackle
this, Gadadhar Singha started a large-scale
persecution of the Vaisnava followers and their
Gurus. Rudra Singha ended his father’s policy and
rehabilitated most of the displaced Mahantas and
Gurus (Baruah, 1985). Still, he became a follower of
the Sakta cult, and after his death, the Sakta faith
became the creed of the Ahom sovereigns and the
principal faith of the principal nobles and officers
(Acharyya, 1992)

The later rulers and successors of Rudra
Singha, Siva Singha, his queen regnant, Phuleswari
Devi, departed from the liberal policy of Ahom
rulers in religious matters and forcibly tried to make
the Vaisnav Mahantas bow down their heads to the
Goddess Durga and smear their heads with the
blood offering made to the Goddess (Gait,
1926).The Mayamara Mahanta was also among the
Mahantas who vowed to take revenge on the Ahom
monarchy for this behaviour of Phuleswari. It was
one of the greatest blunders committed by the
Ahoms, which later became one of the very reasons
for the Momariya rebellion (Dutta, 1996).
Phuleswari Devi, as regnant, tried to make Saktism
a State religion, which the Vaishnav Sects disliked.
Rajeswar Singha succeeded Siva Singha, who was a
staunch follower of orthodox Hinduism. He erected
many temples and made gifts to the Brahmans. His
successor also followed his religious policy. Hence,
we can see that the Ahom monarchy began to
distance itself from the Vaishnav faith and began to
work under the influence of Brahmanism and
Saktism (Dutta,1996)

II.  Conclusion:

The development of Ahom religious policy
shows the interconnectedness of religion and
political authority in medieval Assam. In the initial
period, the Ahoms practised an indigenous animistic
religion centred on ancestors, nature spirits, worship
and the Ahom king’s divine legitimacy through the
heavenly deity Lengdon. The Deodhais, Bailungs,
and other priestly groups played a significant role in
these religious practices, which were closely tied to
kingship and maintained both ritual and political
order (Devi,1968).

The changes came with the reign of
Sudangpha Suhungmung and Pratap Singha; the

absorption of Hinduism began. It led the Ahom
monarchy to adopt Hindu symbols, rituals, titles,
and Brahmanical practices to reinforce its political
legitimacy over a culturally varied kingdom
(Gogoi,1976). The patronage of Vaishnavism in the
seventeenth century further integrated the Ahom
state into the broader religious and cultural context
of Assam, particularly through support for major
sattras. Then the increasing economic and social
influence of Vaishnava institutions eventually
conflicted with monarchical interests, resulting in
the conflict between Gadhar Singh and Vaishnav
Sattras (Neog,1982).

The final transformation phase was marked
by the influence of Shaktism and Brahminism
during the reign of Rudra Singha, Siva Singha,
Phuleswari Devi, and Rajeswar Singha. Ruling
elites’ efforts to compel Shakta practices on the
Vaishnava Mahantas diverged from earlier policies
of religious tolerance and provoked wide offence,
ultimately leading to the Momariya Rebellion. As a
result, Ahom religious policy shifted from
indigenous Tai-Ahom beliefs to a merged system
dominated by Hindu traditions (Baruah,1985)
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