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Abstract 

 

The golden fibre Muga silk (Antherea Assama) is globally unique to the 

North-eastern region of India of which about 90% is produced in Assam. The 

industry is very important for the development of a self-sufficient rural 

economy and it requires intervention of the state for the betterment of this 

industry. In pre-independent Assam, the ancient and Ahom period (1228-

1828) is considered as the golden period for the Muga silk industry. The 

industry grew rapidly due to efforts, cooperation and support of Ahom Kings 

during this period. Imperial British Government did not give adequate 

importance to this industry as imperial exploitation attached more importance 

to tea plantations and other more lucrative ventures for which the industry was 

in a downward trend. But still Muga culture was considered as a necessary 

accomplishment for every household and it exists only because of rearers own 

efforts and efficiencies.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The golden fibre Muga silk (Antherea Assama) is globally unique to the North-eastern 

region of India of which about 90% is produced in Assam. The Muga silk industry of 

Assam has been in existence since time immemorial.  

There is no recorded history about the origin and growth of Muga culture in Assam. 

Since Muga worm are not known to be cultivated outside the North-Eastern Region, 

therefore the culture is considered to be of local origin. It is endemic to the North-

eastern region. The ecological condition, food plant distribution, atmosphere makes 

the region a natural home for Muga silk.  The Muga worm (Antherea Assama) 

still exists in wild state and is cultivated in forests.  
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The Muga silk is an integral part of the state’s heritage. For the people of Assam, it is 

a part of their culture, tradition and customs. It is an identity of Assamese culture. The 

Muga industry is appropriately described as an “industry of the poor” and the silk is 

“the queen of fabrics”.1 It is an important labour-intensive, eco-friendly, agro-based 

cottage industry generating employment opportunities for the rural people with low 

investment cost. At present, there are about 37,434 families directly associated with 

the Muga culture in Assam.2 

However, presently this industry is facing several challenges like lack of healthy 

seeds, environmental degradation, financial crisis etc. Hence, the state’s intervention 

is important for developing this age-old industry. 

State is the most universal and powerful of all social institutions. It is deeply 

connected with the political structures of society, i.e., groups, classes, institutions 

(formal and informal) and the political structures of society is shaped by the state.3 

Government is the real agency that performs on behalf of the state. State plans for the 

entire development of resources of a country. Nowadays, state policies or planning is 

considered as an important tool for attaining development of a country to the desired 

level. 

But the nature of state is different in different time periods. Monarchy was the normal 

form of Government in ancient Assam.4 The king was the head of the state. The 

mediaeval period (1228-1826) was dominated by the Ahoms. Ahom ruled Assam for 

six hundred years. The Ahom state was basically monarchy in nature but aristrocrates 

enjoyed high power and influence in the Ahom kingdom. As stated by Captain Welsh, 

in reality both monarchy and aristrocracy have high power in Ahom Government.5 

After 1826, British took over Assam. The nature of the British Government was 

monarchy and slowly it converted to constitutional monarchy and parliament took the 

power. This paper emphasizes on the role of the state in the field of Muga silk 

industry in accordance with different type of state in pre-independent Assam. 

 

STATE AND MUGA SILK INDUSTRY IN PRE-INDEPENDENT ASSAM 

In ancient Assam, fishing and weaving are two important other occupations of the 

people. The art of rearing cocoons for the manufacture of various silk clothes was 

known to the people of Assam as early as the days of the Ramayana and Arthasastra 

of Kautilya.6 Silk was produced by the people of Assam not only as a source of 

earning but it was also embedded in their culture and emotions. 

Silk industry reached a very high point of perfection during the regime of the Ahom 

government (1228-1828). The Ahom state patronized the muga industry, by favouring 

                                                 
1 S.N. Choudhury, Muga Silk Industry, p.1 
2 2015-16 Central Silk Board Manual 
3 D. Held, Political Theory and the Modern State, p.1 
4 S.L. Baruah, A Comprehensive History of Assam, p.135 
5 H.K. Barpujari, The Comprehensive History of Assam, Vol. 3, p.3 
6 S.L. Baruah, A Comprehensive History of Assam, p.163 
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Muga silk for Royal robes. In fact, Momai Tamuli Barbarua7 made it compulsory “for 

every adult male to make a bamboo basket and every able-bodied female to spin a 

certain quantity of thread every evening.”8 The Muga garments were made for the 

high officials of the government and used it as their status symbols. For the 

development of Muga silk industry, Ahom kings freed muga rearers from taxation and 

assistants were provided to Muga rearers for the plantation of Muga food plants. 

Famous traveller Tavernier (1662) writes, the Assam silk produced on trees and the 

stuffs made of them were very brilliant.9 In the early 17th century, the Muga silk was 

an article of trade in Bengal as well in the Coromandal and Malabar coasts. As 

Shihabuddin Talish10 stated, every year in normal times, different varieties of silk 

with other products were used for exchanging products of Mughal India at the Ahom-

Mughal check post. 

Muga silk is used as one of the most important articles of trade with countries like 

Tibet, China and Bhutan. Ahom kings sold silk thread and fabrics at various markets 

locate in Assam and border areas of Assam. Muga silk was one of the main items of 

export to Bengal, Bhutan and neighbouring Khasi and Garo Hills. As noted by 

Buchanan Hamilton11, in the first decade of 19th century, the export of Muga silk and 

Muga cloth from Assam to Bengal was 65 maunds and 75 maunds and their value in 

rupee was 11,350 and 17,500 respectively. 

There are ample evidence of royal encouragement and patronage to promote silk 

industry in Assam.  Ahom period was the golden period for the Muga culture of 

Assam. Due to immense cooperation, support and initiative of Ahom kings, the 

rearers, reelers and weavers became efficient and the industry soared to new heights. 

During the British reign, though the importance of silk rearing and weaving were 

declined yet for every household of Assam, this activity is considered as necessary 

accomplishments. In 1802-1831, David Scott12 encouraged silk production and 

imparting lessons on arts and crafts. He pressed British government for the 

development of silk industry in Assam, as the durability and strength of Muga silk 

might capture the European market. During the middle of 19th and 20th centuries East 

India Company used Muga silk for trade purposes. 

But the real picture of the silk industry during British period was not clear. The great 

Indian economic historian Ramesh Chandra Dutta stated that “silk manufacture had 

                                                 
7 Commander-in-Chief of the Army in the Ahom Kingdom under King Pratap Singha 
8 S.L. Baruah, A Comprehensive History of Assam, p.438 
9 S.L. Baruah, A Comprehensive History of Assam, p.437 
10 Shihabuddin Talish (Ibn Muhammad Wali Ahmad) was the author of Tarikh-i-Assam and was in the 

service of Mir Jumla (1660-1663 AD) 
11 Dr Francis Buchanan-Hamilton was a Scottish physician who made significant contributions as a 

geographer, zoologist and botanist while living in India. Under the instruction of the Bengal 

government, he had made a comprehensive survey of the areas within the jurisdiction of the British 

East India Company. 
12 Agent of the Governor General, North East Frontline 
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declined from the days of East India Company and their export was insignificant.”13 

Imperial British government did not give adequate importance to this industry as 

imperial exploitation attached more importance to tea plantations and other more 

lucrative ventures. The advent of the British in India saw an emergence of a new 

politico-economic policy, which aimed at annihilating the traditional industry and 

handicrafts to find an outlet for its own products in the Indian market. The 

discrimination and oppressive policy totally led to the destruction of Indian traditional 

industries and the village self-sufficiency.  Muga culture declined during the British 

regime and there was no appreciable development for decades.14 Even the Som 

plantation (muga food plant) areas were assessed for taxation. Though the pioneers 

failed to sustain Muga culture on an industrial scale, the record left by them have 

remained the source of valuable information. Since then, the industry has come to stay 

as a cottage industry among the rural people. 

In such an unfavourable conditions Assam’s Muga silk industry did not lose its past 

glorious and unique position. It exists only because of rearers own efforts and 

efficiencies and it is clear from the following (table 1), which shows the production of 

Muga raw silk during the last part of the British period. 

 

Table 1: Production of Muga raw silk (in lakh kg) during the British Period 

Year Production of Muga Raw Silk  

(in lakh kg) 

1938 0.58 

1939 0.60 

1940 0.60 

1941 0.55 

1942 0.50 

1943 0.50 

1944 0.50 

1945 0.50 

1946 0.52 

1947 0.55 

 

Source: Bulletin No. SG/25/48/62 Department of Sericulture and Weaving, 

Government of Assam, 1949 

 

 

                                                 
13 P Baishya, The Silk Industry of Assam, p.6 

14 S N Choudhury, Muga Silk Industry, p.5 
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CONCLUSION 

Both the ancient and Ahom period is the most flourishing and glorious period for the 

Muga silk industry in Assam. The imperial British policies did not give adequate 

importance to this industry. But still the industry exists only because of rearers own 

efforts and efficiencies. If the British Government had given proper importance and 

support to the Muga silk industry, just like the Ahom state had given, probably the 

industry would have soared to new heights and may be famous just like the Benares 

and Kancheepuram silk. 

But it is a matter of pride that Assam’s Muga the unique golden yellow silk of Assam 

has been granted as Geographical Indication (GI) Registration under Intellectual 

Property India. There is a bright prospect of Muga silk industry of Assam as its 

demand has grown considerably in the global market. So, there is every possibility to 

explore the national and international market by developing the production base of 

Muga raw silk.    
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