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Sattra in Assam between the 16™ and the 18" Century : from a Venue of Popular Bhakti Movement

to the Orthodox Brahmanical Institution

Sattra is a religious institution or monastery of the neo-Vaisnava bhakti movement initiated by
Sankaradeva (1449-1568 CE) in the Brahmaputra Valley in North-East India. Being a radical
movement against brahmanical orthodoxy and caste rigidity, it brought about a significant change to
the socio-religious milieu of the region by claiming strict monotheism as the central doctrine,
minimizing the importance of brahmanical ritualism, accepting followers regardless of their castes
and gender and so on. In the early phase of movement, sattra means an assembly of bhakats (monks)
and lay disciples held in the open without any construction. Soon after Sankaradeva’s death, the
meaning of sattra was extended and came to include the house of devotees’ assembly and the
residence of bhakats. Therefore, a sattra proper consists of 1) square enclosure walls with four
openings or gateways called karapat and rows of huts on four sides (cari hati) where bhakats and
sattradhikara (abbot) stay; 2) a prayer hall (nam-ghar or kirtan-ghar); and 3) a sanctum (manikiit). It
became the important organizational basis of the neo-Vaisnava order.

From the end of 16™ century CE onwards, a schism within the Vaispava order arose from
different social positions and diverse religious perspectives of the followers. It resulted in the
emergence of four samhatis (sub-sects) of sattras, namely the Brahma-, the Purusa-, the Nika-, and
the Kala-samhati. Each samhati took different attitudes towards the observance of caste distinction
within sattra institution, ritual practice and marriage regulation. The degree of brahmanization was
the greatest among sattras of the Brahma-samhati which contained largest proportion of brahmana
disciples. The Purusa-sarhhati maintained an intermediate position regarding the observance of caste
distinction. The Nika-samhatii had little interest in this matter, but was mostly concerned with the
association of bhakats and the maintenance of religious purity and celibacy. The Kala-sarhhati
contained Sidra and brahmana orders which were presided over by siadra and brahmana
dharmdcaryas respectively. The former denouncing the ritual superiority of brahmanas admitted
various local tribes into their fold.

Many sattras hankered after patronage and grants of estates and serfs for the maintenance and



expansion of their organization. Meanwhile, the Ahoms, who were a group of Tai-Shans from
upper Burma and established their sovereignty in the upper Brahmaputra valley, emerged as the
strongest political power in the region. They patronized brahmanical religion and ideology in order
to legitimize their political authority and the process of brahmanization reached its culmination by
the end of the reign of Rudra Sirhha (1696-1714 CE). They took a ‘divide and rule’ policy on the
sattras: the official patronage was extended to all the conformist sattras headed by brahmanas
whereas the rules and regulations were imposed on non-conformist sattras. The sattras affiliated
with the Brahma-sarmhati increased and some of them became very affluent and prosperous as
recipients of thousands of acres of revenue-free lands. On the other hand, the nonconformist sattras
sought their refuge in remote tribal areas and amongst the lower castes as well as poorer sections of
the people. Among them, the Mayamara-sattra, the representative sidra order of the Kala-sarmhati,
became the centre of revolt of Kaivartas which developed into a prolonged civil war in the 18"
century CE.

In overview, the neo-Vaisnavism, a radical movement against brahmanical orthodoxy and
caste rigidity, gradually turned into an instrument of domination of brahmanas and high caste
Hindus in Assam. With such development, most of sattras, especially those with brahmana abbots,
lost their earlier progressive, reformist thrust and became subscribers to the royalist religious
ideology that barred Siidra abbots from proselytizing brahmanas, and upheld the brahmanical rituals
and the caste system. Thus, with its appropriation by the state, sattras were no longer the institutions
of bhakti movement. The religions that aimed at decimating social hierarchies became itself an

instrument of perpetuating inequalities.



