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Abstract

The purpose of this research was to determine the ways in which the National
Register of Citizens in Assam has created problems for the people, especially the ones
who have been left out of it and how this exercise has affected the population as a

whole.

The history of immigration in Assam which has resulted in the birth of the National
Register of Citizens in Assam which has turned into a machinery of torture and
harassment has been studied. Also, a study of the ‘Sylhetti’ Bengali population in the
state has been undertaken because of the fractured identity they possess within the
boundaries of the state due to their linguistic and cultural similarities with
Bangladesh, which has resulted in the construction of the ‘us versus others’ debate in
Assam, the ugliest manifestation of which, has been though the NRC where the worst
affected are the Bengalis in the state, the ‘outsiders’, and ‘foreigners’, titles, they

have been warmly gifted with, by the Assamese population.

This research has been drawn extensively on the narratives of the victims of the NRC
regarding the kind of problems that they have been facing as a result of this and the

findings suggest myriad vulnerabilities of the victims that are beyond endurance.

An important aspect of my research was to identify and analyze the kind of
humanitarian crisis that has preceded the publication of the NRC list on 30™ July,
2018.



Introduction

Human civilisation has witnessed migration resulting from a myriad of crises-
political upheavals, communal uprisings, economic depressions, natural calamities
like floods, epidemics, earthquakes and as a result of wars. However, mass migration
of people takes place mostly on such preconditions which have been the case with the
migration from East Bengal to Assam, primarily in Barak Valley in the wake of the
Partition. In fact, such an exodus is considered one of the mammoth mass exoduses of

people.

Barak Valley in Assam shares a close border with Bangladesh and the barbed wire
fencing that demarcated the two nations in the wake of the Indian independence
stands as a cordon between the two regions sharing the same culture, language and
tradition. Thus, cross border migration from Bangladesh to Barak Valley in Assam
has continued even in the post colonial era which has shaped the socio-economic,
political and cultural dynamics of the north eastern state of Assam. The upshot of this
migration has resulted in the formation of a ‘fractured identity’ of the Bengalis in
Assam. Despite being one of the largest linguistic groups in Assam, concentrated
primarily in Barak Valley of southern Assam, comprising of three districts- Cachar,
Hailakandi and Karimganj, the remnants of Partition and the subsequent displacement
that created a human crisis in this part of the state, still remain afresh and have

become an inseparable element in the lives of the Bengali community of Assam.

Even before India was independent, Assam experienced the pangs of partition in the
form of the Sylhet referendum that was held moments before India attained freedom.
This referendum changed the boundary of the province of Assam and the political fate
of its people and came as a blessing for some and blight for many. The Bengali
speaking district of Sylhet was considered by the Assamese as the major hurdle in
their desire to create a unilingual state of Assam. Hence, the decision of holding a
referendum to decide the fate of Sylhet came as a gift for the Assamese who
welcomed this decision and considered as an opportunity to get rid of the ‘Bengalis’
in the state considered a ‘burden’ for them. It was an expression of their long
cherished desire of carving out a homogeneous region for themselves. Sylhet was
partitioned from Assam in 1947 and was merged with present day Pakistan following

the results of the referendum. This referendum was held entirely on religious lines
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which created a sense of betrayal among the Bengali Hindus, who thus became a
religious minority in the newly formed state of the then Pakistan, a scar and wound
that remains alive in the hearts of the displaced. What followed this displacement
were bloodbaths, threats, physical violence, hatred, inhumane violence on women,
molestation, and rapes meted out categorically and systematically to the religious

minorities.

This resulted in the shifting of the Bengali Hindus, who became a religious minority
in East Pakistan to migrate from their homeland to the other side of the border. Thus,
in the wake of the independence, many citizens of undivided India became homeless
and uprooted refugees in independent India. A sizeable portion of them sought refuge
in Assam. Even after the independence, migration across the border continued
intermittently, once, in 1965, under the regime of Major General Ayub Khan and
again in 1971, in the wake of the Bangladesh Liberation War. In both these cases, the
victims, mostly Hindu Bengalis fled on account of religious violence that became
very common Pakistan, a Muslim majority theocratic nation. The state of Assam
already had a sizeable portion of Bengali speakers belonging to both religions from
the pre independence era who had been persuaded by the colonial government to seek
shelter in Assam from East Bengal and make use of the large tracts of unused lands in
the then Assam. The Bengali Hindus immigrants in Assam were mainly refugees who
had to leave their hearth and homes under threat while the Bengali Muslims, who
were displaced, were uneducated and extremely poor and this prompted them to cross
the border and settle in Assam in search of a safe economic livelihood. Hence, such
migrations were guided by a concern for securing their economic stability. While the
Bengali Muslims gradually integrated into the broader Assamese society even
forgoing their language and culture, the Bengali Hindus held on to their
distinctiveness and their rich cultural and linguistic heritage, with an aim to nurture
and protect this identity, which, fell prey to the eyes of the Assamese, who began to

perceive them as ‘elements of threat’ in Assam.

However, displacement and the wrench of being uprooted and displaced from their
motherland could never really make an exit from the everyday lives of such people
and the uprooted destitute people continued to build a new life for themselves trying
to assimilate the remnants of Partition. Thus, the inclusion of a large number of
Bengali speakers within Assam created an atmosphere of resentment and
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apprehension among the Assamese regarding their land being swamped by the
‘foreigner’s’. These foreigners, the Assamese considered as their enemy, were
branded as the ‘others’, the immigrant, and thus, a line of divide was drawn between
the two communities which found expression in the form of violence at different
phases in Assam; the ‘Bongal Kheda’, ‘Bideshi Kheda’ andolans, the Nellie massacre,
the bloody language riots and the Assam agitation. All these were directed primarily
towards one community, the Bengalis. It is thus ironical that the Bengalis who left
behind their homeland under duress and sought to seek shelter in Assam considering
it as a safe heaven, were brutally murdered and tortured in the broad daylight even in
Assam. Such is the fate of the Bengalis in Assam, who cannot forget the pangs of
displacement and at the same time cannot establish their belongingness in the state of
Assam because of their linguistic and cultural distinctiveness. Hence, the Bengalis
have had to prove their belongingness to this state since time immemorial cutting
across the tags of ‘bideshis’ ‘bohiragotos’, ‘bangladeshis’ reducing their existence as
marginal, helpless elements in the state disturbing their sense of belongingness and
creating an identity crisis like situation for them wherein , they have been subjected to

violence every time while asserting their identity.

The only fault of the Bengali community in Assam is that they speak a language
which is different from what is being spoken by the majority, they have retained onto
their Sylhetti culture and identity without diluting the same with the Assamese
counterpart and they have held on their identity just like the Assamese because of
which they have always been and continue to remain under the lens of suspicion by
the Assamese society as being ‘Bangladeshis’, ‘infiltrators’ and ‘enemies’ and they
leave no stone unturned to bring despair into the lives of this community. The cases of
conflict in Assam are characterised by the recurring binaries such as ‘migrant’ and
‘native’, ‘settler’ and ‘indigenous’, ‘citizen’ and ‘foreigner’. These conflicts and
violence are the outcomes of the migration of people under volatile times which,

however, the conflicting parties fail to acknowledge.

The NRC demands the furnishing of evidence in the form of documents to support
one’s claim of presence in Assam before 1971 which includes lad documents, refugee
certificates etc which, however, a vast majority of the illiterate people and also most
literate people have been unable to furnish since these documents date back to several
years and the ones who are illiterate never really understood the importance of these
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documents while the literate people never thought such documents needed to be
preserved since their citizenship would be under the surveillance of the state. There
have also been cases where such documents have been destroyed in floods,
earthquakes, which are frequent visitors in Assam, as well as fires and several other
natural calamities which, however, the state does not care about. The terrifying
consequences in such cases are beyond apprehension, making lives hell for the

victims.

The National Register of Citizens (NRC), aims to, identify the foreigners from the
genuine citizens of Assam. Three decades after the signing of the Assam Accord, in
1983, that aimed to resolve the ‘citizen-outsider’ debate in Assam, the NRC has
created mayhem in Assam. Bangladesh achieved independence in 1971 and those who
probably might have come to Assam in the period following 1971, have built up their
hearth and homes and made a life for themselves across the other side of the border.
However, under the scrutiny of the NRC, such people are likely to be detected and
deported as foreigners to Bangladesh. Disowned by India, and without any ties to any
other country, they now find themselves in the middle of a journey that leads to
nowhere, totally evasive about their future.

The demand for the NRC rose early as in the 1950’s following which the NRC list
was created for the first time in Assam in the year 1951 which did not undergo any
form of updation in all of these years until in 2005, following a Public Interest
Litigation filed by a few Assamese organisations in Assam to the Supreme Court to
carry out a process of updation of the NRC list which would enable the state to
identify its genuine citizens arising out of the concern that the Assamese would
become a minority in their land in the presence of the foreigners. Only after a
Supreme Court Judgement on 2014, the process of updating the NRC formally began
in the state. The NRC is to be updated following the rules of the Assam Accord that
sets 24™ March, 1971 as the cut off for detecting the foreigners in Assam. However,
in reality, the NRC has turned into a contentious politics of creating a monochromatic
idea of society and culture in Assam i.e. Assam for the Assamese; the evocation of
fear of the outsider, the ’other’, has resulted in the evolution of a narrative that seeks
to ‘drive out’ those who are seen as mirror opposites. The 40 lakh names that have
been missing in the first list of the NRC mostly include the names of Bengali Hindus

and Muslims which has again created the tension of displacement and dispossession
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in the minds of the people who stand a potential risk of being declared stateless after
living for decades in the state. This has created a precarious situation in the state with
people resorting to suicides over the anxiety of this citizenship debate, not to mention
the humanitarian crisis that has been created in Assam which has engulfed the
victims. Many in Assam, who have made this state their homes for decades have
suddenly found themselves in dire need of proving their identity. The string of
miseries for these people amounting to harassment, indignity, and even deaths leaves
a little doubt about the tyranny of the NRC,

Against this backdrop, this research has been conducted with the aims of:

e Tracing the origin of the NRC in Assam.

e Analyzing how its application is creating a humanitarian crisis.

e ldentifying what kind of humanitarian crisis is brewing.

e Analyzing the Assamese-Bengali divide in Assam and its effect on the NRC
updation.

e Analyzing the effect of the Citizenship Amendment Bill of 2016 on the NRC.

e Comprehending the fate of those declared stateless in this process.

Review of Literature:

Bhattacharjee, Tanmay. 2006. The Sylhet Referendum: The Story of a Lost

Territory. Guwahati: Vicky Publishers

This book provides an in-depth analysis of the 1947 referendum that happened in the
district of Sylhet, which now is in Bangladesh and, which was earlier a part of Assam.
Following this referendum, Sylhet became a part of East Pakistan. However, a few
districts particularly those forming the Barak Valley, were joined with Assam,
therefore, the population of the state became a mix of Assamese and Bengali speaking
people. It traces the roots of the Assamese- Bengali conflict whereby the former was
to be considered as the indigenous population, while, the latter was given the status of
refugees. It has also highlighted the socio-economic discrimination that was meted out
in the Bengali populated regions of the state which, in due course of time, reached its
peak with the decision of the Assam Government to implement a single language as

the official language overlooking the multilingual population of the state.
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However, this book did not throw light on how, because of the cultural differences,
the government has been displaying a partial and discriminatory attitude towards the
Bengalis residing in the state which has been reflected in the current discourse
regarding NRC, which will be dealt with in this study.

Goswami, Priyam. 2012. Assam: From Yandabo to Partition .New Delhi: Orient

BlackSwan.

This text covers an important period in the history of modern northeast India, from
the Treaty of Yandabo in 1826 that marked the beginning of British expansion in the
region, till Partition in 1947. It discusses the history of the colonial province of
Assam, which included most of modern Assam, Meghalaya, Nagaland, Mizoram and
Arunachal Pradesh. It details the colonial expansion and associated political
developments and also analyses the important social, cultural and economic changes
during the period. A key aspect is its focus on the growth of political consciousness in
the region and the impact of the pan-Indian national movement on the society and
politics of the region.

However, this book, while covering the history of Assam, fails to look at the issue of
the ethnicity and cultural diversity which forms an important aspect in the context of
Assam and which has shaped the politics of this region since its formation. The
presence of a multiethnic population has always resulted in tensions among the
diverse population and several movements have time and again reflected this. In fact,
the NRC issue has received a totally antagonistic response from Barak Valley in
Assam mainly due to this underlying cultural and ethnic difference that this book has
failed to highlight.

Dutta, Nandana. 2012. Questions of ldentity in Assam: Location, Migration,
Hybridity. New Delhi: SAGE Publications Pvt. Ltd.

Questions of Identity in Assam: Location, Migration, Hybridity addresses the identity
problem in Assam, keenly affected as it is, by the realities of migration and hybridity.
The book provides an overview of these issues as they are reflected in the region, and

covers the period from the conclusion of the Assam Movement till the present. The
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Assam Movement spawned a culture of violence which led to the emergence of
insurgent outfits in the state. This resulted in the naturalization of violence as a part of
everyday living. From this vantage point, the book offers a reading of identity as
determined by the anxiety surrounding the presence of the migrants. In this book, the
issue of migration is seen through the perspective of the society that receives the

migrants and defines itself through a negative response to the other.

This book however, does not look into how the Bengali population in the state has
almost become synonymous to the term ‘Bangladeshis’ ‘illegal immigrants’ by the
Assamese speaking population and accordingly, a very step motherly kind of attitude
has been displayed towards them resulting in the overall backwardness of the areas

having Bengali population.

Baruah, Sanjib. 2001. India Against Itself : Assam and the Politics of Nationality.
New Delhi: Oxford India Paperbacks.

The critically acclaimed work offers an interpretation of the political and economic
history of Assam since it became a part of British India and examines such issues as

linguistic standardization, multiculturalism and the emergence of ethnicity.

However, this book does not highlight the kind of identity related politics that has
always been in practice in Assam, wherein, establishing cultural and linguistic
hegemony has been focused on and upon by the government, an issue that this

proposed study will try to address.

Sarmah, Shrutikar Abhijit, 2018. National Register of Citizens- NRC in Assam:
Addressing Bangladeshi Migrant Issue, Solving Demographic Aggression, Kindle
Edition

The bedrock for a series of events, from Assam Agitation to today’s updating of the
NRC all started in the year 1978. The then Member of Parliament from Mangaldoi
Lok sabha constituency late Hiralal Patowary expired all of a sudden, resulting a by
election. An unnatural increase in the number of voters was detected by the authorities
while preparing the voters list. This started a six year long agitation across Assam
(1979-1985) known as the Assam Agitation, which ended with the signing of an
Accord famously known as the Assam Accord on 15th August 1985 which serves as
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the ground for the beginning of the process of NRC in the state of Assam. This ebook

provides a detailed analysis of the history of the NRC and the migrant issue in Assam.

However, this book does not touch upon how in the name of citizenship, the NRC has
turned into a mechanism that has given birth to a kind of humanitarian crisis kind of
situation with absolutely no clarity about the fate of the immigrants and more
importantly about the disappearance of names of genuine citizens having valid
documents. This book thus touches upon the NRC issue primarily from a theoretical
perspective dealing with its origin and not the implication that it is having on the
present state of affairs.

Misra, Udayon, 2017. Burden of History : Assam and the Partition - Unresolved

Issues. Oxford University Press, USA.

This work deals with the years immediately preceding the Partition of India and takes
up issues of land, language, immigration, and identity in Assam, where they continue
to occupy public space. The effects of the Partition continue to hang as a spectre over
the entire region. In Assam’s case, its recent history seems to have subsumed its
"glorious past,” with geography playing a crucial role in determining its present
position vis-a-vis the Indian state. The author outlines the present contentious issues
in the state, which seem to defy any solution and which are increasingly adding to the
growing human tragedy of the region in the light of developments which occurred in
the pre- and post-Partition years. In order to understand this and explain why the
challenge posed by Assam held serious consequences for the Indian state, this work
examines the developments that occurred in the years preceding the Partition and
Independence-developments which have etched their effect on the society, politics,
and economy of Assam and also the entire north-eastern region in an indelible

manner.

However, while focusing primarily on the economic and developmental issues that
surround the state of Assam, and how pre and post Partition politics ruptured the
relationship of Assam with the rest of the country, this book does not throw light on
how even within Assam, the merger of a part of Sylhet district of erstwhile East
Pakistan, now Bangladesh, through the Sylhet Referendum, totally transformed the
dynamics of this state with the focus of the state government shifting to concentrating
primarily on the divisive elements like language, the Assamese-Bengali linguistic
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rivalry, which forms a very crucial aspect in the politics of Assam and which has also
been reflected in the issue under study, the NRC being considered a machinery to get
rid of the Bengali population often referred to as the ‘Bangladeshis’ by the Assamese

speaking population.

Rizwana, Shamshad, 2017. Bangladeshi Migrants in India : Foreigners, Refugees

or Infiltrators? Oxford University Press.

The book is a study of the current state of nationalist imagination in three states in
India: Assam, West Bengal, and Delhi. It analyses the perceptions of the key political
parties and civil society members about the presence of Bangladeshi migrants in these
three states. India since Independence has gone through a number of competing
nationalist thoughts: secular, Hindutva, and ethnic. The existence of these
nationalisms denotes that although India is a modern nation state, its project of
attaining a singular nationalism is still ongoing and incomplete. The presence of
Bangladeshi migrants in Assam, West Bengal, and Delhi has been a persistent
election platform of sectarian Hindu nationalists and ethnic Assamese nationalists.
How these various nationalisms position the Bangladeshi migrants, and therefore
what these perceptions and ongoing discourses indicate about the current nationalism,
is the primary enquiry of this book. This study is an ethnographic record and a
personal account that uses in-depth interviews with influential members from key
political parties, civil society organizations, and Hindu and ethnic nationalist bodies in
Assam, West Bengal, and Delhi. Civil society members are representatives from
media, academia, think tanks, and human rights organizations. While Assam and
West Bengal give a regional perspective on nationalist discourses, Delhi gives both a
regional and a national perspective. The perceptions derived from interviews were
analysed against the backdrop of relevant theories of nationalism. This book argues
that the perception of Bangladeshi migrants in Assam, West Bengal, and Delhi varies
greatly due to the historical, ethnic, and religious affinities of the people in each of the

three states.

This book, while providing an extremely insightful discourse on the immigration issue
in Assam, fails to capture how migration and immigrants have been transformed into
effective vote gathering gimmicks by the political parties in the state, each trying to

address it only to their advantage, like the NRC issue, which has turned into a kind of
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political issue by the Asom Gana Parishad, a political party in Assam, and also both
the national level parties Congress and BJP, each trying to use this highly sensitive
issue as vote banks and never addressing the issue from a neutral standpoint. All these
points will be dealt with in this study.

Based on an extensive reading of the literature cited above, the research makes an

attempt to answer the following Research Questions:

e Is the process of NRC which claims to identify the ‘true’ citizens of the state
of Assam turning into a mechanism ensuring a systematic expulsion of a
particular linguistic group in the state?

e What kind of humanitarian crisis has the NRC created?

e What challenges does the NRC reveal about the Bengalis in Assam?

e What will be the fate and future of those declared stateless in this whole

process? How will this humanitarian crisis be dealt with?

Methodology

In order to ascertain the kind of humanitarian crisis that has been created by the NRC
exercise, purposive sampling has been selected as the method. A purposive sampling
is a non-probability sample that is selected based on the characteristics of a population
and the objectives of the study. Since, the main objective of this dissertation was to
uncover the ramifications of the crisis; the population included all those individuals,
whose names have failed to come up on the NRC draft that was published on 30"
June, 2018. As many as 57 individuals, belonging to heterogeneous categories, in
terms of religion, age group, occupation and gender have been interviewed within a
semi structured interview framework consisting of open ended questions that tried to
gather information about the occupation of the respondents, the reasons behind the
absence of their names in the list and the problems they have to face as an upshot of
this exercise. Efforts have been made to allow the respondents to contribute to the
interviews by adding to the data by providing their views and ideas which have also
given this research a fresh dimension by bringing up newer issues. The data gathered

from these responses have shaped the course of this research.

In depth interviews have also been conducted with the Non Governmental

Organizations, lawyers and individuals in the region who have been closely
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monitoring the developments of the NRC in Barak Valley and have taken up
initiatives to offer a helping hand to the people in plight. The data and information
collected from these discussions have widened the scope of this research in terms of
receiving relevant materials, legal documents related to the NRC exercise which has
facilitated the understanding of the myriad vulnerabilities that the victims continue to

face and the effects of such humane efforts in their lives.

This research, which is a qualitative research, has also relied on the method of
historical document analysis of Government Documents such as Supreme Court
judgments, Lok Sabha discussion reports, Statements of various Government Officials
regarding the issue under study, think tank reports which have supplanted as major
resources in developing this research. Academic readings of secondary sources such
as books, articles and journals, along with newspaper articles, editorials, on the same
theme, have been thoroughly consulted from time to time for drawing out necessary

inferences and conclusions.

Plan of study:

The dissertation has been organized into four connected chapters including an

introductory and a conclusive chapter.

Chapter 1: A history of immigration and the NRC in Assam

This chapter extensively focuses on the evolution of NRC in Assam, right from the
the 19th& 20th century, Colonial Assam (1826-1947) history, wherein the state
witnessed migration from various provinces of British India especially after the
Yandabo treaty (signed on 24 February 1826) to the Government of India’s
formulation of the Immigrants (Expulsion from Assam) Act, 1950. This Act which
came into effect from 1 March 1950 mandated expulsion of illegal immigrants from
the state of Assam To identify illegal immigrants, the National Register of Citizens
was prepared for the first time in Assam during the conduct of 1951 Census. It was
carried out under a directive of the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) by recording
particulars of every single person enumerated during that Census. Also, this chapter
throws light on the historic movement which came to be known as Assam Agitation
or Assam Movement was initiated by All Assam Students’ Union (AASU) and All
Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP) .The movement, however, culminated in
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the signing of the landmark Memorandum of Settlement (MoS) - the Assam Accord
to deal with issue of illegal immigration in the state. It was signed by All Assam
Students’ Union (AASU), Central and State Governments on August 15, 1985, at the
behest of then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in New Delhi. The Accord ended the
agitation and it brought along a number of clauses that were to be implemented to
curb the illegal immigration issue. As per the Assam Accord, 1 January 1966 was
determined to be the precise date based on which the detention and deletion of illegal
immigrants from Assam will take place. It allowed citizenship for all persons coming
to Assam from “Specified Territory” before the cut-off date. It further specifies that
all persons who came to Assam prior to 1 January 1966 (inclusive) and up to 24
March 1971 (midnight) shall be detected in accordance with the provisions of the
Foreigners Act, 1946 and the Foreigners (Tribunals) Order, 1939. Name of foreigners
so detected will be deleted from the Electoral Rolls in force. Such persons will be
required to register themselves before the Registration Officers of the respective
districts in accordance with the provisions of the Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939
and the Registration of Foreigners Rules, 1939. Foreigners who came to Assam on or
after 25 March 1971 shall continue to be detected, deleted and expelled in accordance
with law. Towards the end of this chapter, an in depth discussion has been done on
how the process on NRC ultimately, formally, started in the state drawing inferences
from the various government documents such as Supreme Court Judgments, Lok

Sabha discussions on this issue.

Chapter 2: Genesis of the Assamese- Bengali divide in Assam:

This chapter is important in this proposed study because the NRC updation process
has turned into a kind of exclusionary mechanism for a certain section of the
population in the state of Assam and hence, this chapter has focused on Southern
Assam- the formation of Barak Valley after the 1947 Sylhet Referendum, it’s
proximity with Bangladesh, the genesis of the Bengali speaking population in this
region, the cultural and linguistic distinction of this valley from the rest of Assam and
also how this distinction has shaped the politics of the state over the years, with
Southern Assam always being regarded as the ‘other’ ‘refugees’ by the mainstream
population, the overall backwardness of this region from the rest of the state, the
antagonistic attitude of the government of Assam towards Barak Valley, resulting in
the language movement of 1961 against the imposition of Assamese as the only
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official language of the state, and, which has also been reflected on the contemporary
NRC updation process with the names of almost 4 million Bengalis residing in this
region missing from the final draft of the NRC, which has been dealt with extensively
in this chapter.

Chapter 3: Citizenship Amendment Bill, 2016 and its possible impact on the
NRC.

The Central Government is planning to change the definition of illegal migrants
through the Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 2016. It will make changes to the existing
Citizenship Act 1955, to provide citizenship to illegal migrants from Afghanistan,
Bangladesh and Pakistan, who are of Buddhist, Hindu, Jain, Sikh, Parsi or Christian.

The Act does not have a provision for Muslim sects such as the Shias and
Ahmediyyas. The Shia and Ahmediyya communities in Pakistan have faced
persecution. The Bill, which was introduced in the Lok Sabha on July 15, 2016, also
seeks to reduce the number of continuous years of stay in India needed to obtain
citizenship by naturalization from 11 to six years. The Bill was referred to a joint
select committee in August that year, after it was discussed in the lower house of
parliament. According to existing laws, an illegal immigrant is a person who enters
India without a valid passport or with forged documents or is a person who stays in

the country beyond the valid visa permit.

The idea gathered steam when the BJP promised to grant citizenship to Hindus
persecuted in neighboring countries during the 2014 Lok Sabha election campaign.
The party had promised to welcome Hindu refugees and give shelter to them. The All
Assam Students' Union (AASU) demanded immediate withdrawal of the Citizenship
(Amendment) Bill, 2016 claiming that it was unconstitutional as it seeks to grant

Indian citizenship only on the basis of religion.

The third chapter primarily looks into the Citizenship amendment bill, its clauses and
provisions and the grounds on which it has been subjected to widespread criticisms

and rejection from Assam and its impact on the NRC in Assam.
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Chapter 4: Citizenship or Humanitarian crisis: A study of the process of NRC

updation in Southern Assam.

The final chapter of the dissertation provides an insight into the lives of those people
who have been at the receiving end as a result of the NRC exercise. Stories, in the
form of narratives have been incorporated in this chapter that provides an
understanding of the humanitarian crisis that the NRC has resulted in. The updating of
the National Register of Citizenship for Assam has apparently activated a rash of
suicides, suggesting that it has become a source of tremendous stress and anxiety for
segments of the state’s population. The NRC seeks to list out those people who can
prove that they or their ancestors entered Assam on or before March 24, 1971, the
start of the Bangladesh Liberation War. The latest draft of the NRC published on July
30, 2018, has left out around 4 million of 32.9 million applicants from the list of
citizens. This exclusion from the NRC, the humiliation and fear of being declared a
‘foreigner’ and being sent to detention centres is driving people to commit suicide.
The victims are mostly poor, illiterate and marginalized, lacking in resources to clear
their names at foreigner tribunals or appeal in higher courts. Hence, people are
resorting to suicides since they are finding their lives taking such a bad turn with the
fear of eventually being stateless. This identity crisis that the victims are going
through has triggered a humanitarian crisis since; families are struggling to come to
terms with what it could mean to be without a home or a country which this chapter
has tried to unearth.

Significance of the Dissertation:

The dissertation can prove to be a useful theoretical study on the ramifications of the
crisis that the NRC exercise has created in Assam, focusing particularly on Barak
Valley. The NRC which has taken the country by a storm with its aim of detecting
‘illegal immigrants;” in Assam based on the furnishing of document related evidence
is likely to exclude those who cannot prove their claims of presence in the state prior
to 1971 and thus, stand a potential risk of being declared stateless. This has created a
precarious situation in Assam, which this dissertation attempted to uncover by
undertaking a field visits to Barak Valley, which is the area under investigation and
by engaging into in depth discussions with the victims of this exercise to understand

the impact of the NRC in their daily lives. Thus, this dissertation will provide an
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insight into the lives of these sufferers and help provide a picture of the crisis that is
brewing in the state. Since, attempts have also been made to engage into discussions
with those individuals and associations in the region who have been working closely
with this NRC exercise and offering a helping hand to the victims, it has all added a
further dimension to this dissertation in terms of revealing the complexities associated
with the process of document verification and the problems that the victims have to

undergo in this scenario.
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Chapter 1: The History of Immigration and the birth
of NRC in Assam.

Assam, the gateway to the unexploited North eastern part of India, is a treasure trove
of natural beauty and a diverse history. The state of Assam is a land of myths and
mystery. The land of red rivers and blue hills, as it popularly described as, Assam has
a unique landscape with sprawling tea gardens and lush greenery. Located at the
gateway of Northeast India, Assam is separated by Bangladesh from mainstream
India. The state is bound by Arunachal Pradesh and Bhutan in the north, Nagaland,
Manipur and Burma in the east, by West Bengal in the west and by Bangladesh,
Tripura, Mizoram in the south. Assam can be broadly divided into three distinct units-
the Brahmaputra Valley in the north, the Barak Valley in the south and the hills
separating the two valleys.

Immigration and migration are terms which are associated with human mobility, a
very common and recurrent phenomena in the global world today. Migration refers to
the movement of people from one place to another in search of a better and safe
shelter or better living conditions, while immigration is the condition wherein people
settle down in a foreign land, that is, the movement of people from one country to
another in search of shelter, economic opportunities and livelihood. The prefix,
‘illegal’ is attached to immigration, only because of the presence of an international
border and the situation in which such movements happen in the absence of proper

documents.

Immigration in Assam, has had a very long history. It began as early as in 1874 after
the British conquest of Assam from the Burmese through the signing of the Treaty of
Yandaboo between the East India Company and the king of Ava of Burma on the 24"
of February, 1826. Article 2 of the treaty states that,  His majesty, the king of Ava
renounces all claims upon, and will abstain from all future interference with, the
principality Of Assam and its dependencies, and also with the contiguous petty states

of Cachar and Jyntia. With regard to Munnipoor it is stipulated, that should
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Ghumbheer Sing desire to return to that country, he shall be recognized by King of
Ava as Rajah thereof”. !

Myron Weiner writes that flow of refugees and migration will continue unabated in
the era of globalization, however, what is important is how the host countries and
societies respond to such population influx.? In the case of Assam, the local Assamese
populations have ostracized the refugees and immigrants motive by the fear of
identity crisis and their loss of hegemony in the state. This has shaped the dynamics of

the politics of the state.

The annexation of Assam by the Britishers came as a boon for the people whose lives
were severely marred in the middle of the 18™ century. The Burmese emerged as a
great power in the north eastern part of India by capturing command in the state of
Manipur and the Brahmaputra valley as well. Cachar and Jaintia hills too came under
the Burmese occupation in course of time. However, while securing their control and
dominance gradually in the north eastern states, it came into conflict with the
Britishers who were also keen on capturing territory of Assam and the Brahmaputra
valley. The Burmese during their occupation in Assam committed inhumane atrocities
on the people from exploiting them by imposing taxes and also looting money from
them by force to burning people alive. This resulted in people fleeing from Assam to
neighbouring regions for the sake of protecting their lives which henceforth, resulted
in a complete breakdown of the demography of Assam since indigenous people
migrated to different parts which also resulted in the collapse of trade and industry
and economy of Assam the effects of which were borne by the people of Assam for
very long.® Having suffered such atrocities, the people of Assam thought that the
Britishers might provide some relief to them and thus, the British annexation and
subsequent occupation of Assam was readily welcomed by the people who were
traumatized with the Burmese rule in the kingdom of Assam and looked to the
Britishers for help. Thus, following the first Anglo Burmese war fought between

1824-1826 bhetween the Britishers and the Burmese forces over the control of the

! Treaty of Yandaboo. https://www.assamtimes.org/sites/default/files/yandaboo-treaty.pdf as
accessed on 20.04.2019

2 Weiner, Myron. 1990. Immigration Perspectives from Receiving Countries. Vol 12(1). Third World
Quarterly. P 140.

3 Goswami, Priyam. 2017. The History of Assam: From Yandabo to Partition, 1826-1947. New Delhi:
Orient BlackSwan. Pp 1-2.
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north eastern province, the British emerged victorious and through the signing of the
treaty of Yandaboo, the king of Burma handed over to the Britishers. However, the
people of Assam were yet to come to terms with the fact that both the Britishers and
the Burmese were guided by their respective mechanisms of exploitation and the entry
of the Britishers would only pave a smooth ground for the entry of colonialism into

Assam.

With this treaty, Assam became a part of the British province and thereafter a part of
larger India. Assam has always been a land with bountiful resources, which however
remained underexplored and hence, much of the resources were not utilized since the
population was also very scanty. In contrast, in neighbouring east Pakistan, there was
a shortage of land because of the high population and this stark contrast, attracted
flow of people from the overpopulated east Pakistan to the under populated Assam in
pursuit of habitation and also employment. This trend of immigration has continued to
recent times with periods witnessing a massive inflow of people as has been the case
during the partition and the 1971 war of Bangladesh. This immigration has also
contributed to the creation of a much diversified population that characterizes present
state of Assam.

The British East India Company centred in Calcutta, could not stay away from
expanding its control towards the north east, a lucrative region for the capital hungry
Britishers. Thus, a Charter was granted to the company that allowed it to expand its
control and industrial interests to the newly conquered Assam therefore paving the
way for the establishment of the long colonial plantation economy in Assam.* Francis
Jenkins advocated for this form of colonization since, it “offered a better prospect for
the speedy realization of improvements than any measures that could be adopted in
the present ignorant and demoralized state of native inhabitants.” He was of the view
that only when the large wastelands of Assam are cultivated, the region will
experience upliftment in the truest sense of the term. Hence, his scheme of

colonization rested on two basic principles: a large number of local peasants had no

4 Guha, Amalendu. 1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam
1826-1947.New Delhi: People’s Publishing House. P-11
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means to provide ploughs, seeds and cattles for themselves and that the colonists

would be able to make necessary advances to the former for growing export crops” >

The successful production of Assam tea following this scheme of colonization further
made Jenkins’ notion acceptable. With the success of the tea industry, more and more
land was required to expand the business and hence, the need to bring the wastelands
under cultivation became more pronounced. Hence, the Wasteland Rules were framed
in 1838. “ Wastelands on a forty-five years’ lease were offered to applicants on
condition that a quarter of the area must be cleared within five years, failing which the
land was liable to resumption” °Additionally, the minimum land holding of the
wastelands was 500 acres, which was however reduced to 200 acres with a concession
of 100 acres to those who could satisfy the Britishers.” Such relaxing land rules gave
rise to a huge rush from different parts of the country and from within the boundaries
of the then Assam for acquiring the land in Assam which impacted the population of
the state as well. These land rules succeeded in appealing to the otherwise
disadvantaged peasants who didn’t have adequate land for cultivation, who were
employed due to lack of jobs and also those who were badly struck by the devastating
famines that happened in Bengal. Hence, the wasteland rules encouraged a huge
influx of population to Assam and immigrant labour from different parts of the

country and more prominently from Bengal settled down in different parts of Assam.

Thus, out of the 6779978 acres of wasteland that could be cultivated in the districts
that formed Brahmaputra valley proper, only 1258277 acres were cultivated during
1875-76 mainly due to the flocking of immigrants and which subsequently increased
to almost 1685078 acres of land by 1900.® Hence, immigration in Assam contributed
to the fast growing economy contrary to the popular belief that the immigrants are the
sole reason behind Assam’s slow economic growth. The Chief Commissioner of the
British east India Company, Sir Charles Elliot, had observed that Assam had a good
and highly fertile land that had been awaiting the sickle and plough.® However, no

5 .
Ibid.p 12
® Guha, Amalendu. 1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam
1826-1947.New Delhi: People’s Publishing House. P 13
7 .
Ibid.p 14
& Kar, M. 1980. Muslim Immigration to Assam. Vol 8(7). Social Scientist. P 70
® Ibid
® Ibid
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concerted efforts were undertaken on the part of the government to reduce this acute

shortage of labour in bringing the land under cultivation.

The British east India Company with its headquarters based in Calcutta expanded its
control over Assam and other north eastern regions and in 1838, Assam was
incorporated in to the Bengal presidency. Again, in 1874, it was separated from
Bengal and together with Sylhet, now part of Bangladesh; a predominantly Bengali
speaking region with majority Muslims, Assam was brought under the control of the
Chief Commissioner with its headquarters based in Shillong. Again, in 1905, with the
partition of Bengal into two halves, the Bengali Hindu province came to be known as
West Bengal and the Muslim majority province known as East Bengal, Assam
underwent a further change with East Bengal attached with it a consolidated into a
unified entity, ¢ East Bengal and Assam’. This was again nullified in 1912, when
Assam was born as an independent entity, a separate province which included two
Bengali speaking districts, the Bengali speaking Muslim majority district Sylhet and
the Bengali speaking Hindu majority district of Cachar within the larger Assamese
society. This setting continued up to 1947, when as a result of a referendum, the
Sylhet referendum, a major portion of Sylhet was transferred to East Pakistan, present
Bangladesh leaving behind only three and a half thanas of Sylhet within Assam. Thus,
it is well discernible that the formation of Assam as a separate province was an
outcome of a long drawn process of assimilation and separation with Bengal and
hence, it was bound to reflect on the population of Assam. The population of Assam,
amidst the changing and shifting of boundaries and provinces has witnessed a rapid

growth henceforth.

However, the British annexation of Assam was marked by the inherent interest of the
former to establish their reign in the underexplored yet highly resource rich Assam.
They settled with the intention of turning the ‘dark’ valley of forests and wild animals
into a habitable and agrarian society, the first step towards which was marked by the
establishment of tea estates. The local inhabitants soon came to realize that the British
annexation was a ploy to carry on with their colonial pattern of exploitation by setting
up factories and also allowing the production of crops that would fetch the masters
more income by way of exportation. However, since the economy of Assam, soon

after the Burmese war was in a state of decay with large portions of land as jungles
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and wastelands, the British policy of the transformation of the economy of the state by

way of introducing cultivation was readily welcomed by the people.

Butler, who first came to Assam in 1837 wrote, “ not a vestige of any habitation or a
human being could be found...a dreary desolate wilderness totally devoid of man,
beasts or birds, a death like stillness everywhere prevailed, broken only by the

occasional barking or halloo of the ooluck or ape”°

. This description of Assam
before the colonial expansion draws a clear picture of the dark valley that Assam was
and the backdrop in which the colonial rulers carried out their task of bringing about a
sea of change in this region by opening up the doors of economic transformation and
modernization. In fact, apart from the British colonial masters, the Assamese middle
class, in the 19" century too welcomed immigration of labour with skills in the region
because the feeling of jealousy and competition had not yet developed among the
Assamese population of the Brahmaputra valley and this was also guided by a
practical consideration that the progress of Assam lay in the utilization of its economy
possible through an increase in its population. Gunabhiram Barua, Guha writes,
estimated, during that time, that Assam could embrace almost a million people from
outside within its arms and also pointed out the facts that would urge immigrants to
settle in this part of the country. The cheapness and the land fertility of the region,
availability of employment for the immigrants in lieu of decent wages since Assam
was in a state of decay arising from shortage of labour power and the prospect of easy
matrimony into the local families, were reasons, he stated that would contribute to the

influx of immigrants. **

The British annexation of Assam in 1826 resulted in the imposition of the colonial
pattern of economy dominated by tea plantations in Assam. Other highly income
generating measures such, jute plantations, extraction of crude oil and petroleum were
other economic activities that happened after the British occupation of Assam. These
were done primarily to supply the raw materials to the industries which were based in
Calcutta. Thus, there was a core periphery relation between Assam and the rest of the
country with Assam being the periphery performing its task of supplying raw

materials to the core areas whereby the British industries were based. The labour

% Baruah, Sanjib. 1999. India against itself: Assam and the Politics of Nationality. New Delhi: Oxford
India Paperbacks. P 44.

1 Guha, Amalendu.1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam
1826-1947.New Delhi: People’s Publishing House. p-68.
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required to produce raw materials was again supplied by the rest of the country, Bihar,
East Bengal in particular, since these areas were characterized by dense population
and low employment opportunities, a setup which became favourable for the
Britishers to introduce their scheme of migration to Assam where population was less
and resources were plentiful. Thus, with time, colonial capitalism developed in the
region which embraced the immigrants since they offered their labour and also

established businesses in this region.

Thus immigration began, with most of the immigrants belonging to East Bengal given
the close proximity of this region to Assam. Apart from the proximity, the
immigration from East Bengal happened due to a host of other factors. The presence
of Zamindari system in East Bengal was one such reason. Zamindari system ensured a
continued exploitation of the peasantry and cultivators by the landlords and the
Zamindars in the form of burdening the poor cultivators with heavy taxation.*? The
poor farmers, with small lands could fulfill the quota of production and hence suffered
from low income and thus could not bear the additional burden of taxes. These
unfortunate pesants thereafter resorted to the moneylenders for some relief but were
again caught in the cycle of exploitation since the moneylenders charged exorbitant
interests in lieu of the money they gave. The moneylenders were shrewd and thus kept
the lands of the farmers, their only means of earning as mortgages which, in the
failure of payment were seized by them thus making them landless and therefore,

moneyless.

“The farmers had to borrow money from the moneylenders to pay taxes to the
Zamindar. But, as the farmers could not pay back the money of the moneylenders due
to over interest, the land of several farmers passed in to the hands of the
‘moneylenders’. The landless people thus moved towards Assam for their new

settlement, where available wastelands were lying.” 13

Thus, this was a never ending cycle of burden that never came off the peasants and
farmers. This burden of taxes was so intense that in, most cases it could not be met
and hence the Zamindars inflicted violence and inhumane torture upon the victims

who were thus brutally punished. The peasants did try to revolt, but the scenario did

12 Ahmed, Shahiuz Zaman, Factors Leading to the Migration from East Bengal to Assam 1872-1971, vol
66(2005-2006), Indian History Congress. P 1000.
2 |bid.p 1005
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not change much on account of the punishments they were inflicted with. Thus, the
peasants had either to succumb to the violence or shift to regions that were free from
the clutches of the Zamindars. **The peasants of East Bengal found the latter option to
be lucrative amidst their wretched lives and hence, migration started from East Bengal
to Assam given the proximity of the two provinces and more so since the latter was

not engulfed by the exploitative Zamindari system.

Assam was sparsely populated and the land to people ratio was very wide making this
the favourable destination for such explicated peasantry. D.D. Mali notes that, “At the
time of British annexation of Assam, vast area of province particularly the plains
portions were wastelands.” It was only after the wave of migration that such
wastelands were covered by human habitation.”> W. W Hunter who carried out a
statistical account of Assam also had similar views and pointed out thus that there was
the presence of large cultivable wastelands in various districts of Assam, pinpointing
Darrang, Nogaon, Lakhimpur and Goalpara in particular and argued that these areas
overflowed with wastelands that had turned into forests, marshes and rivers, which, if
cleared could be well cultivated, but, it was an expensive and tedious task that the
indigenous population were not willing to undertake and thus, there was more
cultivable land lying bare than the population could make use of.'® It must also be
mentioned here that in Bengal, it was mostly the upper caste Hindus who were the
landlords and the Zamindars while, the Muslims formed the peasantry and the
farming class and so, when migration took place, it was mostly the Muslim peasants

who shifted homes.

Assam initially was marked by the presence of a sparse population which on several
occasions went down mainly due to the occurrence of natural calamities like the
devastating black fever, the great earthquake that not only took away the lives of
many but also totally destroyed the land.!” Apart from these, malaria, cholera were
frequent visitors in this province since it was moistly converted by forests resulting in

the occurrence of such epidemics and because of the poor advancement of medical

14 Ahmed, Shahiuz Zaman, Factors Leading to the Migration from East Bengal to Assam 1872-1971, vol
66(2005-2006), Indian History Congress. P 1004.

' Ibid P 1007

'® |bid.p 1006.

v Guha, Amalendu.1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam
1826-1947.New Delhi: People’s Publishing House p 37.
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science back then, treatments to these diseases were unknown thus claiming the lives
of many. These epidemics further affected the productivity of the population, while
the earthquake, which is a frequent visitor in north east, destroyed the land therefore
making the agricultural use of the same absolutely nil. The decline in population
coupled with the destruction of land had long lasting bearing on the economy of the
region. All these further resulted in a stagnant population of Assam as compared to
the land available. Preceding these epidemics, the greater Assamese society was also
threatened because of the war with Burma which claimed the lives of many people
and thus, there was a lurking threat about the existence of the indigeneous Assamese
population. Thus, there existed an economic threat as well as an existential crisis
because of these anomalies which prompted the indigenous population to consider the
prospect of immigration to Assam as a means that could restore the economy and

balance the decreasing population.

However, its neighbour East Bengal, the area from which most migration happened
presented a completely different picture with too many people and too less land. This
contrasting demographic structure of the two regions encouraged migration from one
place suffering from overpopulation and subsequent settlement in the other place
which lay uninhabited. It must also be noted that since the Britishers had already
expanded their control over Assam, it was natural that they brought along with them
the essentials of modernization in the form of the development of means of transport
and communication which helped in the easy spreading of the necessary information
about the presence of large wastelands in Assam that in course of time attracted huge
influx of population in several regions of Assam. The Britishers never objected to this
phenomenon since they held the view that unless land is properly utilized in Assam,
the overall development of the region is impossible to happen and this would have an
adverse effect on the British administration centred in the region since on account of
low revenue it would be virtually impossible to carry on with their administration in
the region. Moreover, since Assam offered a lucrative opportunity for the Britishers in
terms of the fertile soil for tea cultivation that became one of the major sources of
revenue for the Britishers in terms of export, and also the rich soil that could be
effectively put for the cultivation of several cash crops like jute etc, they left no stone
unturned to ensure that land is put to use by people either within the region or from

outside.
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In Bengal, the huge population suffered from lack of land to plough which also meant
lack of income and food. The Bengali cultivators were no longer able to support their
families on the small plots of land. It demanded undertaking cultivation of such crops
which would help them to manage to survive and also to pay the exorbitant demands
of land revenue. Before the inauguration of colonial rule, rice was primarily cultivated
by the farmers which also helped them to feed themselves and their family. However,
with the introduction of the colonial pattern of agriculture, rice could no longer be
cultivated since it did not generate the Britishers the required revenue who forced
these cultivators to undertake the cultivation of cash crops, primarily indigo and jute.
Therefore, the peasants began to grow cash crops like indigo and jute. The fertile soil
of Bengal was suitable for the cultivation of indigo which earned the Britishers major
revenue since indigo was the prime need of the textile industries based in Manchester.
Hence, indigo cultivation began to spread. However, continuous cultivation of indigo
totally destroyed the fertility of the soil which could no longer be used to undertake
cultivation of any other crops. Hence, the peasants accrued huge loss in terms of the
degradation of land. Also, Bengal had a fertile soil for jute cultivation which was also
a major source of revenue for the Britishers. Therefore, majority of the jute mills were
centered in and around Bengal. However, due to the lack of available land, the
Britishers had to shift the cultivation of jute to lower Assam which had plenty of land,
and so, the East Bengal cultivators who were landless due to the unavailability of
land, moved towards Assam following the British government’s policy of establishing
jute industries.’® This made the cultivators and farmers of that region shift their
attention towards Assam, which had land that needed to be cultivated. Thus, this
resulted in an influx of population to Brahmaputra valley from Bengal and thus, the
population continued to surge. Many of the Bengali immigrants were descendents of
Muslims, particularly Muslims from Mymensingh and hence, the immigrants came to
be called as the ‘Mymensinghis’.'® This inflow of population from a particular region
was because of the fact that in Mymensingh, majority of the population was Muslim,
most of whom were landless labourers and thus the presence of vast cultivable land in

their neighbouring province of Assam had to gather their attraction sooner or later.?

18 Ahmed, Shahiuz Zaman, Factors Leading to the Migration from East Bengal to Assam 1872-1971, vol
66(2005-2006), Indian History Congress. P 1000.

9 Kar, M.1980. Muslim Immigration to Assam. Vol 8(7). Social Scientist. p 71.
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Thus, due to economic reasons, people were forced to forgo their homeland in search
of a better place to feed themselves and their family who were unable to feed their

family from the produce from the tiny plots of land available to them.

The wave of migration first engulfed Goalpara, which was followed by Naogaon,
Kamrup, Barpeta, Sibsagar. Thus, the entire Brahmaputra valley came under the
occupation of the influx of immigrants from Bengal and the entire valley was covered
and thus, the available wastelands came under cultivation.”* Thus, between 1901-
1931, the population of Muslims in Assam rose from 503670 to 1279388.%* This
humongous rise of course included the natural growth rate of the population who
settled down here. Therefore, the Bengal partition initiated a process of migration,
Muslim migration to be specific, that continued up till the independence of India and
then in the post 1971 period as well. Thus, the current discourse on the issue of
Muslim infiltration in Assam has long historical roots- the primary and most
significant one being that such an inflow was invited by the state to suit their interests,
since their advent converted Assam into a crop rich valley from a valley of jungles
and swamps. It needs to be mentioned here that the land in which the Muslims settled
was not readily available to them and they had to toil hard to convert these jungles
into habitable land fighting against all odds such as wild animals and problems of
transportation to reach the region. Thus, their blood and sweat went into making
Assam what it is today in terms of the land for agriculture and cultivation. Before the
advent of the immigrants, no efforts had been made by the indigenous population to
clear these lands and make the best use of them since it was extremely fertile. Hence,
the exploitation and the hostility that they were meted with, was extremely unjustified
since, land was not usurped by them, but rather made habitable and cultivable by
them. Thus the persistent allegation of the Assamese that the soil of Assam belong to
the sons of Assam stands problematic since, when land was available, in abundance,
the indigenous people didn’t use it to serve their interest and only when land was

made cultivable, the rush to acquire and procure it became pronounced.

The 1890’s witnessed the occurrence of great famines in East Bengal which took

away the lives of many people. Similarly, Bengal witnessed the same calamity

2 Kar, M.1980. Muslim Immigration to Assam. Vol 8(7). Social Scientist. p 72
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numerous times and thus had to lose a huge population due to this®. These calamities
also resulted in movement of people mainly Bengalis from these regions to Assam in
order to relieve themselves from the catastrophe. The Bengali population moving
from East Bengal to Assam did not hesitate in settling down in an alien land since,
within Assam, the southern part of the province, the present Barak Valley was under
the occupation of Bengal for long and hence, the population of that region reflected a
similarity in terms of language and way of life as like the people from East Bengal.
Hence, this similarity, further encouraged settlement of people in Assam.?*

The scheme of colonization and the availability of wastelands resulted in the granting
of spaces to immigrants who were given the task of cultivating the land to produce tea
as well as food grains that would satisfy both the Britishers and the peasantry. The
indigenous Assamese population was never attracted towards these hidden gems of
Assam and hence, the demand for these was also low. Despite the influx of people
from different parts of the country to Assam, land was present in abundance in
Brahmaputra valley to be owned by the Assamese population. However, Assam, with
its bountiful of resources in terms of land, could not produce enough to feed its
population.®® It was in this backdrop, that Sir Syed Saddulah, the head of the
government in Assam tried to overcome the problems such as unemployment,
economic upliftment that affected the Assamese society.?® Hence, to uplift Assam as a
whole, he was in favour of encouraging investors and migrants especially peasants
and cultivators to Assam to undertake the task of agricultural development of the
region as a whole. He also encouraged the incoming of Muslim cultivators to this
region by giving concessions to them in the form of providing railway concessions
since it was the major means of transport used by the migrants to come to Assam from
different parts of the country. Also, this government introduced a scheme of family
tickets whereby, it gave rupees 5 for the entire family to come down from
Mymenshingh to Nogaoan.”” In fact, the Saddulah government abolished the ‘line

system’ that was introduced by Gopinath Bordoloi that ensured that Muslims from

2 Ahmed, Shahiuz Zaman. 2005-2006. Factors leading to the migration from East Bengal to Assam
1872-1971. Vol 66. P 1010.
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East Bengal origin are prohibited from entering and owning land from the
indigeneous assamese areas to safeguard the interest of this community. 2However,
the Saddulah government did away with this system to ensure a free movement of
people across Assam and thereby allowing peasants from East Bengal to come and

settle in Assam particularly in the wastelands.

On the eve of the growing food crisis that was gradually engulfing the whole of India
between 1942-45, the government of India initiated a program of ‘grow more food’,
and instructed all the state government to implement this scheme in their respective
states.?® In this regard, in Assam, the Saddulah government contributed to this scheme
by inviting peasants and cultivators from East Bengal to come and use their skill and
knowledge of production in Assam to produce more crops and thereafter settle here
permanently. This impetus also provided the necessary zeal to the farmers of East
Bengal to move to Assam and settle down there considering the latter as their new
homeland and thus, they tried to assimilate themselves within the larger Assamese
society while contributing in a great deal to the economic upliftment of this region

which probably is never acknowledged by the Assamese section of the population.

The Muslim League also played a decisive role in encouraging Muslim migrants to
settle in the state under the patronage of Saadullah who formed a government in
Assam post 1937 and allotted large bighas of land to ensure the settlement of the
Muslims from East Bengal by stating that the landless Muslims immigrants were in
need of land to settle. He also scrapped the line system which was supported by the
Assamese which disfavoured the settlement of land in Assam for the post 1938

immigrants.®

Apart from the migration of Bengali cultivators and peasants from East Bengal,
several other communities too came in to Assam. The growing link of Assam with the
rest of the country courtesy the construction of railways and streamers in Assam by
the Britishers also resulted in the migration of people from all across the country to
settle down as traders, merchants, moneylenders and industrialists. One such

prominent migration was of the Marwaris in Assam from Rajasthan who mostly

%8 Misra, Udayon. 2017. Burden of History:Assam and the Partition- Unresolved Issues. New
Delhi:Oxford University Press. Pp 202-204.
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settled down as traders and merchants and banias and subsequently established a

strong foothold in the overall population of the state alongside the Bengalis.

The immigration of the Marwaris into Assam happened well under the patronage of
the Britishers. They were mostly from Rajasthan who subsequently settled down in
Assam as traders. Guha writes that the transition of the Assamese economy from a
largely non- monetized to a market economy was due to the efforts of this section of
people. *Their immigration into Assam primarily happened during the period in
which tea plantations were established in the state by the Britishers who subsequently
encourage the inflow of people who could work as labourers in them. Given their
historical connection with trading, the Marwaris gradually began trade and commerce
in the region and in the absence of any competition, gradually attained a strong and
prominent position. The undertook the high risk activity of establishing small scale
industries in the region and also carried out trading and business activities such as
lending money to the peasants in lieu of crops or other handmade crafts. The
Marwaris were also involved in the trade of opium which was very popular in
Assam.*? Baruah rightfully observes that, “ the Marwaris settled in the midst of the
jungle, and on the paths leading to the jungles in order to carry out trade with the
people in the hilly areas and in the 19" century, also exchanged rubber, wax, elephant
tusks, rhino horns for rice, salt, opium, with tribes of Arunachal Pradesh. Thus, it
would not be an exaggeration to state that the Assamese peasant economy was
completely under their grip.”** Another notable immigration in Assam during the
British rule was of the Gorkhas or the Nepali people. Given their inherent connection
with being in the army or as soldiers, the Gorkhas in Assam under the British rule
were also involved in similar activities, in most cases working as bodyguards of the
British rulers. Apart from that, they were also involved in the labour force of the tea
plantations. The availability of grazing land for cattle’s and the growing business of

milk supply in Assam also attracted the inflow of Nepali immigrants.3*

3 Baruah, Sanjib. 1999. India against itself: Assam and the Politics of Nationality. New Delhi: Oxford
India Paperbacks. P 61

%2 Baruah, Sanjib. 1999. India against itself: Assam and the Politics of Nationality. New Delhi: Oxford
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However, what needs to be mentioned here is that the economic prosperity of Assam
is the result of immigrant intervention that played a very crucial role in transforming
the virtually dead economy of Assam to what it is today, vibrant and flourishing.
Thus, it would not be wrong to say that only with the advent of the Britishers Assam
got integrated with pan India prior to which it remained mostly isolated which also
reflected on the economic structure of the region. The only pull factor for the
immigration in Assam was not tea, rather, a host of lucrative gems in the form of
crude oil and petroleum. With the shifting of large cultivable lands to the peasants of
East Bengal what emerged as an additional output was the growth of a variety of
crops in those lands which also contributed to the crop diversity in the region. In a
study by Gorky Chakrabarty, it has been shown that the diversity of crops produced
by the immigrant farmers in the areas like Goalpara, Kamrup, Nogaon and
Darranghas been substantially higher than those crops grown in the areas by local
farmers.® The diverse crops included tobacco, mustard, sugarcane, jute. Thus, letting
out of wastelands to the skilled peasantry of East Bengal contributed greatly to the
production of different crops in Assam thus, increasing the agricultural productivity of
Assam.* It is true that it was the high demand of labour in the tea industries that
initiated this wave of immigration since tea was the major source of income for the
Britishers and the demand for Assam tea came from faraway places like Britain. It is
not that the local population were not given a chance to contributor their labour in the
economy of the state, but rather the reluctance and the pathetic attitude of the
Assamese people in working as wage labourers compelled the tea planters to shift
their interest towards the outsiders. Consumption of opium by the Assamese people
can be attributed as another cause affecting their working capacity. The Assamese
people started the cultivation of poppy and the consumption of opium during the
period from 1770-1826. *’It must be noted here that during this period Assam was
under the Burmese occupation until 1826 when the Britishers had taken over.
However, this consumption of opium had effects which could be felt long after the

» Chakraborty, Gorky.2012. The ‘Ubiquotous’ Bangladeshis. Vol 47(38). Economic and political
weekly. P 21.
% Chakraborty, Gorky.2012. The ‘Ubiquotous’ Bangladeshis. Vol 47(38). Economic and political
weekly. P 21.
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British annexation of the territory. Given that opium is a drug, naturally its
consumption made people drowsy and extremely lethargic and totally uninterested to
work and hence, had an adverse affect on their working capacity. Thus, when the
Britishers approached the local population to carry out with the toiling work in order
to make the huge tracts of land cultivable, they could not grab the opportunity and
thus, paved the way for the inflow of immigrants into the state. Also, this period was
marked by the civil wars that happened in Assam under the Burmese rule which led to
innumerable loss of lives thus reducing the already sparse population of the region.
This low density of population, coupled with drug addiction of the locals, basically
resulted in poor economy of the region since population was low to carry out
agricultural activities given the presence of huge amount of land and above that, the
available population immersed itself in the consumption of opium further reducing the
productive capacity and thus, the result was huge tracts of land gradually turning into
jungles, swaps marshes with wild animals roaming free therefore making human

habitation in them totally impossible.

The new developments also gave birth to need for skilled labour, people who could
fill in the positions created by the British administration, like the banking sector,
which required educated people well versed in English, and naturally these jobs were
mainly grabbed by the English educated Bengalis from Bengal since they experienced
the fruits of colonialism earlier than Assam and thus, their exposure to English
education help them reap the opportunities created by the process of colonialism in
Assam while the educationally backward population in Assam missed out on this
employment generation scheme. The colonial administrators did not undertake the
tedious process of establishing the necessary infrastructure for the education of the
Assamese youth firstly, because it was a long drawn process and secondly, English
educated Bengali youths were readily available to be recruited at low costs. Hence,
the educational backwardness of Assam persisted. Guha, in this context, mentions that
new vacancies in the administrative jobs were filled with the recruitment of youths
from neighbouring Bengal.®® He points out that the Assamese youth did not face
employment problems in the 19™ century and those with minimum education could

land themselves with a job in the clerical sector, the railways, postal and telegraph

% Guha, Amalendu. 1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam.
19826-1947. New Delhi: People’s Publishing House P 58
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department or labour supervisory post, however, they never made use of this
opportunity.>® The underemployed youth continued to remain so and adding to this,
they also had to face constraints in terms of employment by the employers who
seemed worried about recruiting them given their addiction to opium. They could not
undertake independent business ventures since the Marwaris had already emerged as a
prominent business class and the Assamese youth could not stand the competition
with these experienced traders and businessmen.*’ The need for immigrant labour was
never resented by the British officials since more labour meant more production and

output and thus more export and revenue generation. Baruah writes that,

“The Assam tea planters turned to the immigrants for the bulk of their labour needs.
The expectation was that after a few years of active recruitment others would come on
their own and the redundant population of Bengal will pour into Assam.” *'In this
regard, Baruah quotes that towards the end of 1830 and 1840, there happened the
military discovery of oil seepages in upper Assam. Even before Assam came under
the British occupation, the British officials while exploring the lengths and breadths
of the valley came in contact with the presence o petroleum, “muddy pools in a
constant state of activity throwing out with more or; less force white mud mixed with
petroleum”, writes captain P.S. Hannay. ““Thus, the search and subsequent
engagement with the extraction of petroleum began in Assam. With this, coal also
became another most sought after resource in Assam especially during the period
when railway construction was being undertaken by the Britishers. Hence, coal fields
were developed and tea gardens were established by clearing the dense jungles of
Assam which also lead to the felling of trees for timber, another highly sought after
raw material. Thus, Assam was a package of resources and raw materials which
needed exploration and grooming. Thus, Guha, as Baruah writes, was right in
asserting that Assam witnessed nothing short of an economic revolution under the

British rule from a state of economic backwardness that was prevailing.** However,
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this revolution also brought along with it a massive transition of the demography of

this region which, in the course of time became the basis of the politics of the state.

Assam, which earlier was merged with the Bengal presidency as a single unit of
administration became increasingly difficult for the Britishers to administer given the
huge area and the combined population of the two regions. Also, the two regions had
two completely different forms of population, while Bengal was marked by the
presence of Hindu and Muslim Bengalis as a majority, Assam was marked by the
presence of tribes, also the agrarian structure of the two regions also required a
different set of administration for them- Assam was a hilly area which facilitated tea
plantation while Bengal, a plain land as compared to Assam was rich in the
production of jute, wheat, paddy and cotton. Thus, these inherent differences
ultimately resulted in the separation of Assam from the Bengal presidency in 1874
and its birth as an independent entity with a vast area since it was merged together
with Cachar, Goalpara, Garo hills and several other hill districts. However, despite the
huge area, the population of this new province was small enough to facilitate adequate
revenue for the Britishers. Hence, it was decided to include Sylhet, a Bengali speaking
populous region of Bengal to be included into the newly formed province primarily to
satisfy the colonial interest of increased revenue generation. It must also be mentioned
here that the decision to merge Sylhet with Assam generated adverse reactions from
the population and the inhabitants of the region, both Hindus and Muslims retaliated
heavily by protesting against this decision.** Their grievance primarily were based on
the grounds that the region shared a cultural and historical affinity with Bengal and its
merger with an alien land would result in the subversion of their unique identity and
distinctiveness from the population of Assam. However, such protests and pleadings
went unheard before the Britishers whose sole interest lay in economic gains. Thus,
prior to 1905, the official partition of Bengal, she underwent yet another painful
separation from its sister, Sylhet, a sacrifice made only for the newly created province

of Assam. It was called the Chief Ministers province.*’
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Thus, after 1874, Assam was an amalgamation of four distinct elements- the
preliterate hills districts, speaking diverse tongues, the five Assamese speaking
districts of Brahmaputra valley forming Assam proper, Goalpara where both
Assamese and Bengali cultures overlapped and the two Bengali speaking districts of

the Surma Valley- Cachar and Sylhet.*®

The hill districts were sparsely populated while the population in Brahmaputra valley
was decent. However, it was Sylhet alone with its huge population that easily
increased the cumulative population of the new province.*” The population
distribution of the two valleys was such that the Brahmaputra valley was marked by a
majority of Assamese speakers, while the Surma Valley, given its historical linkages
with Bengal had majority of Bengali speakers. Goalpara served as the middle ground
between the two extreme linguistically diverse regions with its population being a mix
of Assamese and Bengali speakers; however the Bengali speakers outnumbered the
Assamese speakers. Therefore, in totality, Bengali emerged as the dominant linguistic
group in the new province during this period. The nineteenth century saw a
tremendous growth in the tea industry of the region following an increased demand
for the same by the Britishers. The growing tea industry needed an improved transport
and communication for swift and fast movement of raw materials as well as finished
goods. Hence, railways started developing which also increased the production of coal
and petroleum required for the same. All these constructions were carried out
effectively by labour services employed from various parts of India. Thus, with the
gradual improvement in the communication system, and the subsequent growth of
industries in the region, huge inflow of coolies and labourers started to take place in
Assam thereby swelling the number of labour force, most of whom were immigrants.
The mortality rates of the labour forces were very high. For example, during the
thirteen years during 1899, it averaged 53.2 per thousand of adult indentured

labour.**8

The Britishers had opened up Assam as early as in 1881 through the construction of

railways in the Brahmaputra valley making the inflow of people in this underexplored

*® Guha, Amalendu. 1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam.
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region easier.*® This decision was guided by the inherent interests of the Britishers
that a transport facility would facilitate a smooth passage of goods and services to and
from the region. In terms of transport and communication, it was well connected by
rail and water ways; Dibrugarh in Assam was connected to Chittagong through rail, in

1892, which facilitated the tea trade as well as oil and coal.*

Since then and continuing henceforth, Assam became a melting pot diverse
population from different parts of the country from Bangladesh to Bihar. This was
mainly because of the fact that Assam and the entire north east was marked by a
sparse population and huge lands, thus becoming a promising destination for people
from all walks of life, some came to feed themselves while some came down and
settled to establish their businesses in the region. However, the present narrative
which states that all those who came to Assam were refugees is not correct, since a
large section of population came down to Assam, cleared all the wastelands and
transformed them into cultivable and habitable units and thereafter settled in these
regions ever since the British annexation of Assam. They were not refugees; rather
they came to Assam for their economic needs of course guided by the colonial
patronage. Such population was a mix of both Hindus and Muslims and such a
migration was not at all illegal as the majority debates concerning the issue of

population in Assam try to highlight.

It was only after the partition of Bengal in 1905 following which Assam and East
Bengal came under the same administration that the process of shifting of population
to Assam gathered momentum which had a profound effect on the demography of the
region as a whole. This period, following the demographic shift, witnessed a
significant influx of East Bengali population to Assam for settlement and a look out
for cultivable land for their subsistence. It must be pointed here that both East Bengal
and Assam were part of undivided India and both these provinces came under the
control of the same administration from 1905-1911 and thus when migration of
people happened from one part to another, especially from East Bengal to Assam, it
was nothing but a movement of people from one province to another i.e. interstate

migration. Hence, the popular consensus that plaques the contours of the Assamese

* Guha, Amalendu. 1977. Planter Raj to Swaraj: Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam.
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minds that Assam has been troubled by illegal immigration ever since its inception
doesn’t hold any ground since it was nothing but a movement of people in search of
food and shelter from one region to the region, not to forget the fact that it was duly
encouraged both by the Britishers and the local population as well since, this influx
would mean the birth of a fruitful economy, rich agricultural productivity and
therefore more revenue for the colonial masters. Hence, migration to Assam, both of
Bengalis Hindus and Bengali Muslims received the colonial and indigenous patronage
while at the same time the effects of the search of the exploited masses in search of a
safe and peaceful abode free from the exploitation of the Zamindars, moneylenders,
the landless masses decided to settle down in the new province. This trend was
furthered by the colonial establishment of jute industries in Assam thereby attracting
jute cultivators, found mainly in Bengal, to shift their focus towards Assam and start

jute plantation since they were equipped with the skills needed for the same. >

The period from 1911-1945 saw a huge influx of population from East Bengal to
Assam in search of settlement.>* Majority of them were Muslims while a substantial
number of them were Hindus. These people cleared the forests and wastelands
generally ignored by the Assamese and settled in those lands and thus the question
forceful capturing of land doesn’t arise. These people who migrated were extremely
poor and uneducated and thus they were in search of lands for cultivation for their
economic subsistence. Several studies on the migrant Muslim population settled in
Assam have showed that these people despite having a different culture and language,
started identifying themselves with the Assamese population and in many cases they
even sent their children to Assamese schools thus liquidating their inherent culture
and language.>® However, this trend was not displayed by the Hindus or the Biharis or
even the Marwaris who held on to their indigenous culture and language with grit.>*
The Muslims in Assam deserve a special mention in this regard since, the politics of
the state of Assam has been shaped in such a way that the Muslims, especially

Bengali speaking Muslims are always suspected as being illegal immigrants from
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Bangladesh in the state overlooking the fact that the Bengali Muslims have help
strengthened the linguistic dominance of Assamese in Assam. “In the Census of 1971,
the number of Assamese speakers in Assam rose to 60 percent. It became possible due
to the acceptance of the Assamese language by the migrant mussalmans. In the next
Census, if the Muslims withdraw their support from Assamese language, then in
Assam, the indigenous people will become minority”>. The reason behind this can be
attributed to the fact that the migrant Muslims identified themselves with the broader
Assamese society and hence, in the Census data collected in Assam they mentioned
their mother tongue as Assamese which in later years enabled the Assamese people to
demand that Assamese be made the sole official language in the state. However,
despite the fact that they continued to recognize themselves as Assamese by forgoing
their mother tongue and identity, the fact that they are Bengalis should be recognized
and not be conceited in an effort to assert the supremacy and dominance of a
unilingual identity i.e. the Assamese identity.®® The Muslims have no doubt
contributed to the economy of the state but the fear of being ousted by the indigenous
population made them shift their language and culture. Despite these sacrifices, the
Muslims of East Bengal origin in Assam and also their descendents and all the
Bengali Muslims have to face a lot of turmoil over the question of their citizenship
and time and again they have to prove their identity. The Assamese culture has shown
exclusionist tendencies whereby the Assamese people desired that the Bengalis too
assimilate themselves with the Assamese culture and language which subsequently
became the bone of contention between the two communities since the Bengalis
settled in Assam unlike the Muslims were not ready to let go of their identity. Guha
writes about the 'Assamisation’ of the East Bengali Muslims in Assam who have
accepted Assamese as their mother tongue forgoing their own. >"While the Muslims
had accommodated themselves by adapting to the new language and culture primarily
to save themselves from the onslaught of violence, this was not the case with the
Bengali Muslims in the state who have always held on to their distinctiveness and this

formed the basis of the illegal immigration discourse in the state.
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The minorities in Assam have had to live their lives in a constant state of fear and
anxiety since; the larger Assamese society considers them as genocidical elements for
the betterment of the state. Violence and killings of these minorities guided by the
supposed fear of the Assamese speakers that such ‘elements’ hinder the cause of
development in Assam have continued unabated. The worst sufferers of these
inhumane violence are the Bengalis in Assam, both Hindus and Muslims who owe
their origins from a drawn history of migration and settlement dating back to t6he
colonial times to serve the economic purposes of the British. However, they continued
to see as ‘enemies’, ‘threat’ to the Assamese society as a whole. The term
‘Bangladeshi’ has become an identity marker for them. The fact that the migrants or
immigrants in Assam are considered as fatal elements, infiltrators in the state can be
understood easily by the ways in which the larger Assamese society look at them and
consider their migration as nothing but invasion have constantly maintained that such
settlers have taken over the land and resources in the state which belong to the
indigenous population and hence, pose an economic, social and cultural threat to
them.

Bangladesh, formerly known as East Bengal was part of undivided India until in 1947
with the creation of Pakistan, when it was merged with the new province. Hence, the
migration which happened from East Bengal to Assam until 1947 didn’t involve the
crossing of any international boundaries and was simply a case of mass movement
from one state to the other. Hence, the people of East Bengal origin, both Hindus and
Muslims, settled in Assam should not be branded as ‘illegal immigrants’ or
‘Bangladeshis’, which are popular terms generally used to tag them by the Assaemese
people. This differentiation also majorly happens due to the cultural and linguistic
distinctiveness of those migrants from the Assamese population and thus the latter is
unwilling to assimilate them as integral part of the Assamese society. Thus, the
migrants who played a distinctive role in setting up the economy and agricultural
pattern of Assam by leaving behind their hearth and home and acknowledging Assam
as their homeland suffer from an isolation and alienation since their identity is always

under doubt and question by the Assamese population.

Assam was therefore divided into three major subdivisions- the Surma Valley (present
Barak valley), the Brahmaputra valley consisting mainly of the Assamese speaking
population and the hill divisions. However, despite the linguistic and cultural
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differences that prevailed within these subdivisions, one thing remained the same- the
existence of wastelands, forests, swamps and the char chaporis i.e. the mid channel
bars on the river Brahmaputra.”® Settlement on these ‘chars’ deserves a separate
analysis because; the chars have been inhabitated by the East Bengal migrants even
before 1947.%° These regions have been inhabitated primarily because the soil on the
banks of the river Brahmaputra is extremely fertile for plough and cultivation.®
However, settlers in the char areas are subjected to frequent displacement because of
floods; something is a recurrent phenomenon in Assam and the state experiences this
almost every year. During floods, the char areas are eroded and the population settled
there has no way but to shift from the upstream to the mainstream plain lands.
However, when such a shift in population takes place, the mainstream population
often looks at the char dwellers with an eye of suspicion and mistrust referring to
them as illegal immigrants, Bangladeshis, since they have a very different lifestyle,
language, and culture as compared to the mainstream population.®* This is precisely
because of the fact that the char dwellers are primarily of East Bengal origin who
have been settled in these areas for too long from the time of the British occupation in
the region who offered their support to induce a large sections of the peasantry from
the densely populated East Bengal to migrate and settle in Assam for the increased

generation of revenue.

The char areas cover only 4.6 percent of the total land area of Assam while only 4
percent of these char areas are cultivable. However, these areas have a very high
density of population, 690 persons per sq km as against the state density of 340
persons per sq km which clearly describes the living condition of the char dwellers
who have very little lands to their disposal which also affects their cultivation and the
subsequent income generated.®? Also, what add to their worry are the frequent floods
of Assam.®® Thus, the mainstream population while viewing them as Bangladeshis
totally overlook the historical background of the char dwellers and the conditions in

which they live and the conditions which force them to shift to the mainstream. The
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fascination of the Assamese population over the issue of protecting and asserting their
identity, makes them totally oblivious to the conditions of these dwellers who don’t

share the same language or culture or religion as like the Assamese population.

After the Sylhet referendum in 1947, Sylhet, a majority Bengali speaking area went to
East Pakistan and the Brahmaputra valley heaved a sigh of relief. This referendum
had major implications upon the population of the state. With the merger of Sylhet
with East Pakistan, the number of Bengali speaking population declined, and meant,
the number of Assamese speakers increased. Accordingly, the percentage of
Assamese speakers went up to 56.7 percent in 1951 from 31 percent in 1931, while
the number of Bengali speakers reduced from 23 percent in 1931 to a mere 13 percent
in 1951. **Thus, the reign of the Assamese supremacy in the region began. Assamese
chauvinism is a post colonial development since the Assamese were not ready to
share the fruits of development with those who helped set up the economic prosperity

of the region and it showed signs of establishing its hegemony in the state.

While Cachar, a Bengali speaking region along with Hailakandi and Karimganj and
the three and a half thanas of Karimganj which were part of Sylhet and which were
retained back after the referendum continued to be a part of Assam, strongly
embracing their Bengali identity, they came to be identified and perceived as threats
by the Assamese fearing they would disrupt the cultural dominance of Assam and
accordingly, the post independence period, which saw the Assamese in Assam rising
to power, using it to ensure that the Bengalis in the region are not given a chance to
assert their supremacy and dominance and the decision to implement Assamese as the
sole official language in 1960 and the medium of instruction in 1972 in order to
ensure that the sons of the soil are benefitted, can be considered as the ways in which
such an end was sought to be achieved by asserting their Assamese cultural identity.
Hence, the power position of the Assamese was used to consolidate their position in
the Assamese society and culture. Also, violence against the non Assamese speaking
population continued from time to time creating an environment of panic and terror
for them, quite similar to the kind of environment that prevailed under Hitler in

Germany.

o Das, Jogendra Kr. 2005. Assam: The Post Colonial Political Developments. Vol 66(4). Economic and
Political Weekly. P 876.
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After the partition of Bengal, Assam received immigrants in intermittent waves:
during 1947-48 with Bengali Hindus flocking to Assam from Pakistan and again in
1950-51 and then in 1964-65 following communal riots in both the countries and
ultimately in the period following 1971 in the wake of the Bangladesh Liberation
War. Following the partition, communal violence engulfed the entire subcontinent
which had its bearing upon Assam. In 1950’s, soon after the birth of Pakistan, a
communal flare up happened in the country against the Hindus by the Muslims
resulting in large scale migration of the Hindus to Bengal and Assam. The Muslim
majority Pakistan carried out a mechanism of inflicting violence and persecution upon
the Bengali Hindus, resulting in this movement. Again in 1964, there was an ethnic
cleansing of the Bengali Hindus from East Pakistan under the rule of Major General
Ayub Khan resulting in an unending movement of refuges to Bengal and in Assam.
The hatred and animosity towards the Bengalis, resulted in the 'Bongal Kheda
Andolan’, an organized campaign of ethnic cleansing of Bengali Hindus in Assam
from the late 1940’s to the 1960’s. Houses of Bengali Hindus were burnt to ashes,
looted; women and children were brutally murdered creating an air of fear and terror.
Refugees flocked to Assam in thousands after being uprooted and displaced from their

homeland.

The effects of these communal disturbances of the 1950 was experienced even in
Assam, resulting in the Bengali Muslims residing in Goalpara, Kamrup and Darrang
fled to east Pakistan leaving their hearth and homes behind.®® The Nehru-Liagat
agreement was signed in 1950, according to which, the rights of immovable property
of the migrant shall not be disturbed and shall be restored to him, even if someone
else occupies it in his absence, provided he returns to this original home by 31°
December, 1950. The lenient provisions of this agreement necessarily facilitated the
return of all the displaced people resulting in an influx of 161360 people in Assam®

The birth of Bangladesh in 1971, created new tensions in Assam particularly among
the Assaemese who began to assert that all the Bengali speakers in the state are
Bangladeshis irrespective of whether this migration took place while Assam was part

of the Bengal presidency or when interstate migration between East Bengal and

® White paper on Foreigner’s issue. 2012. Pp 6-7.
66 .
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Assam both part of undivided India happened. Their linguistic similarity with the new

born state made them elements of suspicion.

Further, the migration from Bangladesh to Assam in particular, in several waves
continues to take place because Bangladesh is an economically weak country and it is
over burdened with population. Naturally this means that more people and less land, a
condition favourable enough to instigate migration. Also, this country has had to
witness the wrath of natural disasters and calamities in the form of floods much like
its neighbour Assam which results in large scale displacement of people following
poor relief measures and hence, people are left with no land and home. These
conditions also necessitate the migration of people. These migrants get easily
assimilated within Assam because they offer cheap labour, which, in today’s
capitalistic world, is a lucrative offer to grab. The indigenous Assamese population
has never been interested to undertake ‘hard’ work, right from the colonial times,
which, in a way forced the Britishers to look for alternatives. Thus, the migrants
usually take up all the manual, hard work in lieu of money. Thus, they offer their
cheap labour and do all those workers which the Assamese or the indigenous
population do not, like construction work, manual labour. This two way process of
migration and acceptance of cheap labour generate the continuity of the same. Also,
the cultural and linguistic similarities of Bangladesh with Assam also facilitate
migration since assimilation becomes easier. In the case of Assam it is interesting to
note how despite the migration of several communities, the Biharis, Nepalis,
Marwaris, only the Bengali speakers are considered as a threat to the Assamese. The
Assamese perception of threat and fear mostly emerged from the reason that the
Bengalis had taken over the jobs that were created under the colonial administration
for no fault of their own; this mainly happened since the Bengalis were educated due
the British rule in Bengal that opened up the windows of enlightenment for them. The
introduction of Bengali as the language of education and administration added fuel to
the fire. Thus, this fear did not hold and still does not hold any justified ground, since,
it is the Britishers who were to be blamed for this problem and not the Bengalis. On
the contrary, the Biharis and the Nepalis were mostly involved in agricultural
activities which the local population anyway disliked and hence, hatred was not

directed towards them.
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The different waves of migration in Assam has resulted in her population as being a
mix of several ethnicities, however, in this scenario, the ever passionate desire of the
Assamese in their quest to protect and preserve what is known as the Assamese
identity especially linguistic and cultural identity has led to alienation of all other
different groups in the state. Partition severely affected the economic structure of the
region because the long history of trade relations that it nurtured with East Bengal was
practically dead with the merger of Sylhet with East Pakistan. Immigrant Muslims in
Assam often referred to as the Neo Assamese or Na Asamiya®’ played a significant
role in helping Assam retain its linguistic majority in the state because these Muslims
identified themselves with the larger Assamese society, they forgo their mother
tongue and even started to send their children to Assamese medium schools and
hence, during the Census they mentioned their mother tongue as Assamese which
inflated the Assamese speaking population of the period. This was mainly done for
their own survival following the period of bloody riots that engulfed the state in the
form of the Nellie massacre where Bengali Muslims were targeted. Nellie, a small
town in Nagaon district in Assam, mostly inhabited by the East Bengal origin
Muslims who had been settled in the state even before the boundary lines were drawn
between India and Bangladesh, was brutally attacked by the Assamese, wherein, men,
women and even children were not spared. Hence, a common sense understanding of
these population influxes would be that the Bengali speaking population in the state
would be increasing and, the Assamese speaking population would remain stagnant.
However, this was not the case as the Assamese speaking population remained high
from the period 1931-1971. This was because of the assimilation of the migrants with
the Assamese society who started accepting and recognizing this language as their
own. Also, before the enumeration of each Census, it has been reported that there
were anti Muslim riots. Sharma states that, “just before the Census of 1951 there were
riots in 1950, which was again the case in 1961 with the 1960 bongal kheda andolan,
in 1971 the situation was heated up due the Bangladesh Liberation War and
associated communal riots and again in 1981, there was the Nellie riot which killed
innumerable Bengali Muslims in the state.®® Hence, the fear that their language would

result either in their deaths or displacement, forced the Bengali Muslims in the region

%’ Das, Susanta Krishna. 1980. Immigration and Demographic Transformation of Assam, 1891-1981.
Vol 15(19) economic and political weekly. Pp 858-859.

o Sarma, K.M. 1980. The Assam Question: A historical perspective. Economic and political weekly. P
1323.

48



to accept Bengali as their mother tongue which resulted in the rise of the Assamese
speaking population in Assam despite the population influx. Assam has always been
in favour of forced integration and assimilation of the ‘others’ by means of accepting
the language which has caused severe damages in the mechanism of assimilation in
the state, a problem that is still persistent. The problems that the minorities in the state
have to undergo given their cultural and linguistic distinctiveness in terms of
ostracisation and suspicion and alienation have caused deep wounds in their minds
and as long as these distinct elements in the state of Assam are allowed to preserve
and protect their unique identity, the development and prospects of people can never
be ensured in the state. The narratives of sons of the soil®®, emerging from the
linguistic reorganization of the states have created an impression in the Assamese
minds that Assam belongs only to the Assaemese, the rightful sons of the soil, while
all others, because of their linguistic difference are the outsiders that Assam needs to
get rid of as it is guided by a xenophobic feeling towards them, a chauvinism that

characterizes Assam.

The Assamese started drawing the lines of division between those immigrant Muslims
who identified themselves as the Assamese and those who didn’t and very naturally
were against the latter. Hence, the division between the Assamese and the rest of the
society was not based on the fact that they were immigrants, but rather who was
willing to accept the Assamese culture and language and who did not. Naturally, the
Bengalis and the tribes of Assam became elements of hatred given their inclination to
hold on to their language, culture and identity. The exclusion could be visible in the
fact that,  in the 19" and 20™ century perceptions about the Assamese nationality
were limited almost exclusively to only those people who lived in Brahmaputra
valley. "Writing in the closing decades of the 19" century, the leading Assamese
intellectual of that time, Gunabhiram Baruah, berates his countrymen for being
extremely xenophobic in their attitude towards their hill neighbours as well as the

people of Bengal and beyond. Baruah concludes his article by saying that education

% Aterm quoted by Myron Weiner in her book, Sons of the Soil: Migration and Ehnic Conflict in India
published in 1978.
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alone would help the Assamese change their attitudes and to look upon Bengalis and

other outsiders as their brothers.” '

The Assamese suspicion that their land was swamped by foreigners was reinforced, as
Ommen writes, when demands were made in incorporate the district of Goalpara to
west Bengal and to establish a new state named Purbachal out of Assam in 1953-55,
the resistance against the adoption of the Assamese language as the medium of
instruction in 1972, mobilization to convert Assam to a bilingual state as against the
imposition of Assamese as the sole language in 1960 gave grounds to the already
heightened idea that the ‘foreigners’ were a threat to the identity of the Assamese.
Apart from this, there was also a perception of economic threat that seeped into the
minds of the Assamese people so much so that the Assam movement received huge
support from the masses. The economic insecurity resulted from the influx of
peasants and cultivators primarily from East Bengal, and hence, the line system was
devised as a mechanism in the state as early as in the 1930’s which ensured that the
immigrants were not allowed to settle, or buy land or carry out occupational activities
in certain specified parts in Assam in order to protect the interests of the indigenous
population.”® C.S. Mullan, the Census commissioner observed in 1931 that “it is sad
but no means impossible that in another thirty years Sibsagar district will be the only
part of Assam in which the Assamese will find itself home.”"® In fact, it was Mullan
who began this hate campaign of the Assamese towards the Bengalis. He wrote,
“Wheresoever the carcasses, there will the vultures be gathered together- where there
is wasteland thither flock the Mymensinghias” ™. This statement possibly sowed the
seeds of the growing discontent between the two communities of people. The
migration in Assam happened because the local populations were reluctant to
undertake the occupations provided under the colonial rule and also because the
population of the region was low and consisted of unskilled people. So, this factor,
coupled with the desire to exploit the resources available, develop plantations and

transport and communication, migration was encouraged. In the post independence
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era, it was the political and religious instability in the neighbouring state that

intensified the issue of migration.

A statistical study of the population in Assam undertaken by Susanta Krishna Das has
brought out certain highly contradictory trends in the population status of Assam. The
rich economic status of Assam along with the unwillingness of the local population to
work hard to ensure the economic upliftment in this region started the trend of
immigration which was intensified by the highly populous East Bengal failing to meet
the needs of its population resulting in mass movement and this trend extended up to
the eve of the partition of Bengal and continued well throughout the period following
India’s independence to the creation of Bangladesh in 1971.” The only difference
between the different periods of migration was that the patterns of migration varied
from time to time, while some periods witnessed a heavy inflow, some other period
witnessed occasional migration. The study pointed out that as compared to rest of
India; Assam has portrayed a high growth of population naturally. Thus, the popular
perception that the population influx in Assam has been due to the inflow of refugees
from Bangladesh, erstwhile East Pakistan is not correct, as pointed out by Das.”® He
has shown with the help of statistical data that since 1951, the growth of population in
Assam has been higher than in any other state of the country primarily because of the
flow of immigrants following the setting up of tea estates, jute mills in Assam and the
constant British patronage towards encouraging more immigrants to Assam for an
increased revenue.”” Thus, coupled with its natural growth rate of population,
immigration contributed to the trend of high population growth in Assam. Again, the
notion that only Bengali Hindu and Bengali Muslim refugees have caused the growth
of population in Assam is not true since immigration to Assam happened from
different states in India like Bihar, Rajasthan. However, the percentage of population
from East Bengal before 1947 and East Pakistan post 1947 has been high as compared
to the immigrants from other parts of the country. "®While Bengali Muslims
immigrated from East Bengal in the pre 1947 period, it was the Hindu Bengalis who

fled religious persecution from East Pakistan which was Muslim majority country in

7> Das, Susanta Krishna. 1980. Immigration and Demographic Transformation of Assam, 1891-1981.
Vol 15(19), pp 850-859.
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the post 1947 period which continued well after 1971 as well.” Also, what this study
has pointed out that contradicts the popular perception of the Assamese speaking
population is that the latter’s notion that Muslim infiltration from Bangladesh is a
major cause of the swelling of population in Assam thereby threatening the existence
of the indigenous elements of the society has been proved wrong by Das who points
out that the growth rate of the Muslim population has been slow in Assam as
compared to India, in fact, the population increased in India, while it decreased in
Assam. The only period wherein the Muslim population actually rose in Assam was
during the period 1911-1931 wherein a huge immigration of Muslim cultivators from
East Bengal happened especially in search of land, shelter and to seek relief from the

exploitative Zamindari system prevailing in Bengal.®

However, this increase cannot
and should not be considered as the growth of population by illegal Muslim
infiltrators since East Bengal and Assam were part of India and this flow of people
was interstate migration. The period between 1871-1901 saw immigration as the only
factor that contributed the rise of population in Assam which was on a decline due to
the epidemics such as malaria, black fever swelling large sections of the population.®*
Assam also witnessed an earthquake in 1897 resulting in loss of lives. Thus, the
migration of population especially Bengali Muslim peasants helped balance the
population. Again, in 1941-51, the growth in population resulted from the migration
from Bengal in the wake of the famine in 1943 and the resettlement of the refugees in
Goalpara, Sylhet and Cachar.®? The population growth was possibly the highest only
during 1951-71 due to the formation of Bangladesh and associated inflow of Hindu
refugees fleeing communal violence along with the flow of population in Assam from
the different states as well. Hence, Das argues that immigration has resulted in
Assam’s population growth at the highest rate between 1901-51 and also helped
consolidating the Assamese language as the dominant language of the region with the

Muslim immigrants adopting it. %

Migration to Assam can therefore be divided into three categories: the first group

would include the Hindu Bengali migrants from Bengal who were brought in to the
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state under colonial patronage to carry out with the administrative and legal activities
of the Britishers by virtue of their knowledge and English education provided to them
by the British system of education. In fact, the seeds of discontent and hatred for the
Bengalis grew mainly along this line that the Bengalis were grabbing the jobs created
by the Britishers for which the Assamese were supposed to be the heir. This feeling
increased manifold with the Britishers implementing Bengali as the official language

in Assam in 1836 considering it as a dialect of Assamese.

The deep rooted sense of insecurity about being swamped under the burden of the
Bengalis, that was guided by the perils of the past when Bengali was made the
official language of Assam under the colonial rule which, the Assamese thought was a
conspiracy of and by the Bengalis to establish a strong foothold in the state, has been
proved a myth, which has been busted with the help of several documents which have
made it clear that the colonial policy of ‘divide and rule’ found an expression through
the creation of valley politics wherein both the communities were subsequently turned
into enemies.®* Thus, this hatred was based on illogical and unreasonable grounds and

sentiments.

The second group of migrants include the labourers of tea plantations who came in to
the state as early as in 1830, when the colonial government opened up the first tea
garden in Assam. With the sparse unskilled population of Assam, the colonial search
for alternatives began and thus from the 1850°s onwards, labourers from far and near,
especially from the poor regions of the country, were brought in to Assam, often
luring them with money. From Chotanagpur to Bihar to East Bengal, the migrants
flocked in to Assam in search of economic survival. The peasants from East Bengal
were mostly Muslim cultivators who came in to Assam in search of a land to earn
their living. Settling down in an alien land, fighting against all odds, ranging from
epidemics to death, the migrants did it all, to earn their livelihood. And the third group
would include the displaced Hindu refugees from the then East Pakistan who sought
shelter in Assam after being victims of violence, hatred and persecution along
religious lines. This group of migrants kept coming to Assam right after the Sylhet

referendum in 1947 and continued coming in different waves till the formation of

8 Gohain, Hiren. 1982. Once More on the Assam Movement. Vol 10(11). Social Scientist. Pp 58-59.
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Bangladesh in 1971. This group of people had to leave their homeland under duress

and bore a deep sense of despair after being uprooted from their homeland.

Thus, while migration into Assam from present day Bangladesh has a long history, it
was only after from 1971 onwards during the Bangladesh Liberation War that Assam
received several lakhs of Hindu and Muslim refugees. On 8" February, 1972, the
Prime Ministers of both the countries gave a joint declaration wherein, the
government of India declared that it would extend all possible support and assistance
to Bangladesh to facilitate the task of resettling the refugees in Bangladesh.®
However, not all returned and cross border migration continued to happen to Assam
and in other parts of India as well in search of livelihood and a safe shelter.. However,
the exact number of such immigrants could never be known, unless in 1979 when

Hiralal Patwari passed away.

The death of Hiralal Patwari, a Member of Parliament of the Mangaldoi Lok Sabha
constituency on 28™ March, 1979 required the conducting of a by election in the state.
This led to the birth of the Assam Agitation, which echoed a sentiment of crisis; when
a political turmoil began, relying on Census data and electoral rolls which depicted
that that the number of voters were extensively higher than the population of the state.
The election demanded the setting up of electoral rolls which sowed the seeds of this
movement that was to continue for the next six years paralyzing Assam. It was found
that in the electoral list, there were objections of being foreigners against 70000
names, of which 45000 names were declared as foreigners by the courts and hence,
were incompetent for voting®™. This caught the attention of the leaders of the
movement, the AIll Assam Students Union and the All Assam Gana Sangram
Parishad, formed in 1979 and who led this movement against the eviction of
foreigners from Assam. This resulted in the calling of a 12 hour long strike by the
AASU, demanding the detection, disenfranchisement and deportation of the
foreigners by the government?®” In fact, to justify their assertion that illegal
immigrants were present in Assam, several statistical figures were introduced, “two

regional parties: Assam Jatiyatabadi Dal and Purbanchaliya Lok Parishad estimated
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that the numbers of foreign nationals residing in Assam were 40 lakhs and 13 lakhs
respectively. Another ideologue of the movement was that the figure was somewhere
between 45 to 50 lakhs out of Assam’s total population of 14625000. The AASU in
one of their publications fixed up the number over 45 lakhs out of whom 15 lakhs
registered their names in electoral rolls”. %8Thus, it is apparent that there was no clear
consensus regarding the exact number of illegal immigrants present in the state and
figures were drawn up by the agitators to suit their assertion. Regarding the number of
refugees, the answer varies. Rafiabadi, quotes an article that was reported in the
Assam Tribune where the border security forces had wrongly admitted about the
presence of 11 lakh refugees in India, which was immediately corrected to one lakh.
Despite this correction, the numerical values of 11 lakhs have been mentioned as the

total number of refugees who stayed behind in India after 1971.%°

Debates in Assam regarding the exact number of illegal immigrants, the term the
Assamese locals, politicians enjoy using, is absent. Thus, it is clear, from the above
narratives that, such numbers, on most occasions are tempered to suit their own

interests.

Several discussions took place between the two parties regarding the means to be
used to achieve this end, which however went futile, with no plausible and mutually
acceptable solution. The period of this long agitation was marked by a failure of
governmentality in the state, and subsequent political instability resulting from the
non cooperative attitude of the protestors. : Elections were boycotted primarily on the
presumption that the rise in the names of voters in the electoral list meant an increase
in illegal immigrants present in the state, mostly Bengalis, and hence, elections would
mean that these illegal immigrants would also be casting their votes for the Bengali
parties and thus, the supremacy of the Assamese in the political sphere would be
challenged. This resulted in the inception of violence in the states in which both
Bengali Hindus and Muslims were hunted down by the Assamese and murdered,
brutally. Even women and children were not spared. The worst among these riots was
the Nellie massacre. While it was claimed that this movement was a largely non

violent one based upon the Gandhian model, facts and narratives of violence state
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otherwise. Worst forms of communal violence were incited in different waves during
the duration of the movement especially in 1983 with the notorious Nellie massacre.
A largely ethnic and identity based movement, the Assam movement rested on the
notions of Assamese versus the others, where the others were mainly the Bengalis;
both Bengali Hindus and Bengali Muslims. The major impetus of this movement was
provided by the demographic change that Assam had been witnessing since the advent
of the Britishers. When Indira Gandhi became the Prime Minister, the agitators wrote
to her demanding her attention to solve the crisis that engulfed the state. The
protestors submitted a list of proposals for her consideration regarding the problem of
illegal immigration some of which were; updating the NRC of 1951, cross checking
of the electoral rolls with the updated NRC, demarcation of the Indo-Bangladesh
border, issuing identity cards throughout the north eastern region, strict mantainence
of birth and death registers at all block and village levels and raising the additional
armed police battalions and a river police force with a view to checking infiltration.*°
Following this letter, the leaders of the movement were invited for discussions and
negotiations with the government. This marked the beginning of a series of
discussions between the two parties to arrive at a conclusion. The AASU leaders also
submitted a memorandum to the government. The government of India insisted that
1971 should be decided as the cut off year to check illegal immigrants in the state as
against 1951, which was rejected. Again, in 1980, the Governor of Assam held
discussions with the leaders of the movement over the acceptance of a unanimously
decided cutoff date of 1967 as the base year to identify the foreigners which was
subsequently declined by the leaders.” The AASU also exhibited a kind of non
cooperative attitude by boycotting the parliamentary election of 1983 and thereby
creating a violent and highly explosive situation in the state. However, the failure of
the police and army in the state to effectively address this tragedy and violence also
suggested that even the state machinery supported the killings. Bomb blasts, burning
of houses of Bengali Muslims continued without any fear and hesitation signifying the
inhumane nature of the agitators. What began as a movement to bring about peace in

Assam by getting rid of the foreigners, ultimately succeeded in becoming an
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instrument of disorder and tensions and of violence resulting in incalculable loss of

lives, property, disruption of normalcy, and closure of all educational institutions®?

The clarion call of the movement was, “Assam is in danger. Our cultural identity has
been threatened” *3;  which was enough to mobilize the Assamese people to unite
against the ‘outsiders’. The movement which began on the principles of Non violence
and Satyagraha and followed the methods of picketing soon turned into a full fledged
instrument of violence with a complete breakdown of law and order, closure of
educational institutions and innumerable loss of lives. The ethnic minorities,
especially the Bengali Hindus and Muslims were affected the most in the systematic
use of violence directed primarily against them. Baruah writes, “If ethnic diversity
creates the problem in Assam, ethnic accommodation will be the only solution to

ensure the prevalence of peace in Assam. **

Nandana Dutta has tried to bring out the currents of violence that characterized the
Assam Movement in the form of narratives all of which indicate that it was an
outburst of anger and hatred and despise that the Assamese had been nurturing
towards the Bengalis in the state. Dutta narrates a few narratives of remembrance as
shared by the witnesses of the movement, “We lived in the heart of the city, in an old
neighbourhood. But our family and others like us were estranged, particularly by the
mass character of the movement that made every gathering of people
indistinguishable from the mob.... Mindless mobs everywhere. Processions....
Carrying torches in the evenings, beating brass cymbals and marching through

neighbourhoods. I remember that this always unnerved us”® .

“ I remember one incident vividly: it was in front of our college. Several young
students were kicking a man- a beggar- who they chose to identify as an illegal
immigrant from the tattered lungi he was wearing. A girl standing nearby said: “ they
come armed, but we don’t.” The police were merely spectators. This was equally true
of the bureaucracy- severely compromised through their support to the movement
against the call of loyalty that is expected of a government officer. And, those who
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did their duties were manhandled and humiliated by the boys and girls who could very

well have been their children.”

“There were rows of huts behind our house separated only by a patch of land.
Bengalis lived in them. Many of them had little shops. One of those shops sold flutes.
And | would go across to buy them. One day all those huts were set on fire. Nothing

remained, not even people. This was during the language movement of the 60’s.”%’

The intensity of the violence makes it clear that the Assamese bore a dislike and
aversion for the Bengalis, who, they regarded, were the ‘others’, the ‘outsiders’. The
rhetoric of creating or transforming Assam as a land of the Assamese came down
heavily upon the migrants in the state, the repercussions of which can be deciphered
from the narratives. The growing distrust, suspicion resulted in the further alienation
of the Bengalis in the state. In the case of Assam, the issue of illegal immigrants and
the whole ‘foreigner’- ‘indigenous’ debate arises from the fact that such a kind of
migration was invited by the colonial rulers in the beginning followed by the political
leaders and in contemporary times by the capitalist class for varied reasons ranging
from cheap labour to vote banks. However, it is mainly because the migration that
happened displayed a particular linguistic character of the migrants which the
Assamese thought would totally overpower their linguistic identity, given the
similarity of the two languages, is what placed the two communities Assamese and
Bengali as antagonists. The assertion of Assamese identity became so prominent that
large scale mobilization of the masses could be achieved so much so that even
women, who are considered as compassionate, took to the perpetuation and support of
the violence and hostility meted out, categorically, to the Bengalis. In fact, the
unwillingness to encourage assimilation, and the perception of threat of cultural and
linguistic subversion resulted in these waves of violence, the memories of which

might never fade away.

The confrontation between the natives and the bongals characterized the political and
social scenario of Assam in the 1980’s. the intensity of the violence generated by the
movement can be understood in the writings of Hiren Gohain who states that, “ A 5"

year engineering student, Gautam Das Sarma, a studious, mild mannered and quite

% putta, Nandana. 2012. Questions of Identity in Assam: Location, Migration, Hybridity. New Delhi:
Sage publications. p 106.
7 Ibid. p 110.
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inoffensive, was battered to death in broad daylight by a student mob using iron rods
and a variety of karate-chops, in full view of a group of policemen. The local
authorities did not allow the Bengali people of that area to bring out a silent
demonstration. An old and established shop in panbazar area, whose owner happens
to be popular among all communities, was attacked on November 27 by a stone
throwing mob when they failed to extort a substantial donation from him. The group
of rowdies according to the people present in the shop during the incident itself, was
very much local.”®® Again, he goes on to state, “it was on this day that college
students received a call from certain quarters to shed their blood for the motherland.
Gautam Das Sarma, a Bengali student, found the atmosphere of the college too tense
and left early along with some other Bengali students. He was lynched by the mob in
a locality close to his home. Gautam’s sister had gone under shock. On 20", another
Bengali, Jitendra Kumar Chanda, of the P and T department was stabbed to death near
his place of work. Another local college was raided following an incident near it
where a Bengali house wife was stripped naked by certain patriotic punks”.*® All
these incidents make it crystal clear that the resentment was towards the Bengalis, the
target of the agitators and supporters of this movement and this can be identified
through the intensity of the violence inflicted upon them for practically no fault,
probably, the only reason why innumerable lives were lost was because they
‘unfortunately’ spoke a different language in Assam which was considered to be a
land of and for the Assamese. The brutal killing based on suspicions makes it evident
that this movement was based on anger and hatred. While trying to maintain their
identity, the created inhumane conditions wherein the survival of the minorities
became much of a problem. It created a situation of fear, mistrust, suspicion wherein
the minorities were subje