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Exploring the Impact of Local Traditional Systems on the Modernization
of Civic Life in Dhaka (1864-1947): Context Panchayet System

Abstract

This article analyzes the role of organic and traditional institutions in the
production of urban modernity in Dhaka. It examines how indigenous systems
shaped the transformation of citizen life during the city’s transition under colonial
rule. The Panchayat system is employed as a critical example of a traditional
institution that mediated social order and civic practices. While modernity is a
contested and plural concept, colonial interventions significantly reconfigured
Dhaka from a Mughal urban center into a British colonial town. However, this
transformation did not follow a linear or uniform trajectory. Instead, traditional
institutions continued to operate alongside colonial forms of governance. Urban
historians conceptualize this process as “indigenous modernity,” emphasizing the
active role of local practices in shaping modern urban life. This article explores
how the Panchayat system functioned within the colonial modernizing framework
and contributed to the making of modern citizenship. It further examines the
dynamics of duality, contestation, and negotiation between traditional authority
and colonial modernity in shaping the everyday livelihoods of Dhaka’s citizens.
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For the British Raj in India the civilizing mission meant many things,
including bringing the benefit of British culture to the subcontinent in the
form of free trade and capitalism as well as law, order and good
government.®
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The principal town and civil station of the district as well as the
headquarters of the commissioner of the division is the city of Dhaka,
situated on the north bank of the Buriganga River [...]. The city is bounded
on the east by a low alluvial plain which extends to the Lakhmia river, and
on the north and north-west by tract of jungle interspersed with Musalman
cemeteries and deserted gardens, mosque and houses now in ruins. [...] The
town itself is built on the bank of the river, along which its streets, bazars,
and lanes extend to a distance of four miles in length, and about a mile and
quarter in breath.?
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Of the value is Native life, especially poor native life, in comparison to
having the European throughfares of the town, streets over which roll the
conveyances of the wealthy proprietors and drains that might offend
delicate olfactories kept in order? Evidently, judged by the prescription of
municipal committees, life in the lower grades of the Native Society has
little or no value, and assuredly none as contrasted with the comfort of well-
to-do community."’
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The corruption of the Panchayets, the wvenality and extortion of the
Duffadars, the venality and extortion of the Duffadars, the carelessness by
which the tax has been allowed to fall into arrears and the rigour with which
those arrears have been afterwards collected when almost forgotten by those
who owed them, all these deep causes of discontent..*®



T ARG et o< o >>

AT A AMTEE Af ST e FE T8 TEFE G ATAST (Fae
97 Bfl e | foel *Toree @Ameieel @HAfCafe *PTecn 92T Frent @ 7 TRl
Rre [foq "MOwCoR IR *=0ad 477 8 AeAfed AR Tert 2w =g | 9
TN *RCER ACIAT G5! A6 St &y 8 et sremiey [eifers =0 s
ACF 8 ATE SR (W, GRS AR GOAIE WCE | BIBIF NI & ol e
AT ST R Tgw =63 2% | “Aeerareeie et fer SegRmia = e I
aR ¢ fofes e te faams q @ed [fey Rem (1 @ iR T
FCE, (TOG AF I | GIIR SAGIRN AIZW SRR T (/S &l A, o=
SPAETS VISR ANCH SPETAFCAR FICH Al ZCT AT (AT T J(T OO S Sy
T ST W Fcen I (IR TNE GFE SR T 1 SRR
DTG S TAPTNG I AW BT TG I | O 2A6ITS I e oy
AT | T OF GI0 2V G G W (NPT A0 SR @
FERBFAR 1°7 VBT FAIBICET RIE TR S OInd 1S (AF ({7 Z0o T Z0o! =7 |
A1, ALTTS N N2 SA@PNE [T wifg «iF Fares @R @bt fewt
SIME SRR Y T Fe |

O AGANSS WG BIFE “0I® AR T g [l dorqe (& G @7
T o @S oSy | AfSTT @ T, forE ¢ ANIfes wRRmeR
IR (A AR 0T ~Ieelifory S TS Al feeT 7 Fiee Sifoq A AR |
ORI TNER (T &P Sror Arereined “imiroff fefaftnba aeeifore e
e | ROIT T P 2SR 22 (ACH2 (TR PR T A0S G g <=
8 HfFFe @ ALTTeMa IR FACO F ICEA | @ TN SO AGANSD SHCH
TP TR TSR [REFifer, wemi see Ig[ ANES S[Rgaee
V& 0 (T | STRIST R S ¢ «feis @ifels sifemT Seidt e A1k oA
T SRR Tl Cofs 20 AT, TeEfefes q8 Amfes ¢ MkFhos afevicr
oy ¢ FHAfRINS I @TO A |

R g @B efepn z Sofet gam Ao Siver S @G
‘effsraifrerEe feadl’ =& (Contestational Bargaining group) | S=if&s =ifscaar @
P AN AT PP A IR, [ 8 o= A A sA=eicreniel 3407
SR 2T TS | (BN NPT g, s, ARFfes quee b
T SCH @ FNST A HREHSR TIRTGH TS 12T |

TopRR

SATNCI*IT *PTIICET ST YR Sl R Il TR (STS SRS
@ AN, ARFoD CF ARG ¢ Taaw el gz = o s a3y
PGS PN S PR | *ztie e ¢ few AfEs ¢ TARFfow wAfames
Ty @0 efepi &b wfea srw-feiee aratafos «fe farne wfige =




3R

fifeq ST ST A1 =1 56l TR S @ *RAIG G SFACT G%
ARG T ©oi7 | B2 TP T S e SRR A AT

g 22T @ wfevery s et [Keafos |

ST

d

do
b
5

MU

>8

Jyoti Hosagrahar, Indigenous Modernities: Negotiating architecture and
Urbanism (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 2

@fsgfFrPa civilizing mission- € NI FLERT FECRT | (ZA FoE- T1EF 8
=1 W1 3Afws (Harald Fischer- Tine and Michel Mann (eds.) Colonialism as
Civilizing Mission: Cultural Ideology in British India (London & New York:
Anthem Press, 2004, p.1-26) &g =& 5 @3 “ Torchbearers Upon the Path of
Progress”: Britain’s Ideology of “Moral and Meterial Progress” in India”
frame MRS e<e® Civilizing Mission € @l effq@eaey | oF el 8
SCEBAT SRR, “At its core, the civilizing mission was about morally and
materially ‘uplifting’, ‘improving’ and later ‘developing’ the supposedly
‘backward’ or ‘rude’ people of India to make them more civilized and the
British (and Europeans generally) at the top.”

Carey A. Watt and Mishel Mann (eds.), Civilizing Missions in Colonial and
Postcolonial South Asia: From Improvement to Development (London-New
York- Delhi: Anthem Press, 2011), p. 1

Anthony D King, Colonial Urban Development Culture, social power and
environment (London: Henley and Boston, 1976), p. 30

Jyoti Hosagrahar, Indigenous Modernities: Negotiating architecture and
Urbanism (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 2

Herbert J. Gans, The Urban Villagers: Groups and Class in the Life of Italian
American, New York, 1962, Introduction

TR (T, [T AT (AT AT BIBIR AAG @ ANST SIS, e W G&r
8 T T S=eW (FTAITS) , AIGIA GIFTF 8oo I=F 8 TGHHT, ST T (Fereif©
SRS 7)) (BTRl: JRFCA @b GG, 2083), 9. Soo

TR T, AT S (TS JGA B FAE 8 TG FICA ST, 7. 5

W W Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Volume V) (Trubner & Co.
London: 1877), p. 65

Hunter, 4 Statistical Account, p. 67

Tbid

James Taylor, A Sketch of the Topography and Statistics of Dacca (Calcutta:
Huttmann, Military Orphan Press, 1840), p. 333

Sharif Uddin Ahmed, Dhaka A Study in Urban History and Development 1840-
1921, 3rd Revised edition (Dhaka: Academic Press and Publishers Library,
2010), p.130

James Taylor, p. 333



IR RTINS et o w5 50

o€
MU
9
o

hY:
0
QD

ST}
9
8
¢
N

R4
b
W
o

©
©3

OO

08
e
Y
0q
Ob
( b

e, *[ie s w=W, Dhaka 4 Study in Urban History, "Iﬁ/@ |

Sharif Uddin Ahmed, ibid, p. 201

Bengal Times, 1881, cited from Ahmed, Dhaka A Study in Urban History, p. 201
James Wise, Notes on the Races, Castes and Tribes of Eastern Bengal (London:
1883), p. 346

James Wise, Ibid, p. 347

M. Azam, The Panchayet System of Dacca (Dacca, 1911), p.

G, ST 21, @I TIPSR AST 2R6ITTS '8 SRV AT, FHeHD PTG Ay
TR AR TFOT 03 (BFT: AR ARG GPIRT, 2039), 4. 5

YRS N, 51T 77@-3 (BIT: ST ST, 2055), 7.

M. Azam, The Panchayet System of Dacca (Dacca, 1911), pp. 10-11

Ibid, p. 13

TEWI PRI, TR TWIACAR TR, TR 2005-2008 (B TR AS) , 7. LR-U8
‘I BIPR ARIETS G, T : 2fozpT @fozy 8 fmer, Sifrs 27 a5w1<eT (G1T:
TRE GFICEN) , 5. 0O

W, . ©e8

RIS TLF-TFwIT DA, TIFE TWRAAT P, 7. LR-L8

SR WA, 5767 FTva-3 9. 9o

LR @A ST | 6T By oot @O SERICTa ST W= PRTms WRAfes 41
© SPIAT I 1 | RIS JToivm IR, o797 792 , 7. 0

T 9=, S, 7. LR-L8

B.B. Misra, The Central Administration of the East India Company 1773-1834,
Oxford University Press, 1959, p.364

3 Sfwre =T, 51T 2SZT 8 FF G Sb-80-393Y , (TIFT: AFTTF (27T I
“Arfer=if «12E), 5. sa

Ahmed, Dhaka A Study in Urban History, p. 36

Ibid, pp. 36-37

Ibid, p.159 (S7®)

1BV SI=CAW, BIAT S BT, DI, ISy &, 2050, 7. 58

T 9=, &S, 7. Ud

ISR WA, G137 72-5 , S, 7. 0v




