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1. Brief Description of the 
Excluded Group

1.1 Size and location of the group

Political violence in a particular area of western 
Assam has resulted in the death and displacement 
of several thousand persons of different ethnic 
groups since the early 1990s. The areas in question 
constitute the Bodo Territorial Areas Districts 
(BTAD), an entity that covers four districts—
Kokrajhar, Baksa, Udalguri and Chirang—and is 
home to several ethnic groups who differ from one 
another in terms of language, religion and culture. 
The very existence of BTAD is contentious; the 
nomenclature suggests that it is the home of the 
Bodo-speaking community, while in reality several 
other language-speaking groups have an equal 
claim to the territory. 

It would be best to begin with a reflection on the 
basis of social and political exclusion in India, as well 
as to engage with the discontinuities that emerge when 
one looks at the Northeast region. Social movements 
and organisations in South Asia as well as advocacy 
groups have relied on three historical modes of 
exclusion to work on strategies of dissent and political 
programmes: (a) caste, (b) religion and (c) language. 
When it comes to caste, there has been a long history 

of mobilisation (and persecution) in South Asia. 
Religion too has been an important source of political 
mobilisation, resulting in the partitioning of British 
India and the persistence of faith-based politics. 
Language, on the other hand, has been one of the main 
drivers behind movements to create new countries 
and states after the partitioning of the British Empire. 
Taken together, these three sources of conflict and 
cooperation have yielded a robust body of literature 
and documentation that one can draw from in order 
to understand the social realities in India. They also 
serve as a basis for interventions for enabling social 
inclusion and exclusion alike. It is easier, therefore, 
to map people according to their position within the 
different matrices that are created by the three modes 
of exclusion.

However, all three modes are insufficient to 
understand the peculiarities that exist in Northeast 
India. One needs to add a fourth mode of exclusion 
here: territory. It is true that caste, religion, and 
language too played a role in social exclusion in the 
region and there is literature that underscores their 
importance. Historians have shown how caste played 
a significant role in the segregation of communities 
in Assam1 . Premier educational institutions, such 
as Cotton College, continued with the early 20th-
century policies of separate dormitories and dining 
areas for tribal, Muslim, and upper caste students, 
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until relatively recently. Though some might argue 
that this, in itself, might not constitute a basis for 
exclusion (as all dormitories and dining areas could 
theoretically be offered similar amenities), the 
existence of such practices are significant. 

Similarly, religion too has been the basis for 
exclusionary practices in Assam. Pre-colonial 
historical chronicles show the tensions that existed 
between emerging Vaishnavite Xatras and the 
Ahom rulers of eastern Assam, especially when 
the latter’s corvée labour practices were challenged 
by the monasteries2. In contemporary times, there 
have been interesting works that allude to religion 
being an important social schism in Assam3. This is 
especially true in the context of conflicts that have 
emerged after political milestones such as 1947 
(Indian independence) and 1971 (Bangladesh war 
of liberation). There has been a significant body of 
literature—especially from the 1950s to 1960s—
that focus on various language movements in the 
Brahmaputra and Barak valleys of Assam4,5. The 
contestations between predominantly Assamese- 
and Bengali-speaking educated youth in both 
valleys have been important events in the eventual 
framing of political positions in Assam. Despite the 
occurrence of episodes that highlight the importance 
of caste, language, and religion in the narratives 
of exclusion, it is in questions of territory that the 
dynamics of exclusion are most pronounced.

Thus, the details of groups that are excluded by 

the territorial political discourse and dispensation 
are subject to several caveats. The first is a note of 
caution in accepting census definitions to fix a sense 
of belonging of groups to territory. In his critical 
analysis of the census in colonial Sudan, Mahmood 
Mamdani draws attention to the complex dynamics 
involved in the colonial state’s classificatory politics 
and also the manner in which the colonised 
responded to this regime6. The situation in BTAD 
mimics Sudan in many ways: it is home to several 
language-speaking and religious groups. The last 
census (2011) data for the four districts shows 
a consolidated population of 3,151,047 people. 
Within it are several ethnic and religious groups, 
including Scheduled Tribe groups such as the 
Bodos and Rabhas, other tribal groups or Adivasis 
(not classified officially as STs) such as the Santhals, 
Oraons, Mundas, the Bengali Muslims, as well as 
smaller numbers of Koch Rajbongshis, Bengali 
Hindus, Nepalis, etc. Data from the 2011 census on 
religions and tribes indicates the Bodo population 
to be 29 per cent in the BTAD, while the proportion 
of Muslims is around 19 per cent. Other groups are 
not disaggregated.

1.2 Historical context of exclusion and 
discrimination

The nineteenth century was in fact the era of 
expansion of capital to hitherto untrammelled 
landscapes such as Assam. This supposed discovery 

Table 1

District Total 
Population

No. of Muslims Percentage of 
total

No. of Bodos Percentage of 
Total

Kokrajhar 887,142 252,271 28% 225,041 25%

Chirang 482,162 109,248 23% 167,888 35%

Udalguri 831,668 105,319 13% 218,581 26%

Baksa 950,075 135,750 14% 288,397 30%

TOTAL 3,151,047 602,588 19% 899,907 29%

Source: Census 2011, Table C-01, Population by Religious Community (India and States/UTs/District/Sub-Distt/Town Level); Census 
2011, Table A-11, Individual Scheduled Tribe Primary Census Abstract Data and its Appendix.



India Exclusion Report

208

precipitated a move towards a fundamentally 
different type of economy, where the movement 
of populations became a condition for growth and 
colonisation.7 The process of creating frontiers 
became a condition peculiar to the type of economy 
introduced. Hence, a complicated process of 
mapping the region within notions of centre-
periphery was undertaken. Those inhabiting regions 
that were not immediately earmarked for expansion 
of capital and colonial administration were clearly 
subjected to a position of marginality precisely 
because they constituted a new periphery. It is in the 
interplay between spaces and peoples that ethnicity 
becomes an important factor in defining subjects. 

The Bodo are an ethnic community comprising a 
number of groups speaking a more or less common 
dialect or language and claiming a common ancestry. 
They have been referred to as Kachari in the pre-
colonial historiography of Assam. Until the 12th 
century, these groups controlled much of present-
day Assam. They are considered aborigines of the 
Brahmaputra valley. Though there is some dispute 
as to how many sub-groups actually constitute 
the larger Bodo group, it is widely accepted 
that 18 different groups are part of the larger 
family mentioned above8. The question of their 
homogenous ethnic identity is widely contested by 
ethnographers and administrators alike. A census 
conducted by the colonial British government in 
1881 listed 12 sub-groups who were collectively 
termed as ‘Bodo-speaking groups’, whereas others 
like Endle 9 counted as many as 15 such sub-groups. 

It is generally believed that these groups inhabited 
the fertile plains of the Luit (Brahmaputra) river in 
the 12th century and due to frequent skirmishes 
with waves of migrating groups of people, like the 
Tai-Ahom from the east and the Indo-Aryan groups 
from the west, they moved to Karbi and North 
Cachar Hills in the 16th century. According to Nath, 
the Aryanisation of these groups began in the royal 
houses and the process ceased to hold much sway 
after the 16th century, at least among the masses10. 
The acceptance of Hinduisation by certain sections 

of the predominantly swidden11 agricultural society, 
did create some degree of difference among the 
people who live in the region and many traces of this 
are seen even today12.  Using a mix of anthropology 
and probabilities arising out of myths and oral 
history, Ajoy Roy says that following ‘[…] intelligent 
guess work [one] does find some physiognomic and 
temperamental similarities between the Bodos and 
the present Kham tribes of Tibet.’13 Other refrains 
about the possible origin of Bodo people lead to 
further confusion, typical of any myth of origin 
that sees the Bodo as Mongoloid aborigines of the 
Luit valley.14 This is not as bewildering a position as 
it appears. The region known as Assam today was 
once considered a crossroads for several cultures 
and peoples. It was home to corporate groups 
of migrants, traders, and smaller subsistence-
agriculture-based ethnic groups. These groups 
moved constantly between South Asia, Southeast 
Asia and inner Asia.15 In such cases, it is important 
to conjure a sense of the geography of resource use 
among the denizens of the ‘crossroads’, with the 
Bodo-speaking group being one among many.

The colonial encounter transformed the social 
and political structures of the region. Trade 
routes into Southeast Asia and China were closed 
and new routes opened. In order to monitor and 
regulate the trade activities in the region, the 
colonial authorities constructed an all-weather 
road from Mangaldoi to Udalguri and moved 
some troops to Udalguri. In addition to these 
measures, they also began according obligatory 
rights to tribal chiefs who lived in the hills. The 
idea was to pay them to maintain some degree of 
law and order along the trade route. Hence, seven 
hill-chiefs, known as Sath Rajahs (seven kings) 
were to be paid an annual amount in return for 
their services as surveillance agents of the state16. 
With law and order established just the way 
the colonial authorities desired, traders started 
making inroads into the region. Soon, barter 
gave way to monetary transactions and balance 
of trade favoured those who used the currency 
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of the British administration. Unlike the older 
generation of traders, the new traders were from 
different parts of the subcontinent and belonged 
to communities whose access to and use of capital 
were legendary. They controlled the wholesale 
trade in the Udalguri market. 

All communities that lived in this region 
underwent a profound change during this period. 
Pushed away from agriculture and trading, the Bodo 
peasants were compelled to fall back on the thickly 
forested areas north of Udalguri. Adjacent to the 
forests there were vast grasslands where a variety 
of long, thatched grass grew. The peasants became 
substantially dependent on the forest and grasslands. 
This survival strategy worked for a while, as the 
Bodo-speaking farmers traded small quantities of 
lac and rubber obtained from the forests. However, 
the northward push by merchants meant that 
commercial interests threatened even the livelihood 
arising from small-scale dependence on the forests. 
By the time the authorities began getting revenue 
from the forests, non-Bodo merchants from north 
India had taken control of what had become a 
lucrative timber trade. The Bodo-speaking peasants 
were thereafter barred from felling trees and 
extracting any resources from the vast forest region 
north of the river.17 Much of the forested areas north 
of the Brahmaputra were declared reserved forests or 
wildlife sanctuaries in the early 20th century and this 
substantiated the notion that Bodo-speaking people 
had been pushed out of areas that the colonial state 
had claimed for itself.18 

By 1947, two simultaneous processes were seen to 
be working among the indigenous, non-caste Hindu 
people (including the Bodo) peoples of the region.19  
First, these societies were poised at the brink of 
tremendous change. Education and social reform 
had created enough aspirations for democratic 
rule. Many tribal intellectuals sympathised with the 
anti-colonial struggle. Second, tribal societies were 
relatively weakly positioned with respect to the 
aggressive decolonising nationalist ethos prevalent 
at the time. This meant that while a section of tribal 

society was optimistic about the changes that were 
to come, it was still a matter of concern as to just 
how they would be able to negotiate their place 
in the postcolonial sun and seek coherence as 
communities within a (new) nation-state. 

Following the transfer of power in 1947, the interim 
government of India appointed a sub-committee 
of the Constituent Assembly, called the North-East 
Frontier (Assam) Tribal and Excluded Areas Sub-
committee under the chairmanship of the Assamese 
political leader, Gopinath Bordoloi. Ostensibly, this 
happened because the leaders of the anti-colonial 
struggle were sensitive to the need for adequate 
understanding of the situation in the Northeast, 
especially with regard to the growing aspirations of 
the tribal people. The sub-committee, also known as 
the Bordoloi Committee, sought to ‘…reconcile the 
aspirations of the hill people for political autonomy 
with the Assam government’s drive to integrate them 
with the plains.’20 The instrument of this integrative 
devolution of powers was embodied in the concept of 
the ‘Autonomous District Councils’ designed by the 
committee. This instrument was thereafter passed by 
the Constituent Assembly with certain modifications 
and it now constitutes the Sixth Schedule of the 
Constitution of India. Originally, the Sixth Schedule 
was to apply to the ‘tribal’, essentially hill areas of 
Assam. On 25 January 1950, the Indian Constitution 
came into force. As would be expected from such an 
ambitious nation-building project, the Constitution 
tried to build in some safeguards for the marginalised 
and oppressed groups in the country. For the people 
of the Northeast frontier, this safeguard came in the 
form of the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution. The 
provisions in the Sixth Schedule dealt mainly with 
the issue of safeguarding the land and customs of the 
hill tribes of the region. It drew upon the erstwhile 
‘excluded and partially excluded areas’ legislation 
of the colonial state. Yet again, the Bodo people and 
others were left outside the ambit of Constitutional 
protection. The communities categorised as hill 
tribes by the colonial census did get a semblance of 
territory but the Sixth Schedule was not equipped 
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to handle immigration. As other issues like cultural 
and social hegemony of dominant ethnic groups 
continued to eat away into the fabric of political 
discourse in Assam, the realities of the day seemed 
to lead the tribal people into yet another long series 
of confrontations with not just the state apparatus, 
but also with the dominant groups associated with 
the state. 

Educated Bodo youth had already begun to feel 
the need for more say in the political and economic 
distribution; they were of the opinion that these 
‘belts’ and ‘blocks’ were just not enough. As early 
as 1933, when the All Assam Plains Tribal League 
was formed under the initiative of the Bodo leader 
Rupnath Brahma and his counterpart Bhimbor 
Deori, the need to reassess the condition of the 
Bodo-speaking peoples in the region was of utmost 
importance. Continuing with the formation of a 
consolidated political collective, the Bodo Sahitya 
Sabha (BSS) was formed in 1952. The Forum’s main 
activities were to promote and protect Bodo culture 
and identity in the face of what they perceived as a 
growing threat to their survival as a people. It also 
aimed to devise a ‘standard Bodo language’, which 
could be a link for all the Bodo-speaking peoples in 
the region.21  Some years later, in 1967, the educated 
Bodo youth also formed a student body known as 
the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU). In the years 
to come, these civic organisations would try to steer 
Bodo political discourse through several challenges, 
both from within and from external forces.

The Plains Tribal Council of Assam (PTCA), a 
body representing the various tribes living in the 
plains, including the Bodo, sent a memorandum to 
the President of India in 1967, stating:

…the bitter experience of the last 20 years of 
independence has given rise to a firm conviction 
among the tribals of Assam that the Assam 
government is not interested in giving adequate 
protection to tribal land. It has deliberately 
rehabilitated refugees from East Pakistan in tribal 
Belts and Blocks areas, given settlement to the 

non-tribal encroachers…(in) gross violation of 
provisions of the Belts and Blocks.22

The main demand of the PTCA was the federal re-
organisation of Assam. Symbolic of the fact that 
the decision to rationally allow for democratic 
federalism could not be taken by the denizens 
of the region, the central government in Delhi 
rejected the plan submitted to them. Over the next 
few years, this demand took concrete shape in 
the agitation for a homeland for the plains tribes 
of Assam. This homeland was called ‘Udayachal’. 
Almost immediately, the Koch-Rajbongshi 
community who shared the same spaces with the 
plains tribes struck a discordant note and opposed 
the demand for a separate state for the Scheduled 
Tribes, in this case the Bodo and the Mishing. The 
Koch-Rajbongshi community was not among the 
Schedule Tribe list and the fact that they had been 
Hinduised seemed to weigh against them. Soon 
after, dissent among the PTCA leaders led to a split 
in the movement, with one section renaming itself 
the Plains Tribal Council of Assam (Progressive) 
with a broader position on which communities 
ought to be considered indigenous communities in 
such a proposed state.

Here, it is interesting to also note the differences 
and similarities of political mobilisation in the 
areas where tribal communities claim to enjoy a 
statistically contentious demographic advantage 
over others. It is a matter of concern for most 
Bodo academics and activists that the Bordoloi 
Commission chose to leave the Bodo-inhabited 
areas outside the purview of the Sixth Schedule, 
choosing instead to implement the ineffectual ‘tribal 
Belts or Blocks’ for the plains tribes of Assam.23 
Hence, a discussion on the Sixth Schedule of the 
Indian constitution is warranted here. 

The Sixth Schedule provides that for any area 
notified as an autonomous region by the Governor 
of the state, a district council comprising 30 
members will be elected. Of these, the Governor of 
the state appoints four. Thereafter, it is the Governor 
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who makes the rules for the first constitution 
of councils in consultation with the tribal 
representative organisations. As may be noticed, it 
is the Governor who has the final say in the creation 
and dissolution of the council. As for finance, the 
autonomous district council gets a meagre amount 
from business and commercial enterprises and 
some land revenue. A district and regional fund, 
endowed and managed by the Governor, is the main 
source by which the autonomous body is financed. 
The powers of the autonomous council are varied, 
but it is in their capacity to regulate land transfer 
that their discretionary powers are most interesting. 
Following the colonial policies of allowing land in 
the hills to be under ‘community ownership’ and 
not bringing such land under its revenue scheme, 
the Sixth Schedule also mentions that tribal land is 
not to be sold to anyone and that it belongs to the 
community. However, by 1979, the overwhelming 
logic of doing away with community property was 
visible in a notification wherein private property 
was not only acknowledged but also encouraged.24  
In that sense, the councils and village chiefs became 
the most likely figures of authority to be able to grant 
and renew leases and land titles. Furthermore, this 
created opportunities for political manipulation, 
wherein it was known that village chiefs, who 
belonged to one or the other political party, would 
try and push the leases (or titles) of their party 
members if a friendly party dominated the executive 
council. This discrepancy between formal rules of 
the game and informal occurrences, the tension 
between valorising ‘tribal tradition and community’ 
and undermining the community by extending 
the logic of private property, all contributed to the 
reaction which was sometimes violent and always 
aggrieved. This was the architecture adopted for 
the two hill districts and subsequently grafted on 
to the multi-ethnic, polyglot districts that comprise 
BTAD; naturally, such a move had disturbing 
consequences.

In 1999, leaders of an armed opposition 
group—Bodo Liberation Tigers (BLT)—declared a 

unilateral ceasefire with the government and said 
that it was ready to be part of talks. In response, 
the government announced that it would create a 
territorial council under the Sixth Schedule for an 
area demarcated in consultation with representatives 
of the Bodo groups and the government of Assam. 
Almost immediately, non-Bodo groups launched a 
massive agitation claiming that such a move would 
not only encourage more ethnic clashes, but also 
lead to evictions and population transfers from the 
proposed area. The story, however, predates the 
1999 ceasefire announcement. In 1988, the Bodo 
Peoples, Action Committee (BPAC) was formed to 
try to incorporate all the different tendencies within 
the Bodo movement. However, this could not stop 
the rupture within the ranks of the Bodo movement 
with the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) scaling 
down its 92-point demand to just three, which 
included the creation of a full-fledged state on 
the North Bank (of the river Luit), the creation of 
autonomous districts for the Bodo on the South 
Bank, and the inclusion of non-Karbi tribals of Karbi 
Anglong in the Sixth Schedule. This position was 
obviously not acceptable to other tribal groups and 
the government of Assam. The central government 
intervened and initiated a tripartite round of talks 
with the ABSU-BPAC combine and the government 
of Assam in 1989. 

After eight rounds of talks, the government of 
India proposed a three-member expert committee 
in 1990 to examine and demarcate the areas of the 
Bodo and other plains tribes of Assam and submit 
its report within 45 days to make recommendations 
on autonomy. The committee submitted a report 
with a proposal to grant maximum autonomy to 
the Bodo, short of a separate state within the Indian 
union, which the BPAC-ABSU leaders resolutely 
rejected. However, the recommendations did 
foreground some concrete points over which the 
leaders would possibly soften their stand and accept 
a compromise. The main issue that remained was 
one of the inclusion of a certain number of villages 
within the proposed homeland. While a section 
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of the Bodo leaders insisted on as many as 4,443 
villages to be included in the proposed territory, 
the state government offered another sop saying 
that it would be the contiguity of the region that 
would determine the basis of the creation of an 
autonomous Bodo territory, i.e., villages in which 
the Bodo constituted even a mere one per cent of 
the tribal population would be included within a 
compact territorial area. A section of the BPAC- 
ABSU leadership debated the issue and came 
up with a counter-demand where an additional 
1,035 villages were to be added to any proposed 
autonomous territory. The issue was referred back 
to the central government. 

In 1993, the central government herded together 
the Bodo leaders, who had sent friendly and frequent 
feelers for an honourable resolution of the conflict, as 
well as the government of Assam, to sign what came 
to be known as the ‘Bodo Accord’ in Kokrajhar. The 
accord created the Bodoland Autonomous Council 
(BAC), that was to comprise an area covering 
2,000 villages and 25 estates stretching from the 
Sakosh river to Mazbat Pasnoi on the north bank 
of the river Luit (Brahmaputra), via a government 
of Assam notification (No. TAD/BAC/26/93/18).25  
The area also included reserved forests as per the 
guidelines of the Ministry of Defence and the 
Ministry of Environment, Government of India. 
The actual difficulty in the demarcation of the 
boundary continued to be the vehement opposition 
of the non-Scheduled Tribe population living in 
the area. A considerable number of people residing 
in the said area are actually classified as Scheduled 
Tribes outside Assam. This is especially true of 
erstwhile indentured labourers who had left the 
tea plantations. Hence, there are large pockets 
of Santhal, Munda and Oraon villages and these 
ethnic groups are considered Scheduled Tribes as 
per the Central list. The government of Assam has 
not included these tribes in its list of Scheduled 
Tribes in Assam.

On the other hand, there was also an internal split 
within the broad spectrum of political discourse in 

the Bodo community, with an armed section of the 
movement declaring the accord to be a “sell-out” of 
the original goal of an ethnic homeland for the Bodo 
community. A more militant armed opposition 
group called the Bodo Security Force denounced 
the accord and vowed to continue ‘the resistance to 
colonialism.’26 This organisation was later renamed 
the National Democratic Front of Bodoland 
(NDFB) and continues its armed activities against 
the state. Importantly, the armed oppositional 
activities had begun to articulate the idea of self-
determination for the Bodo-speaking people. This 
included complete and total secession from India. 
The rejection of the Indian Constitution marks an 
epistemological break of sorts in the movement. 
Both armed factions, the Bodoland Liberation 
Tiger Force (BLTF) and NDFB, repudiated the 
formation of the BAC, though their positions were 
considerably different. Both had an ideological 
problem with a ‘deal’ that diluted the movement 
for self-determination. Since the year 1996, the 
BLTF and NDFB had been engaged in a series of 
internecine wars in which both sides took extreme 
steps to target each other’s cadre and sympathisers. 
The fault-lines between the two groups spilled over 
into the public sphere as well. It was obvious that 
a section of Bodo political opinion, especially the 
students and literary bodies, favoured a settlement 
brokered by the central government. In this 
settlement, they saw the beginning of a barter where 
they gained more resources, and which made it 
possible for them to control the ethnic competition 
that would arise with other groups. Indeed, one of 
the most disturbing aspects of the armed struggle 
for any kind of autonomy in the Bodo-inhabited 
areas is that successive episodes of violence have 
made it look like a campaign for ethnic cleansing 
of the area. There is a continuing debate on what 
constitutes the historically demarcated Bodo areas 
and the contemporary demographic realities. This 
adds a potentially intractable angle to the question 
of who ‘belongs’ to a particular version of national 
space. 
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Echoing a concern along these lines, Biswas and 
Bhattacharjee state that ‘(ethnic) movements in the 
Northeast can be understood in terms of a contest 
over greater social, political and cultural spaces, 
the spaces in which the ethnic communities were 
not hitherto represented. This non-representation 
is further explained within the contexts of rights, 
power and authority, which cause ethnocentric 
concerns to find their expression in contestations 
in many possible ways.’27 Here, contestation against 
the ‘other’ assumes the most explicit form in social 
spaces, for purposes of mobilisation. The ‘other’ 
is characterised in terms of an undifferentiated 
concept of citizenship, as enshrined within the 
Constitution of India, which does not recognise the 
claims of any identity to override others represented 
within the nation and the state. This contradiction 
between the statist view and collective aspirations 
is sharpened through a number of unsuccessful 
mediation measures (undertaken by the State) that 
seek to negotiate the variation in representations 
of identity and space between communities. One 
wishes to locate the ethnic polarisation in the 
Bodo areas within this context, especially in the 
absence of an effective mediation process that can 
accommodate different responses.

Splits within the movement are a prime example 
of the kind of ad-hoc policies that are taken up 
by the state apparatus in containing the problem 
posed for the nation-building process by ethno-
national projects. The persistence of colonial tones 
in political structures in the region only accounts 
for one aspect of the ‘ends’ to which governments 
strive—that of political and territorial unity. In the 
process, the Indian state’s propensity to carve out 
states to satisfy the political elite might suggest that it 
is more ‘tolerant’ of ethnic aspirations. However, the 
fact that it has a definite ‘ethnic agenda’ of its own—
an agenda that is shaped by policy machines that are 
not ‘ethnically neutral’—is a condition that negates 
the provisional safeguards in its Constitution.28,29

There seems to be a pattern to ethno-nationalist 
demands for autonomy in the Northeast, and a lack 

of institutional capability to handle these demands. 
Most political demands for self-determination are 
centrally linked to the idea of the distinct identity 
of an ethnic group. The manner in which this 
identity consciousness is articulated is precisely 
the subject of discussion here. It is against this 
backdrop that much of what appears as guarantees 
of autonomy compatible with the aspirations of 
given groups of people within the framework of the 
Constitution, or even within international law, can 
actually be seen as a condensed body of intricate 
political negotiation. In essence, these negotiations 
are supposed to appear as processes that lead to 
further democratisation of society and politics. 
In the Indian context, this idea was supposed to 
form the core of the federal ethos of the republican 
tradition. Hence, provisions like the Sixth 
Schedule, Article 371A and the recent Panchayati 
Raj Bill are seen as efforts to ensure the devolution 
of powers of administration and governance to 
the grassroots. In each case, legislative, resource 
mobilisation and executive powers are supposed 
to somehow address the complex web of people’s 
aspirations. Yet in the manner in which they filter 
down, they leave more questions than answers 
in their wake. One senses the overwhelming 
assertion of the concern of the (centralised) state 
at losing its locus as the sovereign fount of law 
and administrative processes. Indian democracy 
is defined by its constitution, inasmuch as it is 
defined by a particular notion of the rule of the 
‘majority’. On one hand, a ‘statist’ view asserts that 
it is the individual citizen, rather than seemingly 
amorphous collectives, who is the backbone of 
the state. This view evoked the tensions between 
notions of citizenship and communitarian 
collectives, and reiterated that the state ‘was above 
all gods.’30  The view that the individual’s loyalties 
as a citizen of the state supersede her or his loyalty 
to other identities is constantly being challenged 
by a second discourse that is articulated against the 
backdrop of inadequate representation in matters 
of governance and administration. It would be 
tempting to see the persistence of primordial 
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identity in the shaping of demands for autonomy in 
such a situation. Perhaps it would help to see some 
semblance of political leverage at work here. The 
definitions of an indigenous collective self is meant 
to challenge a ‘settler’ nation-state. In both cases, 
indigenous cultures within postcolonial societies 
find themselves excluded from the decision-
making processes that are central to the state. 
Their subsequent declaration of separation from a 
‘mother body’ is based on an implicit declaration 
of people-hood emerging from genealogy and 
descent ties which function ‘not only as other sub-
national units do in, say, the assertion of ethnicity, 
but point to the history of pre-contact and raise 
questions about legal and moral legitimacy of the 
present national formation’.31 In this significant 
development, one sees that ethnicity and notions of 
ethnic contiguities begin to change almost as soon 
as the community sees itself as the purveyor of a 
smaller national space. In just a matter of two or 
three decades, the organic solidarity of the groups 
classified as plains tribes, against caste-Assamese 
society, changes to one of mutual distrust and 
competition between groups who are placed on 
the same social and economic plane.

Central to both discourses are certain principles 
that govern the quest for autonomy. Autonomy and 
autonomous institutions have not delivered justice. 
Hence, it is rare to find an instance where autonomy 
has sought to work on the principle of restitution, 
by acknowledging that an injustice has been 
committed or that some form of reconciliation has 
to be undertaken. Moreover, autonomy—as framed 
within a statist discourse—does not address the 
issue of control of resources, finances and costs of 
running autonomous territories in a comprehensive 
manner. When they do, as in the Sixth Schedule, 
they seem ineffectual and laden with contradictions 
that make the principle of custodianship appear 
more like a managerial policy. As long as autonomy 
arrangements are seen as a tool to manage the 
political demands of people in the region, there will 
always be problems with their implementation. For 

every instance where an ethnic group is promised 
autonomy, there will remain others who will claim 
to be aggrieved by that arrangement. 

1.3 The broader excluded group(s) they 
belong to

The Bodo Territorial Council is a unique place 
where most ethnic groups feel some sense of 
exclusion. In this, the BTAD is a little like the 
former Yugoslavia, where contentious histories, 
discordant narratives, and an unfavourable political 
vocabulary for re-imagining territorial belonging 
created a tragic series of upheavals and social strife. 
For many, it might seem as though the Bodo people 
have managed to push out other communities who 
seek to claim a place in the area.32 Nothing could be 
further from the truth. 

As mentioned earlier, BTAD is home to several 
linguistic and religious groups. Many feel disturbed 
by the terms on which autonomous institutions 
have been set up in the area. In districts like Baksa, 
local communities have come together to form 
Land Rights Committees (LRC), Gaon Unnayan 
Committees (Village Development Committees), 
in addition to the Village Development Councils 
(VDC). The VDC is possibly the smallest 
administrative unit of the BTC and is formed 
as part of the BTC’s mandate. The other two 
units—LRC and Gaon Unnayan Committees—are 
voluntary. As voluntary bodies, they bring together 
different ethnic groups from a block or group of 
villages. In BTAD, most villages are mixed, to the 
extent that different groups live in close proximity 
to one another. Within the larger village, there 
are smaller, more homogenous enclaves of ethnic 
groups. Almost all these groups have a claim, either 
seasonal or on longer-term leases, on the forests 
and grazing reserves of the BTAD. The LRC and 
Gaon Unnayan Committees therefore have the 
difficult task of creating a common platform for 
all the ethnic groups. They also carry out surveys, 
sometimes with the help of developmental non-



Survivors of Ethnic Conflict

215

government organisations (NGOs), focusing on the 
social and economic indices of the villages. 

These voluntary associations are indicative 
of the networks of solidarity that exist between 
different ethnic groups. Their work extends 
beyond conducting surveys: they also undertake 
unofficial cadastral surveys of landholdings, assess 
the requirement of individual members for access 
to grazing land, and most crucially, negotiate with 
functionaries of the BTC. None of these activities 
are as cut-and-dried as one might imagine. They 
are exercises in solidarity-building and grassroots 
diplomacy that unfortunately do not have much say 
in policy matters. After all, when it comes to dealing 
with the land and revenue department (that has now 
been transferred from Dispur to Kokrajhar for the 
BTAD), LRCs and other voluntary associations are 
at best seen as pressure groups, or else as irritants. 

However small and statistically insignificant, the 
existence of such voluntary associations that bring 
together different ethnic groups is ideologically 
of utmost importance. They allude to class-based 
solidarities among collectives that are clearly aware 
of the precariousness of their claims to resources in 
the BTAD. 

2. Analysis of Exclusion

In this section, we examine the kinds of exclusion 
that stem from dealing with violence as a regular 
occurrence. Most of these themes address both the 
long-term impact of constant, recurring violence, as 
well as the kind of exclusion faced in the aftermath 
of a major event, of which the BTAD has seen 
several in the last two decades. The last three years 
have also seen several major instances of violence, 
beginning with the riots between the Bodo and 
Bengali Muslims in July and August 2012, which 
caused displacement on an unprecedented scale 
in the region. A total of 485,921 persons were 
displaced across four districts, according to official 
estimates from district administrations.33  Not even 

two years later, May 2014 brought another violent 
massacre of Bengali Muslims in Baksa district, while 
in December that year Adivasis in Sonitpur 34 and 
Kokrajhar districts were attacked and displaced by 
the insurgent outfit NDFB(S), along with retaliatory 
violence against the Bodo. Recent incidents help us 
understand how violence can shape and sometimes 
permanently affect social, economic, and political 
relations.35

2.1 Exclusion from security

The idea of security as a right, or as a public good that 
should be available to all, is not explicitly articulated 
in the Constitution of India, but has been interpreted 
from Article 21, pertaining to the protection of life 
and personal liberty. In S. S. Ahluwalia vs. Union of 
India and others, the Supreme Court held that 

in the expanded meaning attributed to Article 
21 of the Constitution, it is the duty of the State 
to create a climate where members of the society 
belonging to different faiths, caste and creed live 
together and, therefore, the State has a duty to 
protect their life, liberty, dignity and worth of 
an individual which should not be jeopardised 
or endangered. If in any circumstances the State 
is not able to do so, then it cannot escape the 
liability to pay compensation to the family of the 
person killed during riots as his or her life has 
been extinguished in clear violation of Article 21 
of the Constitution.36

This judgement built on a previous judgement of 
the Delhi High Court in a case pertaining to the 
Sikh riots of 1984, in which the court noted that 

It is the duty and responsibility of the State 
to secure and safeguard life and liberty of an 
individual from mob violence. It is not open 
to the State to say that the violations are being 
committed by private persons for which it cannot 
be held accountable.37

In addition to this, India is also party to UN 
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conventions like the United Nations Declaration 
of Human Rights and the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, both of which clearly 
spell out the right of a person to life, liberty and 
security. While the essence of these judgements and 
conventions is not articulated in legislation, the draft 
Communal Violence Bill proposed by the National 
Advisory Council in 2011 clearly articulated the 
duty of the state to protect its citizens from targeted 
and communal violence.38 While we argue that 
conflict in the BTAD must be understood in its own 
context, and not in the framework of communal 
violence, we use this bill here as an illustration of 
the need to spell out the right of a citizen to feel safe 
and secure, and the duty of the state to provide this 
security.

Conversely, ‘security’ as interpreted by the state 
in the context of the BTAD, as in other parts of 
the Northeast, is understood within the narrow 
parameters of militarisation. The relationship 
with military and paramilitary forces is complex 
in the region. People have testified to a lack of 
confidence in the police force, placing more faith in 
paramilitary forces like the Central Reserve Police 
Force (CRPF) or the Sashastra Seema Bal (SSB), 
particularly during tense periods following a riot or 
targeted killings. Augmenting the military presence 
has been the government’s response each time major 
violence has occurred in Chirang or Kokrajhar, and 
the presence of military and paramilitary forces is 
standard in BTAD. Post-conflict, this militarisation 
has led to villagers in sensitive areas—particularly 
areas where one community is in a minority—feeling 
safer, leading them to demand that the presence 
of the forces be extended, or made permanent. As 
most security pickets, even in the more sensitive 
villages, began to withdraw in October 2013, people 
began to express apprehension about what would 
follow, and what would now serve as a deterrent if 
things flared up again.

In November 2014, the Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act (AFSPA) was extended in Assam for 
another year, with Assam’s definition as a ‘disturbed 

area’ being renewed once again after the original 
declaration in 1990.39  The origins of AFSPA are in 
a colonial law known as the Armed Forces Special 
Powers Ordinance of 1942, which authorised 
‘competent officers’ in the military with special 
powers to help contain the Quit India Movement.40  
Prolonged use of AFSPA, however, has led to various 
detrimental effects in other areas of the Northeast. 
The Justice Jeevan Reddy Committee, set up by 
the Ministry of Home Affairs, noted that the Naga 
Hills, a region experiencing AFSPA since 1958, 
demonstrates a record of particular controversy—
including complaints of rape, torture, arbitrary 
killings and fake encounters.41 The increasing 
presence of the military in the BTAD has ostensibly 
been to deal with insurgency; various insurgent 
groups have been present since the late 1980s, were 
at their peak in the 1990s, and continue to carry out 
violent attacks even today. Overall, however, the 
constant presence of the military has also led to great 
distrust between the military and ordinary people, 
with expressions of resentment following ‘fake 
encounters’ during counter-insurgency operations 
and the roughing up of young Bodo men constantly 
suspected as militants.42 In December 2013, for 
instance, two Bodo school students were killed and 
one seriously injured in an ‘encounter’; the police 
and army insisted afterwards that the children 
had links with the extremist outfit NDFB(S).43 The 
incident led to days of protest against the army and 
district administration, and reinforced once more 
the alienation of army personnel from the locals they 
are supposed to protect. The trust deficit between 
people and the police means that even when people 
want to report militant activity, they are reluctant to 
do so, fearing retribution from the militants before 
they are afforded protection by the police.

Perceptions of local law enforcement agents like 
the police are no better. There is a severe shortage of 
police in the districts, and where they are present, 
people are unlikely to place much faith in them.44 
The bifurcation of power between the BTC and the 
state government means that law and order is the 
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primary duty of the district administration (under 
the Assam government), and is done largely without 
any consultation with the BTC. At the village level, 
people would rather solve disputes internally, 
through village leaders, than involve the police. Even 
in extreme cases, such as those involving murder or 
sexual violence, going to the police may spell more 
harassment for all concerned, involving bribes 
and inefficiency. It is widely accepted that during 
riots the police are absent and unresponsive, rarely 
arriving in time to provide protection. Fact-finding 
reports from 2012 have confirmed the inability 
and reluctance of the local police force to step in 
during the riots.45 In the village of Choraikola, five 
kilometres from Kokrajhar town and across the 
road from the 7th Battalion headquarters of the 
state police force, Muslim residents claim that 
during the riots, the police did not come to their aid 
despite repeated pleas from villagers. In their eyes, 
the police are either too scared to confront armed 
militants or, worse, in league with the Bodo and the 
BPF in particular. 

Other agents of local government, for instance 
forest guards, can also be seen as aggressors. In 
May 2014, for instance, after the targeted killing of 
Bengali Muslims in Narayanguri village in Baksa 
district, villagers blamed forest guards in the area, 
whom they also alleged were ex-BLT members, for 
killing them as ‘punishment’ for the ruling party’s 
loss in the Lok Sabha election of 2014.46 Despite a 
lack of official verification for this claim (although 
the guards were arrested),47 the perception of the 
guards as aggressors is firmly implanted in the minds 
of the victims. In stark contrast to the idea of the 
right to security and safety therefore, government 
law enforcement services like the police, army and 
paramilitary forces, and sometimes even officials 
from the BTC (although they have no jurisdiction 
over law enforcement), are in direct contradiction 
of this ideal. 

The consequences of the constant sense of 
insecurity vis-à-vis state actors as well as other 
communities are evident. Although people of 

different communities and ethnicities have co-
existed in BTAD for several centuries, the effects 
of a perpetual state of violence has meant that 
communities become increasingly polarised 
geographically, socially, and in extreme instances, 
also economically. In most villages of Kokrajhar and 
Chirang, it is common for villages to contain within 
them hamlets or bastis of particular communities, 
which may either be in close proximity, or in 
other instances, quite separate. Some villages may 
have inhabitants entirely of a single community, 
while ‘mixed’ villages may be mixed in degrees. 
Remote villages, particularly those surrounded 
by forests, also deal with the additional insecurity 
caused by insurgent outfits like the NDFB, and 
army and paramilitary camps set up to protect 
against them. Insurgents create their own sense of 
terror, sometimes killing people suspected of being 
informants, levying annual ‘taxes’ on villages and 
businesses, and kidnapping to extort money. Calling 
of strikes or bandhs by various groups and outfits is 
a routine occurrence, often making daily life come 
to a standstill.48 Travelling or operating a business 
during a bandh can be risky, and people are unlikely 
to take the risk, especially when called by influential 
or powerful outfits like the NDFB.

The ever-present sense of insecurity is further 
exacerbated when an incident takes place between 
two groups, whether killings by insurgents, a fight 
that escalates in a particular village or region, or, as 
in 2012, full-blown riots that suspend normal living 
for months at a time. Despite the fact that 170 persons 
were arrested in connection with the violence, and a 
CBI investigation conducted, the sense of insecurity 
persisted.49 Social relations between Bengali 
Muslims and the Bodo suffered tremendously after 
the riots, and were only aggravated by the ongoing 
economic boycott of the Bengali Muslims. The 
boycott also became a way of expressing the anger 
and resentment that many survivors of the riots felt. 
Even two years after the riots, there were villages 
where people of one community would refuse 
to enter the neighbourhood of another. Parents 
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Box 1. The Case of the Never-ending Camp

Joyma Camp is in Kathalguri village of Kokrajhar, just off Highway 31, which connects Guwahati with 
Barhi in Jharkhand. 163 families, originally from Rampurbhil village 30 kilometres away, have been 
settled here since July 2012, when Bodo-Muslim violence engulfed the BTAD for months together. The 
camp’s residents still live in makeshift structures of plastic sheets, struggling with two barely functional 
temporary toilets and a few hand pumps donated by charities. While Joyma was set up as an ‘official’ 
camp during the violence, today it exists on no government record. Residents have been struggling 
to find land to settle on near the camp, being too afraid to return to their villages where their homes 
and shops no longer exist, and where they are in too small a minority to feel safe. Government efforts 
at rehabilitation are all but dead, and talks with the Jamaat-e-Ulema Hind, a charity that promised to 
buy them land, fell through in 2014. Currently, they stay on the agricultural land of a landowner in 
Kathalguri village, to whom they pay a small rent each month, to compensate for his loss in cropping. 
As the years have passed, residents have become increasingly bitter, no longer making trips to the 
Deputy Commissioner’s office to check on progress. Jamaat-e-Ulema Hind’s promises to build houses 
for people able to buy land on their own is materialising too slowly for complete rehabilitation to be 
anywhere in sight. As Imrad Hussain, a representative of the camp’s population says, ‘It’s been three 
years, but feels like ninety.’

Joyma is not the only remnant of ethnic violence in the BTAD. Camp-like structures still exist 
across the BTAD districts of Kokrajhar and Chirang, although they do not exist on the official radar 
of the government. In such camps, there has been no state intervention after the distribution of the 
compensation amount. Any interventions on water, sanitation, health, education, food or livelihood 
are through civil society organisations like NGOs or religious charities. The phenomenon of camps that 
don’t shut down is not new in the BTAD. In 1996, clashes between the Bodo and Santhals left more than 
2.6 lakh persons displaced, while further violence in 1998 took the figure over 3 lakh persons. 1.26 lakh 
of these were still living in state-sponsored relief camps nearly a decade later, in 2005.a  Even as late as 
November 2011, estimates put the number of persons still living in relief camps from both rounds of 
violence at approximately 36,000.b As the number of incidents increase with the years, so do the total 
number of permanently displaced persons in the BTAD. In many instances, camps become regularised 
as villages, as has happened for instance with Bengtol Camp in Chirang, formerly a relief camp from 
the 1996 violence, and now a recognised village. However, even this transition is neither swift nor easy, 
as is evident by the efforts of Joyma camp residents to resettle in Kathalguri village. 

a   Monirul Hussain and Pradip Phanjoubam (2007), A Status Report on Displacement in Assam and Manipur, 
Kolkata: MCRG, p. 7.

b Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre figures cited in Tiwari, Shishir and Gitanjali Ghosh (2014), ‘From 
Conflict to Accord and a Decade Henceforth: The Plight of Internally Displaced Persons in Bodoland and the 
Law’, Elixir International Law, no. 70.
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became anxious about sending their children to 
ICDS centres in the bastis of other communities, 
and in other places, the Bodo or Bengali Muslims 
present in small numbers left their villages 
altogether, out of fear. The district administrations 
in Kokrajhar and Chirang attempted to create 
inter-village ‘peace committees’ after the riots with 
the purpose of providing a platform for dialogue 
to members of all the diverse communities in the 
village. Unfortunately, like many initiatives of the 
administration, these were half-hearted attempts 
with no follow-through after the initial, token 
meetings. Moreover, instead of fostering dialogue, 
they ended up creating a space for district officials 
to lecture publicly about the need for peace, with 
no clear plan as to how it could be achieved, or how 
such dialogue could be begun, let alone sustained. 

2.2 Exclusions in relief and rehabilitation

One of the government’s primary roles in the event 
of a major attack or violent incident is to address 
relief and rehabilitation needs. Typically, after a 
major occurrence, like riots, people flee their homes, 
seeking shelter in nearby schools or other buildings 
which may later go on to become relief camps. After 
the 2012 riots, the Bodo and Muslims reported 
staying in relief camps for anything between three 
and eight months, with the average being close to 
six months. As several newspapers, fact-finding 
teams and civil society members noted at the time, 
camps were overcrowded and often lacking in basic 
facilities, including sanitation, drinking water, 
bedding, utensils and so on. Where food rations, 
clothes or other necessary items fell short, NGOs 
were filling in for the state.50 Particularly in areas 
such as health, education and sanitation, NGOs 
were responsible for fulfilling a role that the state 
either could not or would not fulfil. 

Destruction of property, more than loss of 
lives, became the central theme of post-violence 
recovery during the 2012 riots. In some areas, 
Muslims alleged that this was deliberate, and that 

this was a ploy to drive them out of the BTAD by 
rendering them without property or assets.51 While 
the burning down of houses and businesses was 
the most visible impact, much of the destruction of 
livelihoods also came from the looting of household 
property, cattle, stocks of grains, and so forth. 
While burnt-down houses were compensated for, 
stolen property was not. To avail of compensation, 
it was imperative to produce proof of ownership 
of one’s land. Those who could received a total of 
Rs 52,700 in two instalments, the first of which 
was generally received in the camp itself. Nearly 
everyone interviewed affirmed that they used the 
compensation for day-to-day expenses, or to build 
a kuccha house from bamboo. Even so, rebuilding 
generally required further investment on the 
part of homeowners, significant amounts if they 
were rebuilding a pucca house. In other instances 
of targeted attacks, for instance being shot at by 
militants, people may never receive compensation 
at all, doing the rounds of offices even two years 
later and each time being turned away with the 
excuse of bureaucratic hurdles.

Many Bengali Muslims live on government land 
or khasmati, including many who have lived there 
since as early as the 1930s, and were thus unable 
to avail of compensation. In October 2013, the 
Assam government released, for persons without a 
title to their homes, Rs 50,000 as compensation ‘on 
humanitarian grounds’. Attached to the compensation 
was the caveat that persons accepting this 
compensation must sign an affidavit affirming that 
they would not return to the previously ‘encroached’ 
land, and would not seek further compensation from 
the government. This caused a furore among Bengali 
Muslims, who saw this as a ploy to drive them out of 
the BTAD. Many in the villages refused to take the 
compensation, fearing that it might be used to drive 
them out in the future. By January 2014, the affidavit 
clause had been withdrawn, and the compensation 
was being awarded unconditionally. Although 
most of those who did not have pattas were Bengali 
Muslims, some in this category were Bodo, especially 
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those who were less well off.52 Local politics and land 
rules meant that the Bodo were more willing than 
Bengali Muslims to claim this compensation and 
try and buy land elsewhere, a prospect that is more 
difficult for Bengali Muslims, since non-tribals are 
only allowed to purchase land in a few areas of the 
BTAD that are not designated tribal belts or blocks. 

Many local as well as international humanitarian 
organisations set up rehabilitation projects in 
Chirang and Kokrajhar, ranging from a few months 
to two years long. They provided rehabilitation 
materials, livelihood opportunities through cash-
for-work schemes, implements to restart farming 
or other kinds of occupations, and one-off grants 
to set up small businesses or shops. These projects 
were the mainstay of rehabilitation efforts across the 
two districts with some humanitarian organisation 
covering each village. Government assistance 
stopped at relief materials, and did not extend to 
long-term rehabilitation measures. Rehabilitation 
in different areas thus followed different patterns, 
depending on the kind of assistance available. 
In some cases, assistance in rebuilding houses, 
procuring agricultural equipment, one-time cash 
transfers and long-term support for employment 
guaranteed some degree of stability, making recovery 
easier. In other instances, where support was patchy, 
or limited in terms of resources, villages tended to 
fall behind in terms of their overall development, 
or secured help in specific areas, such as drinking 
water and sanitation, but remained stranded with 
respect to other rehabilitation measures.

Camps began shutting down from September 
2012 and rehabilitation continued into the early 
months of 2013.53 In many cases, where people were 
too afraid to go back and re-occupy their homes, 
they set up camp-like structures on the outskirts of 
their villages, where they lived in harsh conditions 
under plastic sheets. There were no official or even 
other estimates for these, but extensive discussion 
and fieldwork with other organisations pointed to at 
least four informal settlements in Chirang, and two 
such settlements in Kokrajhar as of May 2014 (one 

with 160 households). These numbers do not account 
for those who refused to return to their villages at 
all, choosing instead to settle in other villages that 
had larger populations of their own communities, 
and where they felt safer. These villages are the most 
vulnerable in terms of rehabilitation—even three 
years after the occurrence of the riot, many are 
struggling for basic facilities like water and housing. 
A major critique of the state’s rehabilitation efforts 
is also the lack of meaningful discussions on peace-
building and long-term solutions. This concern is 
echoed across students’ unions and their leaders, 
village leaders, civil society actors and ordinary 
people most affected by the violence. References 
to peace are mostly tokenistic, and do not address 
the difficult questions of politics and resources that 
underlie the tensions.

2.3 Exclusions in land and livelihood

A struggle for land and resources is, to a large 
extent, at the heart of conflict between different 
groups in the BTAD. Chapter X of the 1886 Assam 
Land and Revenue Regulation guides land police 
in the BTAD, aimed at the protection of land for 
SCs and STs.54 For non-ST groups to purchase land, 
they must show proof that they were resident in the 
area since before the creation of the BTC in 2003, 
either through land documents or documents like 
voter identity cards. Such persons may purchase 
land only in those parts of the BTAD that are not 
notified as tribal belts or blocks, where STs have 
exclusive right to ownership of land.55 Non-STs 
who do not have proof of ownership of the land 
they reside on are considered encroachers by the 
BTC administration. As repeated discussions with 
the BTC administration have revealed, particularly 
in the case of Bengali Muslims, ‘encroacher’ 
is considered nearly synonymous with ‘illegal 
migrant’, a term that is highly charged and divisive 
in the politics of both BTC and Assam, and is 
responsible for many of the negative perceptions 
about the community. 
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Land in the region is largely owned by the Bodo, 
while Bengali Muslims provide relatively cheap 
agricultural labour, and also run small businesses. 
This relationship can both take the form of 
sharecropping or agricultural labour on Bodo fields. 
In Kokrajhar, Dhubri, Chirang and Bongaigaon 
districts, which were particularly affected by the 
2012 violence, Muslims fare the worst in terms 
of economic indicators compared to other non-
ST and ST groups.56 An economic boycott of the 
Bengali Muslims by the Bodo caused a breakdown 
in economic relations, with many Bodo refusing 
to allow Bengali Muslims to work on their lands, 
while Muslim outfits and student groups also urged 
Bengali Muslims not to work. In many villages, 
such as in Tulsibhil near Gossaigaon, this has 
led to the Bodo employing labourers from other 
communities, such as the Adivasi communities, or 
far less well-off members of their own community 
to provide labour instead, albeit at higher rates. As 
things returned to normal in some villages after a 
year, Bodo landowners in the more divided villages 
were still reluctant to resume economic relations 
with Bengali Muslims, although they admitted that 
they would have to eventually. Land thus was, and 
continues to remain, a highly contested resource 
around which conflict is constructed time and 
again. Studies from previous conflicts between 
the Bodo and Adivasis also point to the territorial 
nature of the conflict, with spaces like forest land 
and tea estates becoming contested sites around 
which violence occurred.57

More Bengali Muslim men in the post-conflict 
period migrated to other parts of India, even 
crossing borders into Bhutan and Myanmar in 
search of work, as agricultural production stalled in 
many villages in the first year following the conflict 
and did not recover completely even in the second 
year. In some major markets, such as the Koila Moila 
market in Chirang district, which has always been 
a mixed environment, Muslims were still barred 
from participating even two years after the riots. 
This exclusion has meant that many businesses that 

were traditionally owned and run by Muslims are 
now being taken over by Bodo traders, creating 
a shift in the longer-term economic structure of 
these markets. This phenomenon was seen in other 
markets of Chirang district as well, especially in 
areas where the Bodo were in a majority as compared 
to the Bengali Muslim population. Bengali Muslim 
traders in the Bengtol area, another popular market 
hub in Chirang district, say that their shops were 
closed for a year after the violence, and not even the 
district administration could get them re-opened. 
The long-term impacts of these changes remain to 
be seen; whether they will significantly affect the 
economic and social character of these areas is not 
yet clear. 

2.4 Specific exclusions faced by children

Literacy levels in the four BTAD districts, on 
average, are 66.5 per cent, several points below the 
state average of 73.18 per cent.58 While schools here 
face problems which are faced by other schools 
nationwide—teaching quality, absenteeism and 
educational attainment, these are also exacerbated 
by conflict. Frequent bandhs and bouts of violence 
mean greater disruption of schooling, both because 
of children being afraid to go to school, and classes 
taking place erratically. After the 2012 riots, young 
people from several communities, whether directly 
affected or not, reported feeling fearful and afraid 
to move about as before, even to go to school.59 Boys 
were part of village patrols during the most tense 
months, armed with sticks as weapons. As seen in 
examples in this chapter, children can also become 
targets of violence, both by security forces and 
insurgents. During the May 2014 killings in Baksa, 
22 of the 46 killed were children, while in the attacks 
on Adivasis in December 2014, 18 of the 62 killed 
were children.60 A recent report from Kokrajhar 
also highlights that children in the BTAD are 
joining insurgent groups as child soldiers, often due 
to economic hardship and the lack of other viable 
employment alternatives.61 The same report also 
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cites evidence from Kokrajhar district, according to 
which more than 19,000 children have been living in 
relief camps for 15 years after internal displacement 
in 1996 and 1998.62 Additionally, according to the 
Assam Police, 259 children have been orphaned due 
to insurgency in Kokrajhar district between 1994 
and 2010.63

The divide between young people and children 
of different communities is striking in the BTAD, 
and although this has been exacerbated by the 
violence, its roots are much deeper. ICDS centres, 
as noted above, are divided, with children of 
different communities attending different centres. 
In some villages, a single anganwadi is present in 
the settlement of a particular community, thus 
discouraging members of the other communities 
from sending their children to ICDS centres at all. 
Such exclusionary dynamics prevail despite official 
figures indicating that 36 per cent of Assam’s children 
are underweight and in great need of nutritional 
support.64 Bodo children attend Bodo-medium 
schools while children of other communities, 
whether Rajbongshi, Muslim, Santhali, etc., attend 
Assamese-medium schools. Typically, each village 
or cluster of two or three small villages will have at 
least one of each at the primary level. As a result, it 
is rare to see even casual friendships between Bodo 
children and those from other groups. Schools very 
rarely get together to do joint activities between 
children studying in the two languages, and 
understanding between children of the two groups 
is extremely limited, except perhaps where they live 
in close proximity to one another (which after the 
violence has already become less common). 

A telling example of this was a football 
tournament organised by a humanitarian 
organisation in Chirang district. As part of their 
efforts towards peace-building and rehabilitation, 
the requirement was for teams to be of mixed 
ethnicity to be eligible for participation. Many 
teams ended up with a token member from another 
community, but otherwise remained ethnically 
homogenous. Teams that were genuinely mixed 

suffered on the field as miscommunication between 
members ensued, resulting in an often comic lack 
of coordination. The final two teams were entirely 
Bodo, with the one or two members from other 
communities having been substituted on-field by 
Bodo teammates. And thus, through no malice 
on anyone’s part, the ‘mixed’ football tournament 
lost its heterogenous character. Similar instances 
are noted when mixed-community events are 
organised in other schools or villages, where 
children were likely to stay with their own groups 
when left to themselves. This, of course, is no fault 
of the children, who cannot be expected to embrace 
diversity in one or two meetings, but of a system 
that in the process of acknowledging difference, 
provides little space for a common meeting ground. 

3. Coping and Resistance

Over the last few decades, the BTAD has led to new 
social, political and militant formations, many of 
which are formed in response to recurring violence 
and a sense of insecurity and historical oppression. 
In the late 1980s, as the Assam movement grew in 
strength and the Bodo found themselves increasingly 
alienated from Assamese identity, resistance grew 
in the form of the demand for a separate Bodoland, 
led by the ABSU which continues to have major 
influence even today. A militant group associated 
with the ABSU, the Bodo Volunteer Force, also 
undertook violent activities like bomb blasts, 
killings, and so on. In 1993, after the failure of the 
interim Bodoland Autonomous Council Accord, 
militant activity increased, with groups like the 
Bodoland Liberation Tiger Force and the National 
Democratic Front for Bodoland (which demanded 
a sovereign nation) carrying out violent activities. 
Targeted killings of Bengali Muslims and Adivasis 
took place in 1993, 1996 and 1998, and armed 
conflict raged on during this decade. In 2003, the 
government signed an agreement with the BLTF, 
bringing into force the BTC which continues to exist 
today.65 The NDFB still continues with its separatist 
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demands, splitting into several factions, some 
surrendering, and the most powerful today being 
NDFB (Songbijit), which was also responsible for 
the December 2014 attacks on Adivasis in Sonitpur. 
How much popular support they enjoy among the 
Bodo is difficult to assess, although other Bodo 
organisations come out in public protest after any 
act of violence by the NDFB. The Bodo themselves 
are often victims of militant violence.66

In response to the growing insecurity felt by 
non-Bodo groups in the BTAD, many of them have 
their own militant outfits—the Rajbongshis have 
the Kamatapur Liberation Organisation, and the 
Adivasis have numerous outfits like the Santhal Tiger 
Force, Adivasi Cobra Military of Assam, and others. 
While there are no known Bengali Muslim militant 
outfits, recent times, particularly after 2012, have 
seen an increasing push towards fundamentalism. 
Groups like the Jamaat-e-Islami Hind or the Jamiat-
e-Ulema Hind, both of which have also made 
contributions to reconstruction post-violence, 
mostly in Muslim villages, are increasingly making 
their presence felt. For the first time in many 
villages, girls and women may be seen in burqas 
and veils, and in reconstruction efforts, madrasas 
and masjids are often the sturdiest structures. Each 
group, whether Bengali Hindu, Nepali, Rajbongshi, 
Muslim or Adivasi, is also represented by its own 
students union, which declares strikes and bandhs, 
carries out protests and recruits cadres at the village 
and regional levels. The year 2013 also saw a renewed 
agitation for Bodoland, soon after the creation of 
Telangana in August. Many more dharnas, strikes, 
and agitations were called by the ABSU and by many 
other organisations opposed to the formation of a 
separate state. The timing, however, forced ABSU to 
deal with the question of how other groups, whether 
Muslim or Adivasi, would be protected under the 
framework of Bodoland, a problem its president 
acknowledges.67 The Rajbongshi community, in 
addition to lobbying for ST status, is also lobbying 
for a separate state of Kamatapur for Rajbongshis, 
adding further to the level of unrest.

Mobilisation along community lines has been 
growing, and has recently made its presence felt in 
politics as well. After the BTC accord of 2003, ex-
BLT leaders formed the Bodoland Political Front, 
a political party that won the first two elections of 
the Council in 2005 and 2010 with a comfortable 
majority, and also won the Lok Sabha seat of 
Kokrajhar. During the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, 
however, 18 non-Bodo groups, ostensibly against 
what they see as Bodo hegemony, came together 
to nominate a ‘non-Bodo’ candidate, an ex-ULFA 
cadre called Naba Kumar Saraniya. Within the 
Bodo community, a split appeared between the 
BPF and ABSU, who backed their own independent 
Bodo candidates. A decade of corruption and 
mismanaged governance at the hands of BPF left 
BTC residents jaded, while further insecurity among 
the non-Bodo finally led to the win of Naba Kumar 
Saraniya, the region’s first non-Bodo MP since the 
signing of the accord. Non-Bodo groups and the 
ABSU once again drummed up political candidates 
for the BTC elections in April 2015, which the 
BPF won with an extremely narrow margin, barely 
passing the halfway mark. The ABSU-backed PCDR 
won seven seats, while AIUDF, a party that caters 
traditionally to the Muslim base in Assam, won four 
seats. The rest of the seats were won by independent 
candidates, some of whom belonged to the non-
Bodo political front that emerged during the Lok 
Sabha election.68 These new political formations 
indicate growing mistrust between the ruling BPF 
and the people they govern, but also of non-Bodo 
groups towards the BTC as an administrative 
structure and their apprehensions about their rights 
as citizens within it. 

4. Recommendations

4.1 Military and paramilitary forces, and 
the police

In its report, the Justice Jeevan Reddy Committee 
has unequivocally recommended that AFSPA 
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must be repealed and replaced with something 
more humane. The Committee has also noted that 
all problems of ‘public order’ cannot amount to 
‘internal disturbance’ needing the intervention 
of the army, the latter term referring to large-
scale and sustained disturbance on a serious level. 
Maintenance of public order is the duty of police 
forces at the state level.69 Over-reliance on the 
military for all law and order solutions is neither 
practical nor desirable. As with other parts of the 
country, but perhaps desperately so here, there is a 
serious need for police reform. Some police stations 
in BTAD cover remote villages as far as 50 or 60 
kilometres away, hardly a conducive or confidence-
inspiring situation. Many plans to open new police 
stations or pickets remain in the pipeline for years, 
and staff shortages and vacancies make effective 
policing almost impossible at present. Police 
penetration in areas of militant presence is almost 
nil, and informing the police of militant activity is 
a dangerous prospect. If law enforcement cannot 
be local, it cannot remain credible or enjoy long-
term support.

4.2 Relief and rehabilitation

After a major incident of violence, relief 
and rehabilitation efforts are majorly routed 
through the Deputy Commissioner’s office, 
which functions under the State Government. 
Persons displaced are identified in relief camps 
through head counts, after which relief materials 
and compensation are distributed to affected 
persons. Compensation is awarded once damages 
have been assessed, and soon after this the 
government begins to encourage those in relief 
camps to return to their villages. However, the 
government is no longer involved in how day-to-
day life functions are normalised. Nor does the 
state step in to assess where and whether people 
return to their homes. This glaring indifference 
perhaps undermines the true cost of long-term, 
persistent violence in the BTAD, and to some 

extent may also explain government apathy 
towards finding more creative solutions. For 
long-term solutions to become a reality, and also 
to truly compensate for the inability to provide 
security, it is imperative that the state provides 
comprehensive rehabilitation support to those 
affected. Related to relief and rehabilitation efforts 
are the concerns of people displaced by conflict, 
a number that seems to grow exponentially as 
the years pass. One suggestion is that a national 
policy on internally displaced persons should be 
formed, whether as a result of conflict, disaster, 
land acquisition, etc.70

During the 2012 riots, compensation was only 
awarded to those whose homes were completely 
burnt, while those with partial damage or those 
who reported theft or damage to shops, household 
assets and cattle went uncompensated. After the 
violence in December 2014, the government also 
awarded a small amount of compensation to those 
whose homes were partially damaged. However, 
the failure to compensate for losses of essential 
assets such as cattle severely affected economic 
opportunities. While these losses are on the 
government’s radar,71 they remain unaddressed 
during the award of compensation, as the first 
priority is to compensate for completely damaged 
homes. Such damage to economic assets must also 
be compensated, along with compensation for 
damage of homes.

4.3 Children

Apart from failing to protect children from violence 
at the hands of the state, insurgents, and in riots and 
attacks, there is also very little assistance available 
to children and young people to help them cope 
with the trauma of being witness to violence, or 
experiencing and surviving it. In relief camps, 
and sometimes after a major incident, temporary 
measures are undertaken by NGOs and volunteers 
but hardly any sustained help through experts or 
communities is available. Post-trauma counselling 
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is an under-studied and under-utilised resource in 
a country and region that sees so much conflict. The 
need is perhaps not so much for medical help, but to 
develop ways to talk to children about violence, and 
to understand and mitigate the lasting impact such 
violence can have.

In addition, the practice of segregating 
anganwadis according to bastis should be actively 
reversed, and there should be a greater push towards 
organising joint activities for children from different 
neighbourhoods, schools, linguistic backgrounds 
and communities. Field experience makes evident 
a paucity of public spaces for children and young 
people of different communities to interact, so such 
measures are integral to achieving sustainable peace 
between communities.

4.4 Data gaps

After a major incident of ethnic violence, people 
are often driven to relief camps either due to loss of 
property or fear. When the government sets up a relief 
camp, it does a head count of the inhabitants as well 
as an assessment of the damage. Later, it keeps track 
of when compensation is collected and by whom. 
However, by its own admission, at this point the 
government considers that its work is done and stops 
assisting in rehabilitation or tracking what happens to 
people when they leave camps.72 Effectively, this means 
that the government assumes that the affected people 
have returned home, and that normal life is resumed 

for them. In reality, however, people are often afraid to 
or unable to return to their homes, and either continue 
to live unofficially in camps (which are not recognised), 
or in camp-like situations on the edges of their own 
or another village (see the case study on camps). 
Thus, whether rehabilitation is accomplished in the 
true sense—i.e., regaining one’s livelihood, a sense of 
security, and being able to move about freely—goes 
unrecorded. The long-term losses of violence are not 
known, and thus even harder to identify and correct.

Similarly, no studies are conducted by the 
government, even at a micro-level, on the effect of 
chronic, low-intensity violence on the educational 
attainment of children, food security, agricultural 
practices, or on public welfare schemes like ICDS, 
MDM, NREGA, and so on. Anecdotally, for 
instance, field research has shown that economic 
boycott led to lower agricultural production for 
not one, but at least two consecutive years in many 
villages. However, no studies have been conducted 
to examine the impact of this shortage, whether 
it was severe, and whether it could have a lasting 
impact on food security. Similarly, anecdotal 
evidence from field research shows that children 
may stop attending ICDS centres after a major 
incident of violence, but there is no official data 
to confirm or deny this. Measuring the long-term 
impact of violence, therefore, must be a priority 
of the government if a concrete plan is to be made 
not just to mitigate the effects of conflict, but also 
prevent further violence from taking place.
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