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PKEFAGB 

The agi ta t ion on the foreign na t iona ls i s sue general ly 

re fe r red to in the media and i n t e l e c t u a l c i r c l e s as the 'Assam 

Agi t a t i on ' , has brought the problem of immigration to shsurp 

focus. Students of Assam P o l i t i c s are aware of the f ac t tha t 

ever s ince the ear ly B r i t i s h adminis t ra t ion, immigration has 

remained a theory i s sue in Assam economically, p o l i t i c a l l y and 

soc ia l ly . I t has drawn the a t ten t ion of the scholars in the 

context of economic development and demographic changes^ 

Other scholars have studied t h i s problem in the context of 
o 

i d e n t i t y c r i s i s and n a t i o n a l i t y question in Assam. But no 

a t t en^ t has so far been made to study the p o l i t i c a l aspect of 

the problem i n d e t a i l s . 

1, For an exposit ion of t h i s theme, see, Atiil Goswami and 
Jayanta Gogoi 'Migration and Demographic Transformation of 
Assam 1901-197'!' in B.L. Abbi (ed . ) North East Problems 
and Prospects of Developmait (Chandigarh, 19b4-), p . 60, 
and also 3,K. Dass 'Immigration and Demograi^ic Transfor­
mation of Assam I89I - I98I ' Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. 
May 10, 1980, p . 1350. "~ 

2. There are a l a rge number of a r t i c l e s by various authors on 
t h i s theme but ttie following sum up the major arguments. 

Amalendu Guha, ' L i t t l e Nationalism Turned Chauvinist ' 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. Special Nxaober, 198O, pp. 
1699-1720. 

Udayan Misra, ' L i t t l e Nationalism Tiirned Chauvinist ' 
A Comment, Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. Feb. 21 , I98I , 
p . 290. 

Hiren Gohain, 'Assam Cudgel of Chauvinism' Economic 
and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. I98O, pp. M 8-^-20. 
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Ever since the introduct ion of e l ec to ra l p o l i t i c s in 

Assam during the B r i t i s h period, the i s sue of immigration has 

been in the centre of p o l i t i c a l cont rovers ies . P o l i t i c a l 

Pa r t i e s l i k e Muslim League and the Congress in the Pre-

independaice period and the various other p a r t i e s in the post 

independence period have been addressing themselves to t h i s 

problem. Their a t t i t u d e to the irmiigrants and the groups tha t 

oppose the immigration has very often influenced t h e i r p o l i ­

t i c a l for tunes . On the other hand, t h i s theory i s sue has 

also given r i s e to qui te a few pressure groups in Assam p o l i ­

t i c s . A close examination of the impact of the i s sue and tihe 

r e l a t e d controvers ies on the p o l i c i e s and the pronouncem®:it 

of these p a r t i e s and groups vould go a long way in understand­

ing p o l i t i c s in the S ta t e of Assam, The indigenous population 

of Assam has recen t ly been so worried about the poss ib le 

effect of itnnigration on the i r i d e n t i t y t h a t a major section 

of them launched an unprecedented movement which in turn 

brought about major changes in the power s t ruc tu re of the 

S ta te , Thus the Importance of studying the impact of immigra­

t ion on Assam's p o l i t i c s cannot be over-emphasized. In t h i s 

study, therefore , an attempt has been made to examine ( i ) Ecv 

the i ssue of immigration influences the p o l i c i e s , pronounce­

ments and act ions of var ious p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s in Assam, 

( i i ) the nature of p o l i t i c a l act ions generated by i n t e r e s t s 

connected with t h i s i s s u e , and ( i i i ) whether t h i s i s sue has 

a l a s t i ng impact on Assam p o l i t i c s in terms of generating 

new p o l i t i c a l forces . 



As we have indicated above the 'Assam Agitat ion ' has 

been an offshoot of the controversy and the problem created 

by l a rge scale immigration in to Assam. As a p a r t of t i i i s 

study we propose to examine the nature of the agi ta t ion in 

the context of the c r i s i s of i d a i t i t y that seems to engulf 

the Assamese speaking population of the S ta te , In t h i s con­

tex t we propose to examine as to whether the problem of 

immigration alone was responsible for creat ing the condit ions 

tha t led to the ag i t a t i on . The ag i ta t ion on the foreigners 

i s sue has often been branded as a middle c lass movement. The 

leaders of the movement, on the other hand, ca l l ed i t a mass 

movement. We propose to analyse the character of the move­

ment including the nature of support i t got from the peasan­

t ry . In view of the fac t that a number of regional p a r t i e s 

played ac t ive ro l e s in the movement. We sha l l also examine, 

during the course of t h i s study, the pos i t ions of these par­

t i e s v i s - a - v i s the movement and the i s sue of inmigrat ion. 

In view of the p o l i t i c a l turmoil created by tiie movement and 

the changed p o l i t i c a l s i tua t ion i t would be i n t e r e s t i ng to 

examine the pos i t ions of the various na t iona l p a r t i e s on the 

movement. We hope t h a t an examination of the above mentioned 

i s sues , would enable us to have a c lear understanding of the 

impact of immigration on Assam's P o l i t i c s . 

The bulk of the data have been col lected from primary 

sources - published documents, census r epor t s , o f f i c i a l 
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repor t s , Government records e tc . and secondary sources such 

as books, a r t i c l e s , newspapers, the Governmoit publ ica t ions 

and also form the publ ica t ions of var ious p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s 

and i n t e r e s t groups in Assam. 

I am grea t ly indebted to Dr. A.K. Baruah, Reader, 

Department of P o l i t i c a l Science, NEHU, for h i s supervision 

and guidance throughout the course of my inves t iga t ion . 

My acknowledgements are due to authors whose works X 

have consulted and to the Record Keeper, Assam Secre ta r i a t 

Record Office for giving me an access to the mater ia ls In 

the Record room. I am also gra te fu l to my fellow research 

scholars who encouraged and helped me In various ways. How­

ever, I am alone responsible for the views expressed or the 

da ta incorporated in the present work. 

3HILL0NG (ALAKA SARMAH) 
THE I S " ^ ^ APRIL, 1988. 



CHAPTER - I 

INTRODUCTION: 

A HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE PROBLEM 



1 

INORODUCTION; A HISTOBIGAL B/lCKGRODND OF TEE PROBLEM 

Situated in the nor th-eas t of India , the Sta te of Assam 

i s connected with the r e s t of India by a narrow 18 mile c o r r i ­

dor* Assam has common boundaries with Bangladesh, Bhutan, 

China and Burma. Un t i l , a few years ago, Arunachal Pradesh, 

NagalaUd, Meghalaya, Mizoram were p a r t s of Assam, 

In a n c i w t t imes, Assam was known as 'Kamrupa< and i t s 

c a p i t a l was 'Pragjyotishpura*. King Narakasura and h i s son 

Bhagadutta were famous r u l e r s in the Mahabharata Period, c i r c a 

1000 B.C» Ihe 'Kamrup* kingdom was founded by Pusyavarman in 

the fourth century and reached i t s peak of strength and glory 

in the reign of Bhaskavarman in the sevaith century. The 

Chinese t r a v e l l e r Hiuen Tsang v i s i t e d the country around 6U0 

A,D. a t the inv i t a t ion of i t s ru ler Bhaskarvarman, He l e f t a 

v iv id account of the country and i t s people. There i s no 

unanimity of opinion as to how the name Assam came to be 

accepted. However, " In 1236 A.D,, the Ahoms, a Mcaigollan t r i b e 

from Thailand crossed the Patkai range throiigh Burma and con­

quered Upper Assam, Sukapha, the leader entered Assam with i. 

handful of Nobles f i r s t . In the next two centur ies the Ahcans 

defeated the Kochs, the Kacharis and other l o c a l ru l e r s of 

lower Assam including Goalpara. The country was thus named 

Assam a f t e r the Ahoms." 

1, P.C, ChouGtoury, History of C iv i l i za t ion of Assfp (Gauhati, 
1961), p , 26, 
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The Ahoms ruled Assam for near ly sixth cen tu r i e s . The 

r i va l ry among the Ahom Princes weakened the Ahom administra­

t i o n . In despair , pr ince Gaurinath dingha accepted help of 

the Br i t i sh in 1786, The Br i t i sh restored peace and returned 

to Calcut ta . After t h i s Badan Chandra Barphukan, the of f icer 

in charge of lower Assam inv i t ed the Burmese to f igh t against 

the king in 1817. The Burmese swept over the country three 

t imes, bringing destruct ion and misery. At the request of 

king Purandar Singha, the Br i t i sh drove out the Buimese inva­

ders and entered i n t o a t r e a ty with the Burmese, After the 

t r e a t y of Yandaboo with Burma on the 2ifth February 1826, Assam 
2 

became a p a r t of B r i t i s h Ind i a . 

With the annexation of Assam by the B r i t i s h , the e r s t ­

while Abom Kingdom became an i n t e g r a l p a r t of India , The 

present Goalpara d i s t r i c t of Assam fonned par t of Bengal even 

before the l a s t Ind ia Company was granted the Dewani of Bengal 

in 1765 by the M"ughal aaperor Shah Alam I I . I t was in 1639 

tha t Goalpara had become a p a r t of Bengal. Thus Goalpara was 

included in the B r i t i s h empire nearly 60 years before Assam 

as a whole became a p a r t of i t . I t was in 1879, tha t with the 

2 . For d e t a i l s of B r i t i s h Conquest see. H.K. Barpuoari. 
Assam in the days of Gotirpany 1826-1858 (Gauhati, 19o3). 
(2) K.I^. Dut ta . Landmarks of freedom Struggle in Assam 
(Gauhati, 1958, repr in ted 'i969^» 
(3) R.M. Lab i r i , The Annexation of Assam ^8^^^h (Calcutta, 
195it). 
(M-) Har«idra Nath Baruah, (ed) Bharatar Mukti Yiai^lut Asom 
(Assamese), Gauhati, 1972. 



addit ion of three Bengal d i s t r i c t s , namely Goalpara, Cachar, 

and Sylhet, Assam vas cons t i tu ted in to a chief commissioner's 

province. With regard to the inclusicxi of Sylhet i n to Assam, 

Amalendu Guha v r i t e s , 

"Although vast in area, t h i s nev province with 
i t s small population of 2W+3 tiiousand had a 
meagre revenue p o t e n t i a l . , . . To make i t f inan­
c i a l l y v i ab l e the au tho r i t i e s therefore decided 
in September to incorporate i n to i t the populous 
Bengali speaking d i s t r i c t of dylhet which h i s t o ­
r i c a l l y as v e i l as e t h n i c a l l y , was an i n t e g r a l 
p a r t of Bengal, fiven with the addi t iona l 1,720 
thousands people of Sylhet, the new province was 
only atoout half as populous as the c e n t r a l 
provinces," 3 

The B r i t i s h adminis t ra t ion, to su i t i t s own colonia l designs, 

made t e r r i t o r i a l adjustmaits and re-adoustm«its of Assam in 

the west and south-west d i r e c t i o n s . So was the case with 

regard to the h i l l s t a t e s inhabi ted by numerous t r i b a l groiips 

in the nor th , no r th -eas t , south-east and south. These h i l l 

people were se l f a s se r t ive and of independait charac te r . They 

were war- l ike people and because of t h i s t r a i t the B r i t i s h 

imper ia l i s t did not view with favour the contact betweai them 

and the p l a in s people, "To puraue t h e i r policy of divide and 

rule e f fec t ive ly they devised a plan for segregaticai of the 

h i l l t r i b a l people in t h e i r h a b i t a t . And t h i s was the system 

3 , Amalendu Guha, P lanter Ra.i to Swara.1 (New Delhi, 1977), 
pp. 56-6^+. 

U-. Koustavmani Boruah, 'Foreigners in Assam and the Assmi^m 
middle c l a s s ' Social S c i e n t i s t . June 19lO, p . 1+8. 
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of ' Inner l i n e regi i la t ion ' introduced in 1873» r e s t r i c t i n g the 

entrsffice of any person beyond the l i n e so demarcated."^ These 

provisions prevented migration i n t o the h i l l s , but the B r i t i s h 

po l ic ies encouraged migration in to the p la ins areas of Assam. 

The process of t e r r i t o r i a l adjustments and readjustments had 

i t s impact on the soc io-cu l tu ra l and economic aspect of Assam, 

The most important was on the d«nographic aspects of the 

Brahtoaputra va l ley i t s e l f . A study of the 120 years of B r i t i s h 

Colonial r u l e in Assam wi l l reveal t h a t they op«ied the doors 

of Assam to the immigrants from d i s t a n t places to s u i t t he i r 

own col<»iial i n t e r e s t s . 

I t i s well kno\fli t ha t the Moamoriya peasant r e b e l l i c « In 

the l a s t quar ter of the eighteenth century end the Burmese 

invasi(xi in the f i r s t quarter of the n ine t ea i th century had 

l e f t Assam a t almost half of her n a t u r a l population. Diseases 

l i k e Kala Azar had also swept away a l a rge number during the 

early period of c o l a i i a l r u l e . In t h i s way the na tu ra l growth 

of population in Assam was re tarded. As a r e s u l t , miles af ter 

miles of the val ley ranained unciil t ivated and soon became 

covered with deep jungles in fes ted with wild beas t s . As the 

cu l t ivab le land was much more in proportion to the inhab i t an t s , 

5, See, Padmanath Borthakur 's 'dwadhinata Andolanar Rengani' 
Assam Sahitva Sabha Bul le t in (Assamese) 39th Sessicai, 
Dhubri, 1972, p . 179. 

6, See Hari Saikar Sr ivastava, History of th^ Indian Famine 
(18^8-1918). (New Delhi , I96 I ) , p . ^ . 



and as the government did not want to be deprived of the land 

revenue from these lands , the B r i t i s h administraticxi seoned 

to have encouraged l a rge scale inimigra-M.on in to Assam. Hari 

Sankar Srivastava pointed out t h a t during the famine of 1896-

I898 a l a rge number of people from cen t ra l provinces migrated 

to Assam,'^ Moreover, with expansion of Tea Plantat ion in 

Assam, the B r i t i s h p lan te r s in league with the govemmait 

brought cheap labourers to Assam, Guha says, 

"MQI , women and chi ldren were a i t i c ed , evai 
kidnapped and traded l i k e c a t t l e , . • absconders 
were hunted down l i k e runaway s laves . Of the 
t o t a l number of 89,756 labourers r ec ru i t ed 
outs ide the province of Assam during 15 December 
1858 to 30 June 1866, 103 fled away and 3 0 , ^ 8 
died on the way and the remaining 59,268 reached 
Assam." 6 

Besides Tea labourers , men of d i f f e r en t t rades and professions 

s t a r t ed coming to Assam to ca ter to the needs of the new 

administrat ion, Guha r i g h t l y concludes t h a t a l l those factors 

helped the rap id growth of the popialation of the Brahmaputra 

Valley from an estimated one mill ion in 1826 to about two 

million by 1872,^ 

While the pop\3lation wait on increas ing , Assam's pace 

of development ronained very slow. With the coming of the 

7. I b i d . . p . 2^. 
8. Guha, Q p . c i t . , p . 18, 
9 . I b i d . , p . 19. 



B r i t i s h , English education acquired considerable importance, 

hut the colonia l administration did not s t r i v e in r i g h t 

earnest for the development of English education in Assam* 

Calcutta was the cent re of B r i t i sh commerce and administration 

for the whole of Ind ia , and i t became the cent re of Indian 

renaissance. The descendants of the Ahom feudal n o b i l i t y 
10 

also had t h e i r early i n i t i a t i o n in to English education there . 

The "Jcxiaki A g # , a glor ious chapter in the h i s to ry of 

Assamese l i t e r a t u r e , had i t s or ig in in Calcut ta , Anyway, as 

there was l imi ted scope for higher education in Assam, na tu­

r a l l y ma;jority of the Assamese youths could not fprail of the 

oppor t^ i i ty of government jobs . Competition for jobs on the 

basis of English education developed a t a l a t e r s tage. But 

gradually educated youths, whether Assamese or non-Asssmeae 

(mainly B«igal i ) began to ge t government jobs ttiat were open 

to them. The i nev i t ab l e r e s u l t was the grea te r numerical 

s t rength of the non-Assamese, p a r t i c u l a r l y Bengalis in Govern-
11 ment service in Assam. 

Administrat ively, Assam was p a r t of Bengal Presidency 

from 1826 to 1873, although h i s t o r i c a l l y and e thnical ly Assam 

was d i f fe r«J t from Bengal, The B r i t i s h administration made i t 

a pol icy to r e c r u i t educated Bengali people for goverrwient 

II • ! I . • • I I I - - n - • - — • • • • • I • — • - • •• I ' - •• • I | -

10. See, B.N. Borah, 'Uccha Siksa ' in Hemchandra Goswami (ed.) 
Asamiva Sahityar Ghaneki, (Calcut ta , 1929), Vol, I I I , 
Pa r t I , p . 297. 

11 . I b i d . , p . 299. 



12 service In Assam as they did in the case of Orissa and Bihar, 

In the land revenue set t lement work also men from Marwar and 

Sylbet were appointed in preference to the l o c a l Assamese 

gentry. This was objected to by Maniram Dewan In h i s memoran­

dum to A.J. Moffat M i l l s , during the l a t e r ' s v i s i t to the 

province in 1853. Dewan s ta ted , 

"Under the revenue sett lement of mi l i t a ry 
o f f i c e r s , while a number of respectable Assamese 
are out of employ, the inhab i tan t s of Marwar 
and Bengalees from Sylhet have been appointed 
to Mauzadarships, and for us respectable 
Assamese to become the r i o t s of such foreigners 
i s a source of deep mor t i f ica t ions ." 13 

But such arguments did not seem to i n f l u ^ c e some of the l a t e r 

day educated Assamese l i k e Boli Narayan Borah, because he 

implored the govemmait t o bring educated people from West 

Bengal with ^ihanced pay for the educational development of 

Assam, He was af ra id t ha t cas te Hindus might be svamped by 
1U the p l a ins t r i b a l s of Assam. 

The pol icy of oicouraging iimnigration in to Assam effec­

ted the demographic s i tua t ion in such a manner tha t " t h e non-

indigenous populaticai of Asssei proper increased from l e s s 

than a lac in a t o t a l population of 15 l a c s in 1872 to an 

12. Borah, O p . c i t . . p . 30. 
13. Quoted by A,J.M. Mills from the memorandum submitted by 

Dewan in h i s Report on the Province of Assan (Calcut ta , 
1851+), p . t x v i i i . 

11+. Borah, Op .c i t . ^ p . 297. 
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estimated f ive to six l a c s in a t o t a l population of about 

22 l ac s in I90I . . . non-indigenous element came to cons t i t u t e 

a t l e a s t one-quarter of the population of Assam proper in 

1901,""^^ 

In Assam, there vere two phases of immigration during 

the period of B r i t i s h r u l e - 1826 to I905 and 1905 to 19^7. 

yn the f i r s t phase of immigratLcm in to Assam, mainly ^ r e ^ 

cjla»&e» of people migrated - Tea Planta t ion labourers , 'Amolas' 

(off ice employees from Sylhet , Dacca, Uym&mtKt^f Eampur and 

other d i s t r i c t s of Bengal) and merchants and tradesmen from 

Rfijasthan and Bengal. "They mostly c o n s t i t u ^ d . a f loa t ing 

population in the Tea Planta t ion area and in the tovna. In 

the second phase, beginning in I905, the Masii».peasants from 

East Bengal now Bangladesh s t a r t ed s e t t l i n g in r u r a l areas of 

Assam," In addi t ion, the Bengali Hindu immigrants continued 

to pour in to towns. By 19^7, there were approximately 3 mil­

l i on non-indigenous people^ in a t o t a l population of about 

7 mi l l ion . The proportion of Muslims in the population of 

Brahmaputra Valley had increased to 23 percent by I9I+I and 

remained the same in 195lj due to the re turn of some Muslims 

to l a s t Pakistan, But the p i c tu re becomes c lea r only when we 

15. A.K, Das, Assam's Agony - A Socio-Bconomic and Po l i t i c*^ 
Analysis (New Delhi, 1981), p . 25. ^ 

16. Loc. c i t . 



look a t the f ac t s l i k e " i n I9II Muslims const i tu ted 0.1 per 

cent of the population of the Barpeta Subdivision hut by 

I9UI, the i r number increased near ly to h9 percent . The number 

of East Bengal s e t t l e r s increased from 300,000 in 1921 to 
17 over half a mill ion in I93I." ' In addition to East Bengalis, 

Nepalis vho a l te red Assam without r e s t r i c t e d area permits 

e i the r from Nepal or from Bhutan, account for a s izeable 

number of inanigrants. The following two tables c l ea r ly show 

the increase of Nepali as well as Muslim population in Assam. 

Table - I : Growth of Nepali Population 1951-71 

Year 

1951 

1961 

1971 

Source: 

1 Persons 
1 

101,335 

182,925 

353,673 

Census of Ind ia , 

{ Decade 
! Variat ion 

N.A. 

80.51 p . c . 

93.3^ p . c . 

1971 (Assam) 

; General Variation 
! Assam 

N.A. 

3^.98 p . c . 

3^.95 p .c . 

17. s t a t i s t i c a l Handbook of Assam. 1971, (Gauhati, 1971). 
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The percentage increase of the Nepali popiilation i s 

higher by ahout 167 percent than the percentage increase in 

the general population during the period 1951-1971. 

The s i tua t ion came to such a stage t h a t in the 1931 

Ceisus repor t C.^j, Mullan, the Census Commissioner commented 

tha t during the years between 192I and 1931» the immigration 

army had almost completed the conquest of Nowgong, the Barpe-

t a d i s t r i c t had fa l l en in t h e i r a t tack and Darrang was being 

invaded, Sibsagar had so far escaped completely. He wrote 

" I t i s said but by no means in^robably tha t in another 30 

years , Sibsagar d i s t r i c t wiU be the only pa r t of Assam in 
18 which an Assamese w i l l f ind himself a t home." Writing on 

the same problan, he s ta ted tha t the immigration of vas t 

hordes of land hungry Bengali people from Mymensingh and 

Eastern Bengal would surely a l t e r the whole future of Assam 

and des t roy i t more surely than the Burmese invaders in 1820. 

Dr. Rajaidra Prasad a prominent freedom f ighter and 

yitio l a t e r became the President of Ind ia had knowledge of the 

problem in 1920's , However, he was more worried about the 

f ac t t h a t Hindus might be reduced to an i n s ign i f i c an t minori­

ty in Assam and even considered populating Assam with Bihar is 

to counter the Mymensingh in f lux . He wrote " . . . The inf lux 

18, Census Report. Government of Ind ia , New Delhi I93I , 
f o l . I l l , Par t I , (Assam). 
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of Muslims from Mymensing was upset t ing the population r a t i o 

and the Assamese wanted to r e t a in a majority in the Brahmapu­

t r a Valley. The inf lux from Mymensing could be countered only 

by allowing Bihar Hindus to s e t t l e down on the land." ^ The 

p o s s i b i l i t y of Muslim majority as a r e s u l t of immigration has 

been highlighted even by some progressive h i s t o r i ans l i k e 

Guha in h i s a r t i c l e , "Nationalism Pan-Indian and Regional in 
20 

a Hi s to r i ca l Perspect ive." I t was an unfortunate d i s to r t ion 

because the dominant section of the Assamese have been worried 

about losing t h e i r i d e n t i t y as Assamese ( cu l tu r a l l y ) and not 

merely as Hindus, Assamese p o l i t i c a l l eaders were not worried 

by the t h r e a t to Hindu re l ig ion . In fac t Assamese cu l tu re was 

such a cu l tu re tha t desp i te the dominance of Assamese speaking 

Hindus i n ce r ta in aspects of Assamese l i f e Hinduism never 

became the p ivot of Assames c u l t u r e . The Assamese na t iona l 

f e s t i v a l 'Bihu» i s pr imar i ly a c u l t u r a l f e s t i v a l with strong 

t r i b a l r o o t s . The Assamese cu l tu re has been grea t ly inf luenc­

ed by the various t r i b a l cu l tu res of the region. This in turn 

seem to have save i t from being communal from r e l i g i o u s per­

spect ive . But the problem of immigration worried the leaders 

of Assamese society for a var ious other reasons. In I9I+0, 

leading Assamese c i t i z e n s l i k e Hem Chandra Barua and Omeo Kr. 

19. Baruah, O p . c i t . . p . 5^. 
20, AmalQidu Guha, 'Nationalism: Pan-Indian Regional i n a 

H i s to r i ca l Pe r spec t ive ' , Social S c i e n t i s t . 129 Marx 
Centenary, No.3, Feb, 198^, p . 32. 
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Das said tha t "Assam had already reached a point where i t s 

nxLe of or capacity for absorption has far exceeded i t s a s s i ­

milation capaci ty ."^ 

The immigration of the Muslim peasants from the present 

day Bangladesh in the f i r s t few decades of ttiis century i n t o 

Assam was c l ea r l y l inked with the growth of the j u t e industry 

i n and around Calcut ta under the B r i t i s h finance capital. With 

the expansion of j u t e t r ade , the expansion of i t s cu l t iva t ion 

also became an immediate necess i ty . As the area of j u t e c u l t i ­

vation in Bengal ooiold no longer be extended, i t was thought 

well to grow the same i n the so i l of Asssun, Hence, the immi­

gra t ion of expert j u t e cu l t i va to r s i n to Assam, Guha r i g h t l y 

s t a t e s tha t with t he i r supperior techniques of c u l t i v a t i o n , 

these East Bengal peasants taught Assam how to grow j u t e and 

several o ther crops. He shows tha t " the acreage under j u t e in 

the Brahmaputra Valley increased as a r e s u l t of t h i s g rea t 

population movement from a l i t t l e l e s s than 30 thousand acres 

i n 1905-06 to more than 106 thousand acres in 1919-20."^^ 

I t i s of course no t poss ib le to argue t h a t a section of 

the Assamese themselves did not cont r ibu te to the process of 

iiiiBigration, Guha and o thers s t a t ed t h a t Assamese middle c l a s s 

21 , Quoted in B.K, Bhattacharyya. "Assaun Movement Background 
of History in B,L. Abbi (ed . ) North Eas t Region; Problems 
and Prospects of Development (6'handigarh, I9BM, p . 26B. 

22, Guha, 0 p , c i t . . p . 102. 
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contr ibuted a great deal to the inf lux of ou t s ide r s , Guha 

says, "Local Assamese and even Marvari money lenders financed 

the immigrants so t h a t the l a t t e r could reclaim land and 

expand the cu l t iva t ion of j u t e , Ahu r i c e , pulses and vegeta­

b l e s . "^^ But i t i s hence not t rue t h a t the e n t i r e Assamese 

middle c lass has been in favour of immigration. People l i k e 

Ambikagiri Roychoudhury, Bishnuram Medhi, Gopinath Bordoloi 

were very much against immigration, Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury 

submitted a memorandum to Nehru when the l a t t e r came to 

Assam in 1937, The memorandum s ta ted : 

"The Bengalee Hindu and Muslim who run a t one 
anothers throat in t h e i r own province, are a l l 
i n one in Assam in t h i s respec t , not with a 
view to f ight ing for the cause of na t iona l f r ee ­
dom, but for es tabl ish ing the i r Bengalee King­
dom in c lose cooperation with t he B r i t i s h 
Government, There has been a serious se t back 
to the process of ass imi la t ion with the Assamese, 
The Mymensinghi immigrants who had vo lun ta r i ly 
come forward to iden t i fy t h e i r in te res t with 
those of the Assamese are now persuaded to give 
t h a t up and are being forced to read B©igali."2if 

I t i s c lear tha t a small section of people with vested landed 

i n t e r e s t encouraged inmigration while many others who were 

concerned with the question of survival of ttie Assamese cu l ­

tu re opposed i t . So we cannot blame the e n t i r e Assamese middle 

c lass for the deeds of a few. 

23. Assam Banking Enquiry Coamittee's Report 1929-^0. Vo l , I I , 
p . 507-17. 

2h, Memorandum presented to Jawaharlal Nehru, President,AICC 
"Jawaharlal Nehru's Assam Tour" AICC Papers. F i l e No. 
if(i)22. 1937, Assam Pradesh Congress Committee Office, 
Gauhati, 



In Assam, vihen the itnnigrants s t a r t ed encroaching on 

lands se t apar t for profess ional grazing reserves and a l so 

inhabi ted the p l a in s d i s t r i c t s of Goalpara, Kamrup, Darrang 

and Nowgong, the probl«n reached a most c r i t i c a l po in t . The 

B r i t i s h Government in Assam introduced the 'Line System* in 

1920 r e s t r i c t i n g the settlement of East Bengal peasants on 

the p lea tha t the i d e n t i t y and ind iv idua l i t y of the Assamese 

society should remain undisturbed. But the actual aim of t h i s 

system was, perhaps, to i s o l a t e the immigrants from the 

l o c a l people by compelling the former to l i v e and t o i l in 

p a r t i c u l a r segregated l o c a l i t i e s beyond which they were not 

alloved to s e t t l e . However, the r e so lu t ion was not executed 

when Saadullah came in to power af ter the resignat ion of 

Congress coa l i t ion government. "He considered tha t the immi­

grants were mostly l and le s s , and the only solution was to 

provide them with ava i lab le lands." ^ The immigrants came to 

Assam only to acquire as much land as they can. That i s why 

Hamid Khan, the Vice P r e s i d a i t of the Assam Provincia l Muslim 

League encouraged immigrants to s e t t l e in the wastelands of 

the Assam Valley. His slogan was: " chal chal Darrang chal^ 

.jangal bhangla abad kar, p a t i t mat! dakhal k a r " ^ (Le t ' s 

march to Darrang, c lea r the jungle and occupy the fellow 

25. Assamiya (bi-weekly), 5 October 19^0, Gauhati, p .2 , 
26. See 'Swadhinata Andolanar Rengani' Assam Sahitya Sabha 

Bu l l e t in , (Assamese) 39 Session, Ihubri 19'/1, p . 179. "" 
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l a n d s ) . The v io l a t i on of the 'Line System' made a section of 

the Assamese middle cslass to think ser iously of t he i r future , 

Ambikagirl Roy Ghoudhury organised the Assam Samakshini Sahha 

which was l a t e r rechr is tened as Assam J a i t y a Maha Sabha, This 

Sabha strongly opposed the set t lement of immigrants in Assam 
27 and viewed i t as a menace to Assamese cu l tu re , ' Roy Ghoudhury 

t r i ed h i s bes t to draw the a t t en t ion of the Assamese to the 

t h r e a t , to t h e i r language, cul ture and the way of l i f e , by 

the contlnijous inf lux of immigrants to Assam, 

The Line System i n Assam created many problems. The 

Assamese strongly supported the system while the immigrants 

opposed i t . There i s so much of difference of opinion tha t to 

resolve the problem, an a l l par ty committee was formed under 

the government i n i t i a t i v e with A,W, Botham in the cha i r in 

1928, The committee had nine members, including N.C. Bordoloi 

and Saadullah, Bordolo i ' s opinion was for "se t t l ement of land 

with the immigrants peasants in de f in i t e areas with su f f i ­

c ien t reservat ion of land for fur ther expansion of the i n d i -
28 gaious population," According to the colonisat ion scheme, 

" a small family was given 30 bighas of land. As a r e s u l t of 

t h i s , a l together ^+7,636 acres of land were se t t l ed with 1,619 

l^sl ims and ^ 1 Hindu famil ies in the d i s t r i c t of Nowgong upto 

27. When a section of Assamese people r ea l i s ed tha t t he i r 
cialture and i d e n t i t y i s in danger, due t o immigration 
Ambikagiri Roy Ghoudhury formed the Assamiya Samrakshlni 
Sabha (Association for Gon&ervatlon of tho Assattese) in 
1926 to propagate the AssasM^e cause, 

28, Guha, Qp.cit .y p , 208, 
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March 1933. Diiring the six years ending 1936, 59 grazing 

reserves opened up for the sett lement of the immigrant pea­

sant in the d i s t r i c t of Nowgong alone." -̂  

According to the census repor t of 1951, " in 19^-7 whan 

East BQigal became East Pakistan, the inf lux of Muslims 

ha l ted for a while , but Hindu refugees poured in l a rge num­

be r s . What was even more surpr is ing , a very few Muslims of 

Assam had l e f t East Pakis tan . Within a year or so, a l a rge 

number of Muslims of East Pakistan vloio should have been 

r ^ a r d e d as fore igners , began i n f i l t r a t i n g , thus repeating 

the story of the p r e - p a r t i t i o n years ."^ The p a r t i t i o n of 

Ind ia fur ther complicated the s i t u a t i o n . The Nehru-Liaquat 

Ali Pact , requir ing passports for everycaie crossing the 

Borders, did not work as fa r a s Assam was concerned. 

Every time there was a c i v i l s t r i f e or economic c r i s i s 

in Bast Pakis tan, the re was an exodus of i t s na t iona l s in to 

Assam, Hie inf lux became massive in the wake of Bangladesh 

l i be r a t i on stiniggle, when the borders between the erstwhile 

Bast Pakistan and Assam, were l e f t more or l e s s open. There 

were many refugees who were reg i s te red , but i t i s a lso t rue 

t ha t many refugees wait unrecorded. During the mid-seventies 

29. Ibid.. p. 209. 
30. Census Report 1951, Vol. I, Part 1, p. 62. 
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Bangladesh was once again in socia l smd p o l i t i c a l turmoil . 

The inf lux which then began, continues even today. 

This b r i e f account of immigration in to Asseun, both 

before and af ter p a r t i t i o n of the country, includes immigra­

t ion from other sources p a r t i c u l a r l y Nepal which was by no 

means i n s i g n i f i c a n t . Even so, the s ize and dimension of immi­

grat ion from ers twhile East Bengal l a t e r turned East Pakistan 

and the Bangladesh, have no p a r a l l e l in records of migrations. 

Even a cursory glance a t the population growth r a t e in Assam, 

compared to that of Ind ia as a whole, po in t s to an abnormal 

growth in t|ie s t a t e populat ion, as can be seen ffcan the 

following t a b l e . 

Table - I I I : Population Growth Rate of Assam and India 

Year • "Population 
i n lakh 

Decadal Variation | Percentage of 
i n thousand ! Decadal Variat ion 

India ' ! Assam 

1901 

1911 
1921 

1931 

19^1 

1951 
1961 

1971 
1981 

33 
39 
^7 
56 
68 
82 

111 

1if9 
20M-

+ 56 
+ 79 
+ 9^ 
+ 116 
+ 137 
+ 287 
+ 385 
+ 551 

+ 16.8^ 
+ 20.19 

+ 20.05 

+ 20.i f5 

+ 20.12 

+ 3^.99 
+ 3if*71 
+ 39.8 

Estimated by Department of Economics and S t a t i s t i c s , 
Government of Assam, 1978. 

+ 5^1 
- 0.3 
+ 11.0 

+ 1»f.2 

+ 13.3 
+ 21.6 
+ 2if.6 
Not 
availabj.e 

Source: Various Census Reports, 
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Thus, during the 70 years period from I90I to 1971, the 

population of Assam has grown more than four fold (more than 

six fold a t the 198I l e v e l ) , from 3.3 mil l ion in 1901 to 

near ly 1? mill ion in 1971, The percentage growth r a t e in t h i s 

70 year period for Assam i s over 500 percent (600 p . c , a t the 

1981 l eve l ) as against tha t of I30 percent for India as a 

whole. Computed a t the a l l - I n d i a growth r a t e of 130 percent , 

the population of Assam in I971 should have been 7.6 as 

against the actual population of 1^,9 mil l ion. The difference 

of 7.3 mill ion accounts for the popiilation of the immigrants 

and t h e i r descoidants . Even s t a r t i ng from 1951, Assam popula­

t ion a t the All Ind ia growth r a t e should have been about 

12,6 mi l l ion , as against the actual population 1^,9 mi l l ion . 

The d i f fe ro ice of 2.3 mil l ion, at l e a s t a major share i t , i s 

accounted for by the population of the i l l e g a l foreign se t ­

t l e r s . And during the decade 1971-81, t h e i r number would have 

reached the four mi l l ion mark as against the t o t a l of 20 mil­

l i on population of Ass am, ̂ ' 

Such abnormal growth in population has had a crippling 

effect on the economy of the S t a t e . A high density of popula­

t ion in a s t a t e with a predominantly r u r a l economy i s bound 

to r e s u l t in increased pressure on ag r i cu l t u r a l land. According 

31 . P .S, Reddi, "Goiesis of the Assam Movement?' in B.L, Abbi 
(ed . ) N.E, Problems and Prospects of Developmoit. 
Oiandigarhj^T^H^ v T ^ . 
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to the 1971 Gaisus, the density of population in Assam i s 

186 per sq.km. as against the na t iona l average of I69 per 

sq.km. In the p l a ins d i s t r i c t , the density i s 223 per sq.km. 

The ef fec t ive densi ty, a f te r excluding the areas not ava i la ­

b l e for cu l t i va t i on , va r i e s from 357 to ^h8 per sq.km, which 

i s r a the r high for a s t a t e without much indust r ia l iza t ion , -^ 

As a resTilt, t he re i s enormous pressure on ag r i cu l t u r a l land. 

There are other reasons also for the grave concern of 

the people of Assam over the pressure of lakhs of immigrants 

on t h e i r s o i l . I t i s alleged t h a t with the negligence of the 

government, and the connivance of self-seeking p o l i t i c i a n s , 

a l a rge number of foreign na t iona ls have already been fraudu­

l e n t l y enrolled on the e l ec to ra l r o l l s . Further, there i s a 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a ce r t a in section of the immigrant population 

consol idat ing themselves on the ba s i s of language and r e l i ­

gion. At the time of the 1951 Census, many an immigrant 

s e t t l e r decleired h i s language to be Assa;nese, thereby accept­

ing the p r inc ip l e of ass imila t ion with the majority commu­

nity.-^-^ But now, i t appears t ha t they are being persuaded to 

reaffirm t h e i r o r ig ina l language for p o l i t i c a l reasons. The 

consequences of such move are ominous. The Assamese would be 

^own to be much l e s s in number on l i n g u i s t i c as well as 

32. V.V, Rao, " P o l i t i c s of Tension in Assanf' The Assam 
Tribune. March 18, 1980. 

3 3 . I b i d . 
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r e l i g i o u s grounds. In such a s t a t e , the Assamese would be 

reduced to the posi t ion of the Tr ipur i s in Tripura today or 

the Bhutan-Lepchas in Sikiam, a minority in the i r own home­

land. Analysing the s i tua t ion a senior socia l s c i e n t i s t of 

the North East India says, "The c r i t i c a l geo-physical pos i ­

t ion of Assam adds a new dimension to the problem. In 2000 

A.D. there i s the p o s s i b i l i t y of h i s to ry repeating i t s e l f 

so as to r e s u l t in the dismemberment of Assam,"-^ 

I t i s c lear from the above t h a t the problem of immigra­

t ion in Assam i s not a mere economic or demographic problem. 

Because of the complex p o l i t i c a l i s sues involved with i t 

the problem has evoked var ious responses from the p o l i t i c a l 

p a r t i e s and groups which resu l ted in formulation of d i s t i n c t 

po l i c i e s by these forces which in turn l e d to p o l i t i c a l 

act ion effecting Assam's h i s to ry i t s e l f . In the next chapter 

we s h a l l analyse the p o l i c i e s of Muslim League and Congress 

Party on t h i s i ssue in the pre-independence per iod. 

3^ . I b i d , , p , 5 . 
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TMMTagATTQN IN THE PRE>IMDEPBNDENCE PERIOD - POLICIES OF 

THE MUSLIM LEAGUE AMD THE CONGRESS PARTY ON THE 

IMMIGRATION ISSUE 

In order to understand the problem of Immigration in 

Assam, we must go back to the period when Assam included 

Nagaland, Mizoram, Meghalaya and Arunachai Pradesh as well 

as some areas now in Bangladesh, As we have indicated in 

Chapter I , even during the Ahom period, Assam was a sparsely 

populated area. There was scarc i ty of labour. So much so 

t h a t when the Ahom Kings gave land to a person or t o an 

i n s t i t u t i o n , they had to give p a i k s ' with i t . During the 

B r i t i s h per iod spec ia l ly in the ear ly days of B r i t i sh atfimi-

n i s t r a t i o n vast t r a c t s of uncul t ivated f e r t i l e land and 

ijungles inv i t ed lakhs of peasants from eastern Bengal to 

develop agr icu l tu re and meet the reqiiirements of the newly 

introduced p lan ta t ion economy. In Assam Valley and spec i f i ­

c a l l y i n Goalpara, p lenty of vacant land was awaiting the 

plough and the B r i t i s h Government did take measures to bring 

these areas \mder c u l t i v a t i o n . To quote Hunter, 

"There i s a g rea t deal of spare land in 
Goalpara d i s t r i c t , and in order to encourage 
the extension of cu l t i va t ion , waste land 
leases are readi ly granted. The lands are 

1, They were the servants for three months in a year and 
enjoyed rent free tenure in return of such services to 
the s t a t e . For a discussion on Paik system see N.C, 
Dutta, Land Problems and Land Reforms in Agsam (New 
Delhi , 1968). " 

file:///mder
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leased out to new s e t t l e r s and a remission of 
ren t i s allowed for two o r three years i n 
order to enable them to make a f a i r s t a r t and 
to s e t t l e conveniently. The remission i s termed 
as P a i l , In ce r t a in cases also money advances 
are made to new s e t t l e r s . Under a l l circumstan­
ces i t appears t h a t t h i s d i s t r i bu t i on of tenure 
i s decidedly favourable to the c u l t i v a t o r s . The 
tenure i s c a l l e d P a i l - P a t t a . " 2 

Hunter 's descr ip t ion also poin ts out t ha t there was much 

immigration in to Goalpara upto the l a s t quar ter of the 19th 

Century, But there was some movement of population and in a 

way t h i s movement opeied the way for a l a rge scale immigra­

t ion of population i n t o Assam Valley^ 

The f i r s t s e t t l e r s came as ag r i cu l t u r a l labourers from 

across the provinc ia l bo\xndary of Assam, who succeeded in 

occupying some pieces of l a i d out of the plenty ava i lab le for 

occupation and cu l t iva t ion and thus proved as the l i g h t 

houses to give hopes to the new immigrants for many coming 

decades. The absentee landlord system prevai l ing in Goalpara, 

where the landlords vere res iden t s of Rangpur with landed 

property taken care of by the tenants and labourers in 

Goalpara, was also helpful in showing the way to s e t t l e r s . 

The permanently s e t t l e d por t ions of Goalpara o r ig ina l l y 

formed pa r t of the d i s t r i c t s of Rangpur, but were t ransferred 

2 . W.W, Hunter, S t a t i s t i c a l Account of Assam, Vol. 2 , 
D i s t r i c t of the Garo H i l l s , The Haga fflUs, The Khasi 
and J a i n t i a H i l l s (London, I879), pp. 6^^-65. 
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to Assam a f t e r " the annexation of the Valley in I826 and 

•under the Raiyatwari systan the Br i t i sh created a new c lass 

of peasants p ropr ie to rs in Assam. This c lass of peasant 

p ropr ie to r s became increas ingly antagonis t ic to B r i t i s h ru le 

in Assam as the hurden of taxa t ion imposed on them began to 

increase progress ively . I t i s s i gn i f i c an t t ha t these peasant 

p ropr ie tors developed na t iona l consciousness more than those 

in the permanoitly s e t t l ed e s t a t e s , because t h e i r con f l i c t 

was d i r ec t l y with the s t a t e and not with the Zamindars,^ As 

the loca l inhab i tan t s had suff ic ient land avai lable for cu l ­

t i va t i on the question of t h e i r accepting tenantship or work­

ing as labourers in the lands of absentee landlords did not 

a r i s e . Hence " the landlords recrui ted the tenants and labours 

from Rangpur who eventually arranged and occupied land of 

t h e i r own and l e f t t h e i r tenancy holdings, and t h e i r place 

was taken by fresh r e c r u i t s as t enants and labourers , "^ Thus 

the absentee landlord system also proved as a source of i n i ­

t i a l i n sp i r a t i on for emigration and set t lement, 

Goalpara became the f i r s t camp of these inmigrants and besides 

being a border d i s t r i c t , the ethnic f ac to r was also responsible 

for the d i s t r i c t being selected and s e t t l ed as the f i r s t camp. 

3, Manorama S. Baruah, "Peasant Unrest in Nineteenth Century 
Assam, Peasant Vs. State" in Atul Goswani ed. Land Reform 
and Peasant Movement (New Delhi , 1985), pp. 98-100. 

^• l ^ l d . , Loc . c i t . 
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Muslims cons t i tu ted 85 percent of the immigrants and Goalpara 

v i th 28 percent Muslims, the h ighes t in the Assam Valley, 

was r i gh t ly the bes t choice to s e t t l e without much t rouble 

and oppositicxi on ethnic grounds.^ L ingu i s t i ca l ly , the Bengali 

speaking immigrants could t ry to ass imi la te eas i ly with the 

69 percent l oca l inhab i tan t s having Bengali as mother tongue 

in Goalpara in 1901. "The immigrants from Mymensingh, how­

ever did not stop here and along ttie course of Brahmaputra 

advanced upwards." Selection of Nowgcxig as the second bes t 

choice for sett lement by Bengali immigrants during the 

decade 1911-21 and why Kamrup could not become the second 

favouri te d i s t r i c t with the s e t t l e r s during the f i r s t two 

decades of the century, although i t was nearer to the f i r s t 

d i s t r i c t of se t t lement , Goalpara,and connected with the r iver 

Brahmaputra can be explained by the fact t h a t Kamrup not 

only had the h ighes t density of population in the Valley, 

but a lso the highest percentage of area already under c u l t i ­

va t ion . The following t ab le c l ea r ly proves t h i s po in t : 

5* I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
6 . L.P. Pathak, "Eas t Bengal Immigrants in Assam Valley - An 

Analysis of Census Datal'. Paper read at the Seminar on 
Pat terns and Problems of Population in North East InHIa^ 
organised by NEICoSR in Shi l long, on ?-« December, 198»f, 
p . 6. 
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Table - IV : D i s t r i c t with excess cu l t ivab le land 
in Assam Valley. 

Cult ivated J P.O. of area" 
area | under c u l t i -
1901 Sq.mile! vat ion 

D i s t r i c t )Sq. mile 
|AreaT901 {Density 

;sq. M l e 
IPopulation 

Kamrup 
Darrang 
Goalpara 
Nowgcffig 
Sibsagar 
Lakhlmpur 

3858 
3W8 
3961 
381+3 
1+996 

^529 

153 (1901) 

99 
117 

68 
120 
82 

798 
1+59 

670 
31+8 

801+ 

388 

20.6^0 
13.i+2fo 
16.91/^ 

9.06fo 
16.09^ 

8 . 5 ^ 

Source: Computed from the f igures in S t a t i s t i c a l Hand Book, 
1980. 

Between the years 1911 t o I971 there was a caispicuous 

increase in the Muslim population in the Assam Valley. The 

following tab le presents the decade wise proportion of Muslim 

population in the d i s t r i c t of Assam Valley and ind ica tes wel l , 

when and how the Muslim immigrants changed the ethnic s t ruc ­

tu re of the Valley. 

Table - V: Increase in the Proportion of Muslj.m Popula-

D i s t r i c t ! 
Goalpara 
Kamrup 
Nowgong 
Darrang 
Sibsagar 
Lakhin5>ur 
Cachar 
Assam 

Source: Census 

t ion in 

1901 ! 
27.76 

9.10 
1+.83 
5.16 
1+.16 
3.22 

33.06 

13.57 

of India . 

Assam I901 

1911 
35.19 

9.66 
5.20 

5.39 
I+.30 
3.05 

37.60 
16.23 

-19,^1. 

! 1921 "I 
1+1.^8 
11+.61 

17.73 
7.61 
If. 25 
2.56 

37.61 
17.07 

Various Reports. 

1931 
1+3.92 
2I+.6I 
31.60 

11.51+ 
1+.70 
3.58 

1+0.06 

22.79 
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I t i s observed from the above tab le t ha t between 19OI and 

1931 the proportion Muslim population in Goalpara rose from 

28 to M+, in Kamrup 9 to 2^, in Nowgong 5 to 31 and in 

Darrang 5 to 11 . 

C.S. Mullan s ta ted t h a t " t h i s change i s l i k e l y to a l t e r 

permanently tiie whole future of Assam and to destroy more 

surely than did the Burmese invaders of I82O, the whole 

s t ruc tu re of Assamese cu l tu re and c i v i l i z a t i o n , " ' 

The t ransfer of populaticai on such a l a rge scale com­

p l e t e l y changed the components of population growth in the 

two areas involved Eastern Bengal and Assaaa* The f i r s t decade 

of the century witnessed the involvemait of only two d i s ­

t r i c t s , Mymensingh and Goalpara. This i s a lso v i s i b l e from 

the fac t t h a t Mymensingh d i s t r i c t s percentage decadal jxspula-

t ion growth ra te came down from 12,8 p . c . in I89I-I901 t o 

6.9 in 1911-1921. The following t ab le shows t h a t the decadal 

growth r a t e s for a l l the Eastern Bengal d i s t r i c t s went do\rti 

sharply in each successive decade I 9 0 I - I 9 I I , 1911-I92I and 

I92I-I93I while the population growth r a t e s for Assam Valley 

d i s t r i c t s rose sharply s t a r t ing with 1911, 

7. C.S. Mullan, Ind ia Census. 1931 - Assam^ Delhi, Manager 
Pub l ica t ions , p , 6k-, 
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Table 

1891-1901 
1901-1921 
1921-1931 

I89I-I9OI 
1901-1921 
1921-1931 

1 - VI: Pei'centape Increase in Population 

J^men'singH 
12.8 

6.9 
6.1 

IGrbalpara 
2.0 

26.9 
15.8 

t 

1 

Rangpur 
k.3 
5.1 
3.7 

Kamrup 
7.1 

27.9 

« 

1 

Bopra ! 
11.8 

6.6 
3*5 

Darranp \ 
9.7 

27.0 
22.6 

Fabna 
k.8 
2.7 
3.7 

Nowprong 
30,0 
31.9 
91.3 

Source: Census of Ind ia - Assan Census Reports and 
D i s t r i c t s Census Handbook, 

From the above two t ab le s i t i s c lear t h a t the popula­

t ion of Mymensingh, Rangpur, Bogra and Pabna keep on decrea­

sing vh i le the perc^i tage of population of Goalpara increases 

to 2 percent in I901 while in 1931 i t increased to 15.8 . In 

Kamrx?) i t rose from 7 percent to 28 percent . In Darrang from 

9 percent to 22 pe rco i t and in Nowgcxig from 30 percent to 

91 percent . 

The period which followed the Khilafat and the non-

cooperation movement gradually saw the withdrawal of Muslim 

cooperation from the freedom movement which was s ta r ted by 

the Congress Par ty . A section of the Muslims f e l t t ha t they 

should be separated from the Congress, in order to achieve 

t h e i r a sp i ra t ions independently. This par t ing of ways with 

the Indian National Congress was c l ea r ly asser ted by M.A. 

J lnnah. He asked the Congress leaders not to i n t e r f e r e in the 
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a f f a i r s of the Muslims and claimed on behalf of the league 

tha t i t was the only l eg i t ima te organisat ion represented the 
Q 

Indian Muslims, However, the Congress refuted the claim of 

Jinnah by saying t h a t they represent the vhole of India 

including the Muslims. The Congress on the other hand, with 

a view to winning over the Muslims took special care in 

including a f a i r proportion of the Muslims who were e i the r 

e lec ted with Congress t i c k e t , independent or pro-Congress 

Muslims leaguers while forming m i n i s t r i e s . The main aim of 

the Congress was to win over the Muslim masses to the Congress, 

This made the pos i t ion of the Muslim Leagtie shaky and t h e i r 

reac t ion was a lso qui te sharp ." In 1938, the Muslim League 

appointed a committee to study the conditicais of the Muslims 

in the Congress Governed provinces. The report which was 

published soon af ter contained a Icoig l i s t of a l l ega t ions 

against the Congress, The main allegaticxi was the in t roduc-
10 tion of the Wardha Scheme of education and the compulsion 

which was put on Muslims to show respect to Congress flag 

and to sing Bande Mataram, In Assam pr io r to 1937 the r e l a ­

t ionship between these two conmunities, Hindu and Muslims, 

was c o r d i a l . But l a t e r on, some Muslims in Assam also opposed 

8, R,C, Mazumdar, History of the Freedom Movement in Ind ia . 
Vol . 3 , Calcut ta , 1963, PP. 5^ -52^ 

9, I b i d . , Loc . c i t . 
10, The Wardha scheme of education was introduced by Gandhi 

to incu lca te the s p i r i t of non-violence among the 
s tudents . 
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the int roduct ion of Wardha scheme of education. I t must be 

admitted here tha t p r io r to 1937, there was no s o l i d a r i t y 

among the Muslims in Assam. The Muslim League was yet t o 

aaerge as an organized force in Assam, But when the Congress 

Government refused to form a minis t ry , i t gave an opportunity 

to the Muslim to form a ministry in Assam, 

Meanwhile the stream of immigration continued and i t 

gathered mcmentum during the f i r s t half of the 19if1-5l 

decades and spec i f i ca l ly during the Muslim League minis t ry . 

Pr io r to 1937, the Muslim League had no influence in the 

p o l i t i c s of Assam. But af ter the 1937 e l ec t ions , the United 

Muslim Party laider the leadership of Saadullah formed a 

government i n Assam. This government pursued a policy of 

patronising Muslims iOMnigrants. "During the period between 

1939-^1, Saadullah government a l l o t t e d one laKh bighas of 

land i n the Assam Valley for the se t t lem«i t of East Bengal 
11 iamigrants ," Saadullah appeared to have maintained that the 

immigrants were mostly landless and the only solut ion vas to 

provide than with ava i lab le l ands . ^^ 

When the immigrants a f t e r occupying a l l vacant ava i la ­

b l e lands threatened to swamp land even in and around 

11 . Harendra Nath Baruah, Reflect ions on Assam cum-Pakistan, 
(Calcut ta , 19^7), p . ^T* 

12, A.C. Bhuyan, S. De ( e d . ) , P o l i t i c a l History of Assam^ 
Vol. I l l (19^0-^7), Government of Assam, Dispur I9B0, 
p . 263. 
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Assamese v i l l a g e , the problooa reached a most c r i t i c a l poin t . 

This s i tua t ion was ref lected in the report of S.p, Desai i n 

1939, The repor t s t a ted , 

"They came in nianbers r a i s e Csie) sheds and 
l a t t e r began t o c u l t i v a t e . The few graz iers 
i n the neighbourhood are incapable of doing 
anything apart from protes t ing and appealing 
to l oca l o f f i ce r s . The only a l t e rna t i ve for 
the graz ie rs i s to sh i f t himself bag and 
baggage?" 13 

In post-independoice days Assam had provided she l te r to a 

l a rge number of people from outside the s t a t e ; with the 

resources ava i lab le at the time of independence the s t a t e 

was not i n a posi t ion to welcome fur ther immigration. But 

the p a r t i t i o n of the country compelled a l a rge number of 

Hindus t o migrate to West Bengal, Tripura, Assam and var ious 

other neighbouring s t a t e s . TMder l ega l process most of these 

refugees were r ehab i l i t a t ed and given Indian c i t i z e n s h i p . 

But taking advantage of the presence of t h e i r own r e l a t i v e s 

or acquaintances in Assam, a l a rge number of Hindus, and even 

a considerable ni^nber of Muslims farm labourers came to 

Assan a f te r p a r t i t i o n i l l e g a l l y , Hindu refugees came as a 

r e su l t of religiCRis persecu t ia i in Bast Bengal and they also 

had the inducanent to get r e h a b i l i t a t i o n grants and govern­

ment ass is tance to s t a r t some business or pefession in India . 

13. S.P. Desai, The Assam Land and Revenue Regulation (1939), 
Report, pp, 1-10, 
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At the i n i t i a l stage of the inf lux of immigrants, the 

Congress Government of Assam had introduced a ' l i n e system' 

ear ly in 1920 as per suggestion of the Deputy Commissioner of 

Nowgong. The aim of t h i s system -was to I s o l a t e the immigrants 

from the l o c a l people "by compelling the foraier to l i v e and 

t o i l in p a r t i c u l a r segregated l o c a l i t i e s heyond v?hich they 

vere not allowed to s e t t l e . 

Under the Line System, a l i n e was drawn in the d i s t r i c t s 

under pressure in order t o s e t t l e immigrants in segregated 

areas specified for t h e i r exclusive set t lement . The number 

of s e t t l e r s including children bom af te r t h e i r a r r i v a l , 

Increased from an estimated three l a c s in 1921 to over half 

a millicai in 1931,^^ Colonists were s e t t l i n g on gcrvemm&it 

waste lands by famil ies and not s ingly . They were b e t t e r c u l ­

t i v a t o r s and hence, could offer higher and luc ra t ive land 

p r i ces to induce Assamese peasants to s e l l out por t ions of 

t h e i r holdings . As has been pointed out by Banking Enquiry 

CcMnmlttee Report " l o c a l marwari and even Assamese money l en ­

ders financed the immigrants so tiiat the l a t t e r could reclaim 

land and expand the cu l t iva t ion of j u t e , r i c e and vegeta­

b l e s . " ' ' ^ 

1^. R ^ o r t of the Line System Committee, Government of Assam, 
Shi l long, February 1938, Assam Sec re t a r i a t Record. 

15. Census of India 1951. Vol. 12, Par t IIA, pp. 72-73. 
16. Assam Banking Enquiry Committee Report. 1929-^0. Vol, I I , 

pp. 507-17. 
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The l i n e system was d i s l iked by the immigrants, and 

"vhen pressure were put on the government, i t appointed a 

l i n e system enquiry committee in 1937 under the chairmanship 
17 of Hockenhull to examine the i s sue , " ' The f indings of the 

committee revealed t h a t the immigrants both Hindus and 

Muslims, wanted inmediate abol i t ion of the Line System. But 

the views of the Assamese Muslims, according to the report 

was divided on the i s s u e , while Assanese Hindus strongly 

18 

supported the Line System, The Congress coa l i t i on govern­

ment (19 Sept, 1938 - 16 Nov. 1939) could not a r r ive at any 

concrete decisicai, and before i t re l inquished off ice publ ish­

ed a n o t i f i c a t i o n , in Nov, 1939 whereby i t prcdiibited s e t t l e ­

ment of land to persons who came from outside the province 

a f t e r 1 January 193S. "The resolut ion was not executed yih&i 

Saadullah came to power." ^ The Communist Par ty of India also 

urged upon the Saadiillah government to abolish the Line 

System and to give lands to the Bengalee immigrants. Their 

stand was t h a t the "Government communiques of 1939 r e s t r i c -

t ing settlement of land from 1938 was "unjust and oppressive." 

They also said, i t should be extended upto December 19!+!+, as 

the immigrants had already s e t t l e d . 

17, Assam Legis la t ive Assembly Proceedings. Vol. I , 
February - March, 19M-0, p , 30. 

18, I b i d , , Loc .e i t . 
19. I b i d . 
20. Assatniya (bi-weekly) , 5 October, 19 -̂0 Dibrugarh. 
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The Assam Provincial Muslim League also t r i e d for the 

abol i t ion of the Line Systoaa. The Muslim League member 

Mayeenuddin Ahmed Ghoudhury arguess "Line System in Assam has 

no lega l sanction behind as much as i t i s neit i ler an act of 
21 l e g i s l a t u r e nor an enactment of h i s excellency the governor'I 

The Line Syston acquired a new dimension when the 

Muslim League began t o champion the cause of the immigrants 

by launching an a l l out campaign in ru ra l a reas . They announ­

ced tha t they would expouse the cause of the landless imrai-

22 

grants s e t t l e d in Assam," Later Saadullah, convened a con­

ference of the mmbers of the l e g i s l a t u r e representing 

d i f fe ren t i n t e r e s t s in 19^0 and formulated a policy known as 

the "Land development scheme," According to t h i s actieme a ban 

was imposed on settlement of immigrants in wastelands who had 

entered Assam af ter 1 January 1938, "The main feature of t h i s 

scheme was the d iv is ion of wastelands i n t o blocks for i n d i ­

genous Assamese and t r i b a l people, scheduled cas te and immi­

grants a f te r reserving t h i r t y percent of the wastelands for 

the expansion of the ex is t ing population." -̂  Under t h i s 

schane, a special of f icer was appointed by the Government to 

2 1 . Assam Legis la t ive Assembly Proceedings, Vol, I , ^o,h. 
^b February, I9if0, p , 251. 

22. I b i d . . Loc, c i t . 
2 3 . See, M. Kar. "Muslim P o l i t i c s i n Assamf' North Eastern 

Affa i r s , fcJhxllong, July-December 1973, p ,^6 . 
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examine whether the proposed areas could be opened for s e t t l e ­

ment without any detriment t o the dLs t r i c t s normal requi re­

ments of grazing and fores t reserves . The sett lement was to 

be confined only to indigenous landless people and the pre -

1938 immigrants. Besides , the flood and erosion affected 

people than i l l e g a l l y squatting in some ' l i n e d ' -villages and 

reserves were also to be accommodated, e l i g i b l e appl icants 

were to receive wastelands in specified development areas on 

payment of s t ipu la ted premia, in blocks segregated for d i f fe­

rent communities as before . The government promised t o put 

the scheme i n t o operation as ear ly as poss ib le . 

The declared in ten t ion of the scheme was to protec t the 

i n t e r e s t s of both the indigenous and immigrant populat ion. 

But in p rac t i ce , i t was found tha t immigrants pe rs i s t ed with 

t h e i r unauthorised encroachment of the Assam Valley with the 

help of m i n i s t e r i a l t u t e l age . 

The var ious vested i n t e r e s t s kept on pressing the 

Saadullah ministry to remove r a s t r i c t i o n s on the immigrants. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note t h a t the Bengal l e g i s l a t i v e council 

ca r r i ed a motion on 16 July 19^3? ca l l ing upon the Government 

of India to take immediate s teps to remove a l l ex i s t ing r e s ­

t r i c t i o n s imposed by the Assam Government on the emigrant 

c u l t i v a t o r s from Bengal. In a l e t t e r to the Secretary, Govern­

ment of Assam, A,G. Pat ton, S, Banerjee, Secretary to the 

Government of Bengal wrote: 
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" I t has been brought to the not ice of the 
Government of Bengal that a la rge number of 
Immigrants from t h i s province, who entered 
Assam af ter the 1st January, 1938, have been 
refused set t lement of land and are consequen­
t l y in great d i s t r e s s . With a view to remove 
t h e i r hardship, the Bengal l e g i s l a t i v e coun­
c i l a t i t s meeting held on the 16th Ju ly 19^3 
moved and ca r r i ed a motion to urge upon the 
Government of Ind ia t o take immeolate steps 
so t h a t a l l exis t ing r e s t r i c t i o n s imposed by 
the Govemm^t of Assam on c u l t i v a t o r s , from 
t h i s province in get t ing set t lement of land 
in Assam Valley must be reduced."2^+ 

Exactly a year a f te r i t s formation, the fourth Saadul-

lah ministry then adopted a new resolu t ion on land develop­

ment under the slogan of 'grow more food ' . The s a l i e n t fea­

tu re s of t h i s resolut ion of 2^th August 19^8 were as follows: 

i ) "resumed d i s t r i b u t i o n of wastelands i n proportion to 

needs of d i f ferent communities i n Nowgong and dereserva-

t ion of se lec t grazing reserves for tha t purpose, as 

per Resolution of 21 June 19^-0; 

i i ) dereservation of professional grazing reserves in Kamrup 

and Darrang i f found surplus to actual requirements, and 

±i±) opening up of surplus reserves in a l l the submontane 

a reas , and in Sibsagar and Lakhimpux, fo r settlement 

of l and less indigenous people. The b l a t an t l y pro-Muslim 

and pro-immigrant po l i c i e s of t h i s Government pursued 

under the slogan 'Grow more food' was described by Lord 

Wavel as "Grow more Moslems,"^ 

2lf. Assam S e c r e t a r i a t , F i l e No .ED 25/hh, dated 6th March,19U-I+, 
25. See, Assam Gazette , 25th August 19^-3. 
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S.p, Desai, a senior ICS man was appointed special 

off icer to ascer ta in what portion of professional grazing 

reserves co\ild be declared as surplus avai lable for s e t t l e ­

ment, Desai reported t h a t the " f o r c i b l e occupation of grazing 

lands by immigrants had already taken place to a l a rge scale 

even in the predominantly Assamese or t r i b a l a reas . His con­

clusion was t h a t there was no surplus land avai lable for new 

set t lements ," Ignoring the repor t , Saadul lah 's Muslim 

League coa l i t ion government threw se lec t profess ional grazing 

reserves open for s e t t l i ng immigrants. 

The land development scheme of Saadul lah 's government 

were subjected to severe public c r i t i c i sm . This forced Saa-

duLlah to resign on 12th December 19M, Robert Reid the 

Governor of Assam who took over the administrat ion of the 

province af te r Saadulladi's e x i t , "bruised aside the decis ions 

of the Saaduallah ministry on the ground tha t the re was not 

enough wastelands in the Assam Valley to accommodate fur ther 

immigration," ' 

This however proved temporary because the a r re s t of 

many Congress l eaders created condi t ions for Saadullah's 

re turn to power espec ia l ly when the governor himself was keen 

on i n s t a l l i n g a popular ministry to combat the mass upsurge 

26, S.P. Desai , My Thir ty Five Years in Assam (Bombay), 1965, 
pp, 66-69. 

27. The Assam Tribune, 31 January, 19if1, 
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of 19^2, On 25 August 19^+2, Saadullah came back to power. He 

then threw open even the grazing and fo res t reserves which 

were e a r l i e r held to he i nv io l ab l e . This r e su l t ed in innume­

rable clashes between the immigrants and the g r az i e r s . Public 

ag i ta t ion was soon ensued against dereservation and s e t t l e ­

ment of land to immigrants. The Assam J a t i y a Mahasabha, 

Sibsagar Ahom Sabha, the Assam Provincia l Hindu Sabha, the 

Assam Kachari Association and Assam Mouzadar associat ion 

c r i t i c i s e d the action of Saadiaiah, "The Hindu Sabha c r i t i ­

c ised the scheme of Saadul lah 's Government as an ins id ious 

move towards creat ing a Pakistan in Assam." Suggestion was 

given t o Saadullah by the members of the opposition to con­

vene a conference so tha t the whole question of land s e t t l e ­

ment could be reconsidered. This time Saadullah did not con­

s u l t the Muslim League and held a conference from I6th to 

19th December 19^^, The conferoice was attended by the repre ­

senta t ives from d i f fe ren t p a r t i e s and they made cer ta in 

recommendations. On the b a s i s of these the government passed 

a resolu t ion on I6th January 19^5 t>y which i t was decided to 

keep the professional reseirves i n t a c t . Reservation of t h i r t y 

percent of the avai lable wastelands as provis ions for the 

future expansic«i of the indigenous people, a planned s e t t l e ­

ment of the res idua l wastelands with the l and less sons of the 

28. See, The Assam Tribune. 2^ October, 19^^. 
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s o i l and the pre-1938 immigrants and a system of protection 

to t r i b a l people in b e l t s specia l ly reserved for them. I t 

was also agreed tha t the i n t e g r i t y of grazing reserves should 

be s t r i c t l y maintained and a l l t respassers evicted, "The 

decis ions of course were not unanimous. Two Muslim League 

p a r t i c i p a n t s both of them immigrants dissonted. Despite the 

fact t h a t many p a r t i e s were represented the Ctongress party 

claimed apparently the outcome of the conference was the 

v ic to ry of the Congress." ^ 

A proposal was also l a i d out to give spec ia l protect ion 

t o the t r i b a l people. But the above resolu t ion could not be 

put i n to operation owing to opposition frcxE both the Congress 

and the Muslim League, The danand of the extremist sect ion of 

the League was the f u l l accommodation of the imnlgrant Muslims 

even at the cost of the loca l people i n t e r e s t . ^ "The Congress 

on the other hand, refused to support the resolut ion as i t 

gave d iscre t ionary powers to the l o c a l o f f i ce r s , >iio i t was 

suspected would abuse t he i r powers with regard to the a l l o t ­

ment of land to the immigrants."-^' 

29. See, Assam Pradesh Congress Committees l e a f l e t Issued 
by Harendra Nath Baruah and Hemkanta Baruah, APCC 
Pub l i c i ty Department, APCC Office, Gauhati, 19^5. 

30. I b i d . , Loc . c i t . 
31 . Amalendu Guha P lan te r Ra,1 to Swara.1 Freedom Struggle 

and E lec to ra l P o l i t i c s in Assam (.New Delhi. 1977), 
p. 65^ 
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Because of the s t i f f opposition both from the Caigress 

and the League Saadullah feared h i s own pos i t ion and came 

forward t o make an agreement with Gopinath Bordoloi and 

Rohini Kr, Choudhury. Bordoloi was ready to support Saadullah 

on cer tain condi t ions . The f i r s t and foranost of which was 

tha t there should be a recons t i tu t ion of the cabinet and a 

review of the land settlement pol icy . But l a t e r on, Bordoloi 

withdrew h i s support on the ground of non-implementation of 

the agreement fu l ly by Saadullah. On 1st October 19^5, the 

Assam l e g i s l a t u r e was dissolved. And on 11th February, 19^^, 

a Congress minis t ry was formed in Assam headed by Gopinath 

Bordoloi , 

But the Muslim League succeeded in es tabl ishing tremen­

dous influence on the Muslim population of Assam by opposing 

the evic t ion policy of the Congress Government headed by 

Gopinath Bordoloi. The problem of immigrants who came from 

Baigal and se t t l ed in ce r t a in d i s t r i c t s of Assam becoming 

chronic i ssue in provincia l p o l i t i c s . As soon as the Congress 

ministry was i n s t a l l e d in Assam, i t took up the evict ion 

i s sue and decided t o evic t the immigrants from the profes­

s ional grazing reserves . This prompted the "prov inc ia l 

League Committee to form a committee of action headed by 

Bhasani on 19 February ^<^k6 which di rec ted the Muslim League 

workers and volunteers to ag i t a t e the evict ion policy of 
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the Congress Government a l l over the province."-^ Tension 

generated in the reserve areas on 21 March ^9k6, Under these 

circumstances i t became d i f f i c u l t for the government to drive 

out the encroachers. The more so, when Jinnah af te r h i s 

a r r i v a l a t Gauhati on 7 Apri l , 19̂ +6 made a remark tha t " i f 

the government does not immediately r ev i se i t s pol icy and 

abandon t h i s persecut ion, a s i tua t ion wi l l he created which 

wi l l not be conducive to the well being of the people of 

Asssan."^^ At the same time the Assam Provincia l Muslim League 

Council, in a reso lu t ion adopted on 30 Apri l , 19 -̂6 also moved 

the Central Council of action for launching ' d i r e c t - a c t i o n ' 

against the Congress Government, They also made an appeal to 

the Muslim population to contr ibute generously towards an 

ad-hoc evict ion r e l i e f fund. In 19^6, Liaquat Ali Khan in h i s 

press ccxiference c r i t i c i s e d the government stand and s tated 

tha t " t o c a l l these v i l l a g e s professional grazing reserves 

i s a misnomer and was a mere excuse for evict ion." -̂  He 

fur ther pointed out in h i s statement tha t i t was ' b r u t a l and 

ba rba rous ' , t o evict the poor immigrants from t h e i r v i l l ages 

as they had spent time and labour to bu i ld t he i r dwell ings. 

32. See, Padmanath BorthaKur, Swadhinata Ranar Sanesparsat 
(Assamese), Dibiiigarh, p . 2^. 

33. Benudhar Sarmah, Kongressor Kanchiali Radat (Assamese), 
Gauhati, 1971, p."261 

3I+, Baruah, O p , c i t . , p , 69 . 
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He also remarked tha t " t h i s way the Congress Government in 

Assam serves the poor, when they happened t o he Muslims. 

Cruelty and inhumanity exceed a l l hounds in the Congress 

tyranny over the Muslim immigrants in Assam,"-'^ 

This perspective was however, not appreciated hy the 

Congress because Gopinath Bordoloi went itjund the Goalpara 

and some areas of Barpeta where immigrants had s e t t l e d . But 

on h i s re turn he issued fresh i n s t r u c t i o n on 1̂+ May 1 9 ^ , 

to execute- >- the e a r l i e r order of the governmoit. The govern­

ment seemed to have done a good job because as Mahadev Sharma 

says " from the Kumolin professional grazing reserves of Tezpur 

between 15 and 16 May as many as two hundred and twenty nine 

famil ies were evicted successfully."-^ 

This was highly resented by the members of the Assam 

Muslim League and by organising meetings and processions and 

h a r t a l s they reg i s te red t h e i r anger, Abdal Hamid Khan "gave 

a c a l l to the evicted persons to re turn to the grazing 

rese rves . He a lso resor ted to a f a s t unto death in May l^kS 

in the evicted areas of Barpeta, His fas t had the desired 

effect and by 6 June 19I+6 about one hundred and sixty persons 

35. I b i d . , p . 70. 
36, Mahadev Sarmah, Gopinath Bordoloi (Gauhati 1956), 

p, h2. 
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encouraged "by the i r l eaders advice reoccupied t h e i r holdings 

and reconstructed t h e i r hovel overnight."-^^ This made the 

task of evict ion d i f f i c u l t , the more so when the Muslim 

League members wholeheartedly supported the cause of the 

immigrants. To counter act t h i s opposition the Congress 

Government in Assam introduced s t r ingen t measures by promul­

gating the Assam Maintenance of Public Order Ordinance on 

18 November 1 9 ^ . 

The int roduct ion of t h i s ordinance was an indie a t icxi 

of the firmness of the government to t ack le the immigration 

problem. The reaction of the Muslim League leaders against 

the stand taken by the Congress Government was immediate. 

They decided to launch a c i v i l disobedience programme in pro-

t e s t aga ins t the evic t ion pol icy pursued by the Congress 

Ministry in Assam, The c i v i l disobedience movement was in 

f ac t a major programme which the Muslim League successfully 

car r ied out . The ef fec t of the movement was f e l t in those 

areas inhabited by the immigrants. Later on when communal 

fee l ings were running high, Gopinath Bordoloi decided to go 

slow with h i s pol icy and was able to keep the province free 

from communal r i o t s . 

37. D.N. Banerjee, Bast Pakistan; A Case Study in Muslim 
P o l i t i c s (Delhi, 1969), p7~59T 
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I t must be s t a t ed here t h a t Muslim League a c t i v i t i e s 

in the province centered mainly on the i s sue of Pakis tan. The 

enthusiasm which was generated during the popular upsurge 

amcaig the Muslims i n Assam was successfully channelised by 

the league leaders towards the achievement of Pakistan in 

Assam as an idea which had been receiving ser ious a t t en t ion 

of the members of the league for a Icng t ime. Early in 19^^, 

the scheme of Pakistan was approved in the t h i r d provinc ia l 

Muslim League conference under the pres identship of Sahabud-

din, "They bel ieved tha t Assam and Bengal would form an 

independent Sovereign Eastern Pakistan." ^° During the 1935 

Reforms period the Muslim League dominated Government of the 

province under Chief Minister Saadullah were spec ia l ly bent 

upon bringing in more Muslims from East Bengal to Assam to 

outnumber the Hindus. The then Governor General Lord Wavel 

himself s t a t ed t h a t the policy of Saadullah was to bring more 

Muslims to Assam. In 19^1 Census, Saadullah suggested t h a t 

population should be c l a s s i f i e d on the bas i s of r e l i g i o n . 

The r e s u l t was t h a t "a l a rge nunber of t r i b a l people who had 

e a r l i e r enrolled themselves as Hindus, Chr is t ians and Bud-
d 

d h i s t s , included mder the head Tr iba l . Thus i t i s c l e a r tha t 

the Hindu t r i b a l s were shown as non-Hindus in the I9ifl Coisus. 

The r e s u l t was that the re was a considerable reduction in the 
Hindu population."-^^ 

38. Bhuyan, Dey. O p . c i t . , p . 289. 
39* Baruah, Loc . c i t . 
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The Congress on the other hand, rea l i sed the danger of 

immigration in Assam, They submitted many memoranda to oppose 

the p o l i c i e s of SasuiuLlah government. But some section of 

the Congress partymen seemed to have taken advantage of the 

s i t u a t i o n . They appeared to have r ea l i s ed tha t these immi­

grants can eas i ly be a vote bank for than in near fu ture . So 

they refused to take any acticxi against the immigrants even 

a t the cost of the coimtry 's secur i ty and i n t e g r i t y . 



CHAPTER - III 
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TBB PROBLEM OF IMMIGRATION IN THE POST INDEPENDENCE 

PERIOD UPTO 1978 

In Assam, the p o l i t i c s of immigration p e r s i s t e n t l y ovsr-

shadowed many other i s s u e s . In evaluating the t rend and exton 

of immigration one cannot ignore the geographical r e a l i t i e s 

and h i s t o r i c a l fac ts and ccxnpulsions which had undoubtedly 

govemed the flow of population in Assam. As we have seen in 

the previous chapter , the problem of iaanigration i s not a nev 

problem. This problem and the poss ib le th rea t to Assamese 

i d e n t i t y pe r s i s t ed even before independ«ice. With the p a r t i ­

t i on of the country on the eve of independence the s i tua t ion 

took a tvccn for the worse. The fears of unprecedent demogra-

idiic changes as a r e s u l t of l a rge scale immigration was sud) 

t ha t i n March 19I+7 an Assamese dai ly commented: 

"The immigrants and the Muslim League should 
remember tha t the Assamese people came out 
with flying colours in t h e i r t r i a l s of ^$k2 
and administration i s s t i l l in the hands. 
Na t iona l i s t Assamese Hindus, Muslims, SiWis 
and a l l o ther inhab i tan t s of Assam should 
u n i t e so l id ly to f ight immigrants. Immigration 
has increased the Muslim population from I3 
percent to 3^ pere a i t i n Assam. This i s 
dangerous. I t must be stopped." 1 

The sta-ean of immigration i n t o Asssan continued and i t gathez . 

momentum diiring the f i r s t half of the 191+I-51 decades and 

spec i f i ca l ly during the Muslim League Ministry in Assam upto 

1. 2JiS_.4ssssi2a (Weekly), 16th March ^9h7, p . 2 . 
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1 9 ^ . ^he stream of s e t t l e r s continued even a f te r pa r t i t i on 

and the Deputy Commissioner of Caehar reported tha t during 

•I9I4.8-I+9, hundreds of Muslim immigrants regular ly t r ave l l ed 

by the h i l l - s e c t i o n railway from Badarpur to Landing in order 

to go to Assam Valley for se t t l emoi t . The Census Superinten­

dent of Assam for 1951 also reported having seen himself 

persons coming by t r a i n during h i s tenure in Goalpara dLs-

t r i c t . I t was estimated in 1951 Census tha t about i+30,000 
2 

persons migrated to Assam during the two preceding decades. 

The Assam J a t i y a Mahasabha which met on 8th August 

19 -̂7 said t h a t with a view to save the existence of the 

Assamese people in Assam from t o t a l exterminaticxi by the 

onrush of the a l i en purchaser of l ands , the Government of 

Assam should without l e a s t delay pioraulgate an ordinance 

t h a t any land des i red foy sale by any pr iva te person be pur­

chased by the government to be supplemented afterwards by 

the planned system of settlement under contemplation and 

t h i s ordinance should be given effect from the year 1938 in 

which the land sett lement pol icy was agreed upon by the t r i ­

p a r t i t e conference and a l l purchases and sales made with the 

foreigners during t h i s period be made n u l l and void .^ 

2 . Census of India (1951), Assam, Manipur and Tripura, 
pa r t I (A), General Beports. 

3» The Assam Tribune. 11 August 19^7. 
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At a time when th« provincia l Muslim. League had launched 

the c i v i l disobedience movement against the evict ion pol icy 

of the Congress Government of Assam, the Assam J a t i y a Maha-

sabha undertook the task of mobilising the Assamese opinion 

on the i s s u e . In an appeal, " i t described the a c t i v i t i e s of 

the Muslim League National Guards as H i t l e r s storm troopers 

bringing succour Germans i n neighbouring countr ies and des­

cribed the decis ions of the Assam Bengal Muslim League j o i n t 

committee of action to send l a rge batches of volunteers to 

Assam for defying the evict ion order as a corol lary t o the 

b igger plan of invading Assam which the Muslim League, in 

i t s view has been contemplating since the prospect of t r a n s ­

fe r r ing povfer to Sidian hands became a major i s sue in Indian 

p o l i U c s . " ^ 

The non-refugee immigration i n to ASSEEI from Eastern 

Bengal upto 1951 was only for set t lement on land. In t h e i r 

anxiety t o ge t land these s e t t l e r s have a t one time or ano­

ther caused a great deal of f r i c t i o n by squatting on Govern­

ment reserves or forc ibly occupying the land of the loca l 

people from which i t was d i f f i c u l t to ev i c t them. They are 

however, exce l len t a g r i c u l t u r i s t s and most indus t r ious and 

they spend money f ree ly a t any r a t e on l i t i g a t i o n . ^ 

h, " Invasion of Assam imminent" . Hearty appaal to save her . 
A l e a f l e t in Assamese and Qiglish issued by Ambikagiri" 
Roy Choudhury (March 19^-7), p . 3 . 

5 . Amalendu Guha, P lan te r Rai to Swara.1 (New Delhi 1977), 
p. 65. 
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The 1951 Census repor t , "described the s e t t l e r s as 

Ignd-hungry. Because t h e i r hunger for land was so g rea t t ha t 

in t h e i r eagerness t o grasp more land they s t a r t ed encroach­

ing on Government reserves and on lands belonging to loca l 

people." 

The census data on immigration from East Pakistan since 

p a r t i t i o n i s no guide to the reall-ty because the b i r t h place 

data co l lec ted i n the census ful ly r e f l e c t s the information 

supplied by indiv idual respondents and the enumerators have 

no choice but to record the information as provided to them 

by the respondoi ts . The r e s u l t was tha t almost a l l the non-

refugee immigrants gave t h e i r b i r t h place as Assam, The rea­

son for concealment of the actual b i r t h place by the immi­

grants as s ta ted i n the 1961 census report of Assam was tha t 

the people coming from Bast Pakistan i n t o Assam had nothing 

to gain by giving t h e i r t r u e b i r t h place while Muslims 

de f in i t e ly had advantage in ccxicealing the i d e n t i t y by saying 

t h a t they speak Assamese, So although the increase in popu­

l a t i o n in 1961 has been most spectacular for a l l the deccMi«s, 

the f igures for migrants appear to be one of the lowest in 

terms of percoi tage due to concealment of correc t b i r t h 

p l a c e . ' However, the number of immigrants from East Pakistan 

6 . Census of India (1951) Assam, Manipur and Tripura Par t I , 
A, General Report, 

7 . E.H, Pakyntein, India Census 1961 - Assam: General Report 
(Manager of Publ ica t ions , Delhi , 196^), pp.23lf-258. 
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during 1951-61 has been estimated as 220,691 IncludLng 6^82 

East Pakistan Passport ho lders , according to the ca lcula t ion 

made by census a u t h o r i t i e s . 

The ethnic composition of the Muslim and Hindu immi­

grants during the decades 1911-1921 was 85 and 15 percent 

r espec t ive ly . However i t i s observed tha t during the l a t e r 

decades the percentage of Muslim population was qu i te higher 

than t h e i r percentage in the population of the d i s t r i c t s 

from where the s e t t l e r s emigrated. As we have shown in 

Table V in Chapter I I , the proport ional growth of Muslim 

population in Assam since 1901 to 1971 provides a f a i r l y 

c l e a r p i c tu re of the extent of t h e i r unnoticed a r r i v a l in 

the Assam Valley, 

Communal distuibances rocked Assam in February-March 

1950. In the wake of r i o t s , Nehru-Liaquat Pact was drawn up 

and most of the Muslim s e t t l e r s who l e f t for Pakistan due 

to the outbreak of communal disturbances in East Bengal and 

Assam, came back to Assam in the same year. The free movement 

between the then Pakistan and Assam, as provided by the 

Nehru-Liaquat Pact , subsequently resul ted in fresh inf lux 

of Muslim immigrants t o Assam. 

I t i s alleged tha t there was hardly any machinery to 

keep track of the Pakis tani Muslim immigrants, most of whom 

eventual ly s e t t l e d in the s t a t e posing themselves as Indian 



51 

na t iona l s with the support of t h e i r f r iends and r e l a t i o n s . 

This, coupled with the inf lux of Hindu refugees, created an 

unprecedented problem in Assam. As senior j o u r n a l i s t and 

freedom f ighter of Assam argues, "discr iminat ion against the 

r e l ig ious minor i t i e s by the ru le r s in Pakistan also resul ted 

in a mass exodus of Hindus from the then Pakistan to Assam."" 

The attemp-ts to regula te the inf lux of Pakis tani immigrants 

included the in t roduct ion of the passport-cum-visa system 

in October 1952. But the provision of fore ig ie rs Act 19I+6 

and the ru les made there-under were not applicable to the 

c i t i z e n s of Pakistan and hence they were not required to get 

r eg i s t e r ed . 

The effect of the p a r t i t i o n of the country was strongly 

f e l t in the eastern sec tor . One of the most iaqportant sec­

t i o n s of the p r e - p a r t i t i o n population whose contr ibut ions 

and sac r i f i ces for the freedom of the country were second to 

none, found themselves t h i r d grade c i t i zen of a h o s t i l e 

country.^ P a r t i t i o n brought a id less misery for them and they 

eventual ly migrated t o Assam. 

People outside Assam believed tha t there was plenty of 

waste land avai lable in Assam, But the actual pressure of 

popula t ia i on a g r i c u l t u r a l land in Assam in 1951 was as high 

8. Haroidra Nath Baruah, Assam Struggle for Survival 
(Gauhati, I98O), p .15 . 

9 . I b i d . , p . 16. 
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as 600 per sq, mile or 21+0 per sq.km. From humanitarian 

cons idera t ions , the Government of Assam agreed to r e h a b i l i -
11 t a t e 5 (f ive) lakhs Bengalee refuees. ' The actual number of 

migrants hovever, was much more. More than t h i r t y three 

years have passed since then, but the unending hunan flow 

from across the border i s yet to cease . Assam and Tripura 

received the l a r g e s t number of refugees from East Pakistan. 

Their continuous inf lux has undoubtedly created demographic 

imbalance. 

The influx of people from East Pakistan (present 

Bangladesh) has continued unabated and the Assamese people 

began to view i t as posing a ser ious th rea t to the economic, 

c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y of the people of the s t a t e . 

Government of India seemed to appreciate the problem and in 

the year 1950 passed the immigrant (expulsion from Assam) Act 

empowering the Central Government to detect and deport 

i n f i l t r a n t s from East Bengal which was then Bast Pakis tan. 

In the statement of objects and reascais of the B i l l presen­

ted to Parliament i t was s ta ted , 

"During the l a s t few months, a serious s i tua ­
t ion has ar isen i n Assam due to immigration 
from East Bengal, Such l a rge migration i s 

10, Census of Ind ia 1951. Assam, Manipur and Tripura 
Par t I.A, General Reports , 

l l * E^id. , L o c . c i t . 
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disturbing the economy of the s t a t e , besides 
giving r i s e to a ser ious l av and order pro­
blem. The B i l l seeks to confer necessary 
powers on the Central Government to deal with 
the s i tua t ion . " 12 

Though the act was passed empowering the government to 

expel foreign immigrants from Assam, i t was not taken 

ser iously and was not implemented. Subsequently on 17th 

September 1957, the act was amended and cer ta in clauses were 

repealed*-, caiief Minis ter Bishnuram Medhi had advocated action 

against the i n f i l t r a t o r s of Bast Pakistan, But there i s 

hardly any evidence t o show tha t he succeeded in t h i s . After 

sometime Medhi resigned and Bimala Prasad Chaliha became the 

Chief Minis ter of Assam. However the Congress Par ty in Assam 

continued to be concerned about the impact of Iranigration. 

The Assam Committee of the Congress Party in Parliament in 

a representat ion dated June 27, 1962, had drawn pointed 

a t t en t ion of the Prime Minis ter to the burning i n f i l t r a t i o n 

problem to Assam to which the Prime Minister Jawaharlal 

Nehru rep l ied on July 10, 1962, as follows: 

"You refer to Pakis tani i n f i l t r a t i o n . This i s 
per fec t ly t r u e . This i n f i l t r a t i o n has been 
taking place for a very long pa s t . Therefore 
we should not look upon i t as e s sen t i a l l y a 
p o l i t i c a l move. Nevertheless i t i s t rue t h a t 
t h i s i n f i l t r a t i o n should be stopped and 

' ' 2 . Assam Gazet te . Pa r t VI-A 1951, pp. 997-99. 
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ef fec t ive ly dea l t v i t h . I be l ieve tha t much of 
t h i s i n f i l t r a t i o n took place in the f i r s t f ive 
year, a f te r independence when the border was 
not adequately guarded, probably i t wi l l be 
d i f f i c u l t now to deal with i l l e g a l immigrants 
who came before 1952. We might therefore f ix 
1952 as tine date of our a iquiry."13 

This assurance was a lso l e f t p r a c t i c a l l y unimplemented. 

Because a section of the Congress par ty t r ea ted the minority 

as t h e i r vote banks. So they refused to take any acticxi which 

affect the i n t e r e s t of the minor i t i e s . I t i s qui te c l ea r from 

Devkanta Baruah's statement t h a t Congress depended on Muslims 

and Tea-Garden labourers for v o t e . He said t ha t " so long as 

a l i s and cool ies are with the Congress Party i t did not care 

for anybody." (emphasis added). 

In 1962, again the people of Assam brought to the 

no t ice of the Government of Ind ia the alarming increase of 

popialation of the s t a t e as was revealed by the census report 

of 1961 due to heavy inf lux of foreign na t iona l s especia l ly 

from East Pakistan during the years posing and creat ing a 

serious t h r e a t to the secur i ty and i d a i t i t y of Assamese 

people and also crea t ing a law and order problem in the s t a t e . 

Representat ions were made to the Government of Ind ia suggea-; 

t ing important and urgent measures to be taken up to check 

13. Assam Pradesh Congress Committee Report, Packet No. 125, 
F i l e No. MISC June 27, 1962. 

1^. Quoted in Bhabani Singh, P o l i t i c s of Alienation in Assam. 
(Delhi, 198U) VII I , p . §1 . 
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fur ther inf lux of foreign na t iona l s in to the s t a t e and to 

deport the i n f i l t r a n t s expedit iously J ^ On 1st of May, 1962, 

the Union Home Minis ter Sr i Lai Bahadur Shast r i declared the 

informal consul ta t ive canmittee meeting of Parliament for 

Home Affairs that the Central Government agreed to take mea­

sures to check the inf lov of i l l e g a l en t rants of Assam from 
16 301*033 the borders as short term and long term ones. Some 

of the proposed measures were: increasing number of border 

check pos t s , strengthening of ex is t ing check pos t s , and the 

delegation of f u l l powers under the foreigners Act 19^6, to 

the Superintendent of Pol ice and Magistrates in border d i s ­

t r i c t s for the summary deportation of Pakis tani i n f i l t r a t o r s . 

I t was also suggested by the members of the committee t ha t 

de te r ren t and exemplary punishment should be meted out to 

those i l l e g a l e n t r a n t s . ' ' But as Harendra Nath Baruah points 

out "no effect ive steps were taken for implementation of t h i s 

declarat ion of the Home Minister ." ' 

However no effect ive steps in t h i s d i rec t ion were 

probably taken because on 19th March 196^, the Assam Congress 

Parliamentary Party submitted a memorandum to Gul j a r i l a l 

15. Assam Pradesh Congress Committees Report. (MISC), 
June 27, 1962. 

16, I b i d . . L o c . c i t . 
17. I b i d . . Loc . c i t . 
18, Baruah, O p . c i t . , p . 8, 
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Nanda Home Minister of India . In the memorandun the Congress 

Parliamentary Party s t a t ed t h a t there has been la rge scale 

i n f i l t r a t i o n of Pakis tani na t i ona l s and they have heen 

staying i l l e g a l l y without being detected. There has been no 

effect ive check on the border u p t H nov. To ef fec t ive ly con­

t r o l t h i s i n f i l t r a t i o n , the Congress Parligunoitary Party 

suggested t h a t the , 

"Indian East Pakistan border must be completely 
sealed and the area t o such a depth as may be 
necessary from the border should be c lea red . All 
weather road communication should be construc­
ted for speedy movement of troops and for 
pa t ro l l ing the border . The border check pos ts 
of the B.S.F, should also be increased t o mini­
mise the dis tance from one post to another." 19 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t despi te the apathy shown by the naticxial 

l eadersh ip , the Congress Party in Assam continued to fee l 

the necess i ty of checking i n f i l t r a t i o n . The Party seemed t o 

have given considerable importance to the matter . 

Home Minister Gulgar i l a l Nanda was qui te aware of the 

l a rge scale i n f i l t r a t i o n s i n t o the s t a t e . He had v i s i t e d 

some places of tension and held personal enquir ies i n t o some 

inc idents perpet ra ted by these people in those p laces and 

found them to be t r u e . He had suggested and ordered some 

remedial measures. Pol ice was given some subs tan t ia l power 

19. Assam Pradesh Congress Committees Report on the Pak 
i n f i l t r a t i o n (Gauhati, 196^), p. h. 
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t o detect and prosecute foreign i n f i l t r a n t s and some t r i b u ­

na l s were ccanstituted for t h e i r t r i a l and depor ta t ion . The 

then Chief Minister Bimala Prasad Chaliha was obliged to take 

some measures for detection and deportat ion of fore igners . 

The then Chief Secretary of the S t a t e Government, A.N. Kidwai 

had himself admitted " tha t the way the immigrants came to 

Assam, i t w i l l take the government about t h i r t y yeeirs to get 

r i d of lakhs of these people who were there i n the S t a t e . He 

also pointed out t h a t the number of these foreigners w i l l 

not remain constant and there wi l l also be fur ther i n f i l t r a -
PO 

t ion of t h e i r l i k e . " Government of I n d i a ' s awareness of 

the p2x>blem was also re f l ec ted in a brochure published by the 

Government of Ind ia . In a remarkable display of c l ea r under­

standing of the problem the brochure s t a t ed : 

"long before the cry of P a r t i t i o n was heard 
in United Ind ia , the slow but steady encroach­
ment of Assam and Tripura by immigrants from 
areas now in East Pakistan was already in pro­
g re s s . Pa r t i t i on did not assuage the land 
hunger in East Pakistan, The new in t e rna t iona l 
boundary was not physical ly marked on the 
ground, was l a rege ly unguarded and v i r t u a l l y 
unpat ro l led . Thus the t r a d i t i o n a l migration 
from East Bengal continued even though a new 
p o l i t i c a l f ron t i e r had come in to being, with 
East Pakistan on one side and the Indian t e r r i ­
tory of Assam, Tripura and West Bengal on the 
other ." 21 

20, Baruah, O p . c l t . , p . 16. 
2 1 . I n f l u x - i n f i l t r a t i o n from East Pakis tan. Di rec tora te of 

advert is ing and v i sua l pub l i c i t y (Ministry of Informa­
t ion and Broadcasting for the Ministry of External 
Affa i rs , Government of India (Albion Press , New Delh i ) , 
August 1963, p . 15. 



58 

The p a r t i t i o n of the country fur ther accentuated the fears 

and anx ie t i e s by the Assamese e l i t e for t h e i r d i s t i n c t iden­

t i t y . After p a r t i t i o n streams of Hindu refugees floved t o 

Assam from erstwhile East Pakistan (Bangladesh). "The 1951 

census repor t shoved the number of refugees in Assam as 

27^,^55, of these 272,075 came from East Pakis tan, 6 -̂7 from 

West Pakistan and 1,733 from other unspecified a reas . Because 

of i t s proximity to East Pakistan the Cachar d i s t r i c t alone 

shel tered 93,177 refugees. The number of refugees in other 

d i s t r i c t s was as follows - Goalpara M+,967, Kamrup ^-2,965, 

Darrang 18,883, Lakhimpur 13,965, Sibsagar 7 ,51^, Khasi H i l l s 

5,990, Garo H i l l s 5,072."^^ 

In •\9kkf Prof. Humayun Kabir, the then Pr iva te Secre­

t a ry to Maulana Azad, the Central Education Minis ter writ ing 

in h i s monthly review ' I n d i a ' commented tha t "one can eas i ly 

v i s u a l i s e a Bengali s t a t e , comprising of about ten mill ion 

people and l i v ing in a compact area. Such a s t a t e would 

include the present adminis t ra t ive province of Bengal and 

some of the outlying d i s t r i c t s i n Assam and Bihar. In fact 

the province of Assam may be wholely incorporated in i t . -̂  

Such a statement made by a person so c lose to Maulana Azad, 

would na tu ra l ly worsened the fears of the Assamese e l i t e . 

22. Census of Ind ia (Assam) 1951, Vol. XIII Par t 1(A),p.337. 
2 3 . Quoted by B.P. Sukla, What a l l s I n d i a ' s North East . 

(New Delhi , 1980), p . 72. 

file://�/9kkf
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There has "been a steady growth of the Muslim poptJla-

tion in Ass&a, In 1961, the Muslims accounted for ^3.3^ in 

Kamrup. About 1,508,000 acres of agricixLtural land was under 

t h e i r occupation. The Muslim accotaited for 23.3^ of Assam 

t o t a l population in 1961 which shot up t o 2h,3^ in 1971. 

After Jammu and Kashmir, t he i r rnunber i s the highest in 

Assam, Most of them came from Mymensingh and hence are ca l l ed 

Mymensinghlas in common parlance. "In 1951-61, 2,20,^^0 

Muslims entered Ind i a . Between 1961-71, 1,91,339 Pakis tani 

i n f i l t r a t o r s were detected. In 1971, in the wake of l i b e r a ­

t i on of East Pakistan (Bangladesh) over 1,10,00,000 refugees 

came to Ind ia . Most of them returned t o t he i r homeland af ter 

the creat ion of Bangladesh, but about a millicai of thou 

remained in Ind ia . Between 1971-1978, more Muslim i n f i l t r a ­

to r s came and 99,583 iranigrants were detected by the Assam 

Pol ice . During the decade 1978-80, an increase of 53 lakhs 

of people was recorded in Assam alone," -̂  

In the post-independence per iod t r i b a l b e l t s were 

formed i n 19^8 in d i f fe ren t regions t o p ro tec t the t r i b a l 

people of Assam. The Pakistan (Control) Act and the immi­

gran ts (Expulsion from Assam) Act were enacted in 19 •̂9 and 

2^» Census of India (Assam) 1961, Par t 1(A). 
25. Myron Weiner.Sons of the Soi l (Delhi, 1978), p . 93. 
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1950 respec t ive ly .^" The Acts provided for removing an immi­

grant (excepting displaced persons) whose stay was detrimen­

t a l to the i n t e r e s t of the general public in India or any 

scheduled t r i b e in Assam, In Assam la rge areas i n the p la ins 

d i s t r i c t are inhabi ted by p la ins t r i b a l people. A la rge 

number of outs iders mostly from Bast Bengal began to pour in 

l a rge nunbers in to Assam, They began to spread in to the 

areas occupied by these t r i b a l people. The t r i b a l people 

being na tu ra l ly shy and unable to l i v e in peace with these 

new comers, began to recede in to the i n t e r i o r . The t r i b a l 

v i l l a g e s were being encroached by inmigrants so much so that 

as a r e su l t of such pressures some t r i b a l v i l l a g e r s had to 
on 

leave t h e i r own homes, ' 

The Assam Land Revenue Manual piiblished by the Govern­

ment of Assam contains the reasons behind the formation of 

the exis t ing 37 blocks and b e l t s to safeguard the economic 

i n t e r e s t of the t r i b a l people. I t s t a ted tha t l a rge areas in 

the p la ins d i s t r i c t are inhabited by t r i b a l people. In na ture , 

they are simple and were l iv ing in pr imi t ive condi t ions . 

Because of the lack of education and of mater ia l advantages 

they could not look a f te r t h e i r own welfare and were incapa-
?8 ble of protect ing t h e i r own i n t e r e s t , 

26* Text of the Act p r in ted in AIR Manual. Vol. XI, ^rd ed. 
as on 31.3.1971. 

27* The Assam Land Revenue Manual (Vol. I , Oiapter X of the 
Regulation, 195FT7 Government of Assaci. 

28, I b i d . , (7th e d . ) , p . 65 . 
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Oliis o f f i c i a l version has traced the h i s to ry of immi­

grants i n t o t r i b a l blocks and b e l t s . But the t r i b a l con t i ­

nued to suffer . I t a t t r ac t ed the minds of the Assamese so 

much tha t the i\ll Assam Students ' Union and the All Assam 

Gana Sangram Parishad demanded preservation of the t r i b a l 

blocks and b e l t s in accordance with the cons t i t u t i ona l provi­

sions meant for the t r i b a l population of the s t a t e . In a 

memorandum they summed up the s i t ua t i on : 

"The problan has badly h i t the t r i b a l popula­
t i o n . A l l the 37 blocks and b e l t s reserved 
for the t r i b a l people are on the verge of 
ex t inc t ion . Pressure on economy has reduced 
the s izes of the reserved t r i b a l blocks. 
Forest resources are fas t disappearing due to 
indiscr iminate f e l l i ng of t r e e s and occupation 
of the area by the foreign n a t i o n a l s . The very 
i d e n t i t y of t r i b a l population i s in danger. 
The recent h i s to ry of Tripura provides a good 
example to subs tan t ia te our be l i e f , "29 

The Central Government have been in f i i l l knowledge of the 

alarming s i tua t ion ar is ing out of unabated i n f i l t r a t i o n of 

foreigners in to Assam. In the year 1950, the Immigrants 

(Expulsion from Assam) Act 1950 was passed by the Parliament, 

Therefore the problem aid was o f f i c i a l l y recognised to have 

ex i s ted , as early as the b i r t h of the Indian Republic, How­

ever, as i s evident from the f ac t s ava i lab le in the enoimous 

l i t e r a t u r e produced during the Assam ag i t a t ion ; "no pos i t ive 

29, AASU's Memorandum to Prime Minis ter of India submitted 
in February, 198O, a t Delhi . 
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steps vere taken "by tiie Union Government to prevent i n f i l t r a ­

tion of foreigners i n to the nor th-eas tern t e r r i t o r i e s of 

India." ^° The 14inister of S ta te in the Ministry of Labour, 

Employment and Rehab i l i t a t ion Sri Bhagwat Jha Azad in the 

Lok Babha debate s ta ted tha t "During 1968, on an average 

39^ migrants Altered Assam from East Pakistan every month. 

During six months ending on the 29th December I968, 2098 

migrants came to Assam from Bast Pakis tan. The Governmant of 

Assam decided to r e h a b i l i t a t e 12,000 families of the new 

migrants, i . e . those who came over to Assam from I-I-6I+ 

onwards. Arrangements were made for the r e h a b i l i t a t i o n of 

those who are in excess of the quota 12,000 outside Assam. 

Regarding those who came recen t ly , i t was decided tha t af ter 

necessary screening, these people should be sent to Mana 

Relief Camps in Madhya Pradesh." ^^ 

In Assam, the problem of immigration has another dimen­

sion tha t i s i t s impact on e l ec to ra l p o l i t i c s . The Assamese 

fear tha t due to heavy immigration of foreigners i n to Assam, 

the indigenous population wi l l be reduced to a minority and 

p o l i t i c a l power wi l l go out of t he i r hands. As we sha l l see 

in a l a t e r chapter a controversy over the e l ec to ra l r o l l s for 

a by-e lec t ion in Mangaldai consti tuency in I978 led to an 

30. For information on these l i n e s see, K, Mahanta and D. 
Sarmah, 'Defend Democratic Value in Assam' Economic and 
P o l i t i c a l Weekly. 26 Ju ly , 198O, p . 1337-38. 

31 . See, Lok Sabha Debates. Vol. XXIV, No. 1-5, 17th to 21st 
Feb . , 1969, p7 107. 
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unprecedented movement against foreign na t iona l s . The e lec­

t ion commission vas aware of t h i s problan, but never took any 

pos i t i ve s teps to prevent inclusion of foreigners names in 

the e l ec to ra l r o l l s . " The d i r e c t i v e sent by the Union Govern­

ment on 2.8.75 to check the e l ec to ra l r oo l s , to the s t a t e 

government and the union t e r r i t o r i e s of the North Eastern 

region was also ignored by the Sta te Government of Assam." ^ 

According to the seventh schedule of the Consti tut ion the 

subject c i t i zensh ip n a t u r a l i s a t i o n of a l iens admission and 

emigration and expulsion from Ind ia Passport and Visas are 

subjects r e l a t e d to the cen t ra l l i s t vide entry 17 and 19 of 

the sa id l i s t . Therefore i t i s the cons t i t u t i ona l duty of the 

cen t ra l authori ty to stop inf lux of foreign na t i ona l s . Simi­

l a r l y preparat ion of e l ec to ra l r o l l s i s d i r e c t l y within the 

purview of the e lec t ion commission. But the agencies concern­

ed appeared to have fa i l ed to carry out t h e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 

The Bangladesh war of l i be r a t i on of 1971 brought about 

a deluge in the Pakis tani i n f i l t r a t i o n in to the s t a t e . Assam 

pop;aation increased from 32,89,680 in I90I to 1W6,25,153 in 

1971, representing a r a t e of growth of 3h5 percent , as against 

an increase of 132 percent for Ind ia as a whole. Had Assam's 

population increased a t na t iona l r a t e , i t would have he&i 

763,205 in 1971. Assam's actual population in 1971, therefore 

includes an excess of 6,993,095 representing ^-7.82 percent of 

i t s 1971 populat ion. The following t ab l e shows the population 

trend in.Ass&o. and Ind ia : 

32. Inder j i t , "Assam's S t i r and De lh i ' s Apathy", The Assam 
Tribune (Gauhati, 30 Sept. I983). 
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Meanwhile, many of tiiose refugees v?ho came during the 

Indo-Pakistan war, stayed on i l l e g a l l y and began consolida­

t ing t h e i r se t t lements . Thousands move i n to r i ve r ine char or 

r i v e r i s l ands where they formed t i g h t l y k n i t compact communi­

t i e s . 

In Assam, i n f i l t r a t i o n was poss ib le due to ( i ) mis­

management of the fo res t reserves and other Government lands, 

( i i ) loose i n t e rna t i ona l borders, ( i i i ) harbouring and 

shielding the i l l e g a l i n f i l t r a n t s by a sect ion of the people. 

I t may be mentioned here t h a t Bengal was always a high densi­

ty area in terms of population and i t sought sanctuary in 

neighbouring lands . B»P. Sukla quotes from Muzibur Rahman's 

book Eastern Pakistan - I t s Population^ Determination and 

Economics which can be reproduced here : 

"because Eastern Pakistan must have su f f i c ien t 
lands for i t s huge population and Assam w i l l 
give i t f u l l scope for expansion and because 
Assam has abundant fores t and mineral resour­
ces , coal , petroleum e t c . Eastern Pakistan 
must include Assam to be f inanc ia l ly and eco­
nomically strong." 33 

There are some thinkers l i k e Amalendu Guha and Sai la-

dhar Rajkhowa who pointed out t h a t the Assamese middle c lass 

with a view to employing cheap labour in the i r f i e lds and 

homesteads had encouraged the inf lux of East Bengal men in to 

33. Sukla, O p . c i t . . p . 12. 
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Assam. They also s t a t ed tha t the Assamese Mahajans had made 

the Bast Bengal peasants s e t t l e down in the i r land as v e i l 

as in Government lands with the high hopes of "becoming 

Zamindars.^ But the i r views cannot be accepted. As we have 

seen in the Preceding Chapter from the very beginning leaders 

l i k e Ambika Gi r i Roychoudhury, Bishniirsci Medhi, Gopinath 

Bordoloi opposed immigration. Guha and others are b l i s s f u l l y 

unaware of the fac t t ha t the e n t i r e Assamese middle c lass 

was not in favour of immigration but only a small section 

with vested landed i n t e r e s t s encouraged immigration. We can­

not blame the e n t i r e Asseanese middle c l a s s for the deeds of 

a few. Dr. P.C. Goswami i n h i s 'Economic development of 

Assam' also s ta ted tha t " some Assamese who held l a rge r areas 

on annual l e a s e s , employed immigrants os tens ib ly as hired 

labourers but i n r e a l i t y as tenants who paid r a i t as a share 

of the crop or possibly in a few cases i n cash." ^^ 

The sense of i n secu r i ty has a t times been given a 

communal t inge . Gyanchand for ins tance says, " In Assam, In 

which the numerical s t rength of the minority community the 

Muslims, i s very near t ha t of the majority community, the 

Hindus. The p o s s i b i l i t y of the number of Muslims exceeding 

3U. Guha, O p . c i t . , p . 73. 
35. P.C. Goswami. Economic Developm^t of Assam (Gauhati, 

1963), p . 288. 
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t ha t of Hindus in the s t a t e cannot be r\jled out . In Assam, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the danger can loom l a r g e , owing to the i l l i c i t 

immigration of the Muslims."-^^ I t must be s ta ted here t ha t 

Muslim immigrants concentrated mostly on char areas and the 

Hindu immigrants sca t te red a l l over Assam* We s h a l l however 

see in the next chapter t ha t a l a rge ntoiber of Assamese do 

not view i t as a r e l i g ious problem. 

36. Gyandchand, Population in Perspect ive (New Delhi , 1972), 
p. 3^7. 



CHAPTER ~ IV 

THE AGITATION ON THE FOREIGN NATIONAL ISSUE; 

THE CHARACTER OF THE MOVEMENT AND THE ROLE 

OF THE MIDDLE CLASS AND THE PEASAN!IRy 



6S 

THE AGITAlIOIf ON TIfflFOREIGM NATIONAL ISSUE: 

THE CHARACTER OF THE MOVEMENT AND THE ROLE 

OF THE MIDDLE CLASS AND THE PEASANTRY 

As we have discussed in the previous chapter, the 

problem of inmigration pe r s i s t ed even af ter independence. I t 

i s a f ac t tha t the re had "been l a rge scale foreign i n f i l t r a ­

t ion in to Assam and those foreigners had managed to enter 

t he i r names in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s of the s t a t e . Mr. S. L. 

Shakdhar, Chief Election Commissioner of Ind ia in the confe­

rence of the Chief E lec to ra l Officers of the s t a t e s held a t 

Octacamund from October 2 -̂ to 26, 1978, commented t h a t , 

" I -would l i k e t o re fe r to the alarming s i t ua ­
t ion in some s t a t e s espec ia l ly in North-
Bastern region vherefrom dis turbing repor t s 
are coming regarding l a rge scale inclusion of 
foreign na t iona l s in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s . In 
one case (Assam) the population i n I97I recor ­
ded an increase as high as 3^.98 percent over 
the I96I f igures and t h i s increase was a t t r i ­
buted to the inf lux of a very la rge number of 
persons from the neighbouring count r ies . I 
think i t may not be a wrong assessment to make, 
on the ba s i s of the increase of 39.98 p . c . 
between the two census^ the increase tha t i s 
l i k e l y to be recorded m the 1991 census would 
be more than 100 p . c . over I96I census," 1 

Mr, Atal Bihar i Vajpayee, Minister of External Affa i rs , during 

the Jana ta regime on 21.8.78 while replying to a c a l l a t t en­

t ion motion on the f loor of the house of people on the i ssue 

1, Quoted in "The Foreigners Problem why a Solution i s S t i l l 
Elusive?' , A Pamphlet published by AASU Gauhati, I983. 
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of inf lux of foreigners s t a t ed tha t the problem of i n f i l t r a ­

t ion i s a recurring phenomenon and i t i s necessary to devise 

vays and means so tha t the north region could be made more 

secure. 

I t i s qui te c lear from the following tab le tha t there 

has been an iinusual increase in the number of voters in 

Assam. 

Table - VII I : The increase in the number of voters 
in Assam froi~T9^-1979. 

Year | Number of voters 
in 

Increase | Percentage of 
• Increase 

19^7 

1962 

1966 

1970 

1971 

1977-
(March) 

1977 
(Nov.) 

1979 

^^,93,357 

if9,^2,8l6 

55,85,056 

57,01,805 

62,96,198 

72,29,5^3 

79,7^,^76 

85,37,^97 

^,^9,if59 

6,lf2,2^-0 

1,16,7^9 

5,9^,393 

9,33,3^5 

7,M+,933 

5,63,021 

10.00 

12.99 

2.09 

10.If2 

1if.82 

10.30 

7.06 

Source: Census of Ind ia (various r e p o r t s ) . 

In a survey of voting population the 'Statesman' put 

the increase in the e l ec to ra te in Assam in I98O over I977 

f igures a t 18.85 percent , one of the h ighes t in India , I t 

maintains, tha t the abnormal increase i s due to immigration. 
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With p a r t i c u l a r reference to the d i s t r i c t of Goalpara and 

Cachar the paper says: 

"An offshoot of t h i s population explosion has 
been a sudden change in the composition of the 
d i s t r i c t e l e c to r a t e . The immigrants are in 
absolute majority in seven of the nineteen 
Assembly cons t i tuencies in the < i i s t r i c t . In 
f ive more cons t i tuencies they are numerous 
enough to be c ruc i a l for an e l ec to ra l v i c to ry . 
There i s a s imilar transformation in the smal­
l e r border d i s t r i c t of Cachar. which re turns 
f i f teen l e g i s l a t o r s to the 126 number s t a t e 
Assembly," 2 

The encroachment of foreign c i t i z en on the e l ec to ra l r o l l s 

soon became ru l e r a the r than an exception. The f i r s t o f f i c i a l 

admission of such undesirable entry of non-c i t izens in to the 

r o l l s appeared in Influx-immigrations from East Pakistan^ a 

publ icat ion of the Ministry of External Affairs , I t reported 

that the enlistment of foreigners in the voters l i s t s took 

place a t times a t the ins tance of p o l i t i c a l l y i n t e r e s t ed 

p a r t i e s , who sought e l ec to ra l support from i l l e g a l s e t t l e r s 

from East Pakistan.-^ The Chief E lec to ra l Officer referred to 

the extraordinary enthusiasm of the imnigrant population in 

ge t t ing themselves enrolled as vo te r s . The revis ion and pre­

parat ion of e l ec to ra l r o l l s for a bye-e lec t ion , following the 

death of the M.P. from the Mangaldai consti tuency of the 

2 . The Statesman (Calcut ta , h December, 1979). 
3 . Influx-Immigration from East Pakistan (Published by DAVP 

for the Ministry of External Affairs , Delhi), I963. 
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Lok Sabha in 1978, pinpointed the deluge of non-cit iz;«is 

sweeping over the e l e c t o r a t e . "Out of J+7,000 names of alleged 

fore igners , 36,000 were disposed of: out of these as many as 

26,000 comprising over 72 percent were declared i l l e g a l 

en t r i e s by foreign na t iona l s . "^ 

By then the people of Assam r e a l i s e d tha t the s i tua t ion 

i s qu i te grave. The question i s , i f so many foreigners could 

en ro l l t he i r names in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s of a s ingle cons t i ­

tuency, the s i tua t ion could be s imi la r or even worse in other 

cons t i tuenc ies . The All Assam Students Union demanded a tho­

rough scrut iny of the e l ec to ra l r o l l s of a l l the const i tuen­

c i e s . 

For the Assam s tudents , i t was nothing new to launch a 

f ight for what they believed. AASU and i t s predecessor the 

All Assam Students ' Association have been in the forefront of 

many s t ruggles in Assam, These included, the successful ag i t a ­

t ion to es tab l i sh a un ivers i ty a t Gauhati, the construction 

of a br idge across Brahmaputra, the s e t t i ng up of a ref inery 

a t Gauhati, and the I960 and 1972 ag i t a t ion over the i ssues 

of o f f i c i a l language and medium of i n s t ruc t i on in Assam, 

The All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP) was formed 

on August 27, 1979, a t Dibrugarh with represen ta t ives of the 

^» The Statesman, 28 February I980. 
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AASU the Assam Sahitya Sabha and the Purbanchaliya Loka Pa r i -

shad. Later on, the Asom Ja t iya tabadi Dal, Asom Ja t iya tabad i 

Yuva Chatra Parishad, Asom Yuvak rfamaj, also joined the 

AAGSP.̂  

The Chief Elect ion Commissioner, Mr. Sakdher who so 

boldly ra i sed the i s sue of inclusion of la rge niombers of 

foreigners name in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s of some of the con­

s t i t u e n c i e s , suddenly reversed h i s pos i t ion in September 

1979. He stayed the in tens ive scrut iny on September 11 , 1979 

s ta t ing tha t the voters l i s t of 1977 would not be dist\ irbed. 

Thus, i t became c lea r to the people tha t he a l so , became the 

easy vict im of p o l i t i c a l pressure . The statement of Sakdher 

confused the people of Assam and the AASU and AAGSp s t a r t ed 

the ag i t a t ion vlth t he i r demand for de tec t ion , delet ion and 

deportation of fore igners . 

The Agitation as claimed by the ag i t a to r s i s a mass 

movanent directed towards the preservat ion of the socio-

c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y of Assam within the s t a t e of 

India . The i d e n t i t y c r i s i s in Assam appears to be a complex 

problem involving soc ia l , c u l t u r a l , p o l i t i c a l and economic 

dimensions which need to be attended to in any policy for 

5. Mahesh Josh i , Assam; The Indian Conflict (New Delhi , I98I) . 
T.S. Murthy, Assam the Di f f i cu l t YearsTNev Delhi,1983). 

6. Save Assam today to save India tomorrow; An Appeal from 
the people of Assam (AlgU and AAGdP, Gauhati, i f h a y 1980) 
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res to r ing the i d e n t i t y of Assamese people. But before one 

can take up such i s sues one has to examine the question whe­

ther t h i s c r i s i s of i d e n t i t y i s r e a l or not . One must however 

r e a l i s e tha t even i f such a c r i s i s i s not r e a l , the very 

existence of such a feeling might c rea te a ser ious problem 

for the body p o l i t i c . 

In a mul t i - l ingual and heterogeneous s t a t e l i k e India , 

the Consti tuent Units wi l l not cont r ibu te to the process of 

na t iona l development unless t h e i r people have roots in 

society and develop a firm sense of i d e n t i t y . National iden­

t i t y and uni ty can be strengthened only on the bas i s of 

l oca l and regional i d e n t i t i e s . The question a t i s sue in 

Assam as pointed out by the ag i t a to r s i s the very survival 

of the Assamese cu l t u r e , language, p o l i t y and economy. This 

c r i s i s i s on the other hand viewed as the r e s u l t of excessive 

inf lux of foreign n a t i o n a l s i n t o Assam. The problem of migra­

t ion i n t o Assam thus acquires unbelievable proport ions in 

Assam's p o l i t i c s . '^ 

In no other s t a t e s or region of the country, does one 

hear of a movement which has generated so much heat and 

7. For information on the Assam movement, see the following 
Books. (1) B.L. Abbi (ed . ) Problems and Prospects of 
Development in the NE Region Tchandigarh, 198^). (2) A.K. 
^ a s , Assam Agony - A Socio-ficonomic and P o l i t i c a l 
AnalysTs^TFew Delhi, 1982). O ) Hiren Gohain, Assam a 
Burning Question (Gauhati, 1985). (^) M. Josh i , Assam""-
ISe Indian Conflict (New Delhi, I 9 8 I ) . 



74 

controversy as the ag i ta t ion in Assam. The sponsors of the 

movement AASU and AAGdP say tha t : 

" t h e i r s i s an open book, and t h e i r object ives 
are c lear and simple. They are detect ion and 
deportation of a l l i l l e g a l foreign s e t t l e r s 
and delet ion of t h e i r names from the e l ec to ra l 
r o l l s . Therefore they maintain t h a t , what 
they are f ight ing for i s what every Indian 
should f ight for i n defence of the cou i t ry , 
the people and the Const i tut ion," 8 

on the other hand, the l e f t i s t p a r t i e s led mainly by the 

CPI(M) argTie t ha t the so ca l led foreigners i s sue i s invented 

mainly to i n s t i t u t e a l ega l cover to revive the old campaign 

against Bengalees, Muslims and other Indians l iv ing in Assam 

for genera t ions . Thus they view the movement as an t i -na t i ona l , 

anti-Bengalee, anti-Muslims, pa tent ly chauvinis t ic and even 

s e c e s s i o n i s t . " 

This problem has lieen s tudied by various scholars 

from an array of varjdng perspect ives , Amalendu Guha in h i s 

a r t i c l e " L i t t l e nat ionalism turned Chauvinist?' pointed out 

tha t the fear of the Assamese about losing t h e i r i d e n t i t y as 

a r e s u l t of la rge sca le immigration i s most unrea l . He even 

c a l l s i t a feai' psychosis . He pointed out tha t there i s a 

8. See, The Foreigners Problem (An analysis) a l e a f l e t 
published by AAGSP, Gauhati ( I980) . 

9, See, Bideshl Hagarlkar Proba.1an Samparke Prastab 
(As same s e) l e a f l e t publ i shed by GPICM) Sta te Committee, 
1978. 
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i 0 

dec l ine in the Bengali speaking population in Assam." This 

i s because of the separation of the populous Bengali speaking 

d i s t r i c t of Sylhet . After the separat ion, Assam had a t o t a l 

population of 9 million of vhich 2 mil l ion were in Sylhet. 

The separation of Sylhet reduced the percentage of Bengali 

speaking population in Assam, 

However, otiier scholars have shown tha t the growth 

r a t e of Bengali speaking population in recent times i s much 

higher than the Assamese speaking populat ion. While the 

Bengali speaking population increased at a ra te of 20,OM-̂  

during the dacade 1951-60, in the next decade t h i s r a t e was 

M^. The corresponding f igures for the Assamese speaking 

people were 36.^7 and 31.26. But these f igures do not show 

c l ea r ly the actual growth r a t e of Bengali speaking popula­

t i on . Because many Bengali speakers recorded Assamese as 
11 t he i r mother tongue due to p o l i t i c a l considerat ion. While 

refut ing Guha*s argunent on t h i s i s sue Apurha Baruah says, 

"when in 1951, there was a r i s e in Assamese speaking popula­

t i o n , Guha himself pointed out t ha t t h i s was because many 

Bengali speakers who had e a r l i e r recorded themselves as 

Bengali for p o l i t i c a l reasons declared themselves to be 

Assamese. So there i s every chance tha t the immigrants would 

10. See Guha, " L i t t l e nationalism turned chauvinist?' 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. Special Number I98O, 
ppT1"699-1720. 

11 , See for instance^ Apurba Baruah's "Indian nationalism 
and the Assamese na t iona l question" , North East Quarterly. 
Vol. I , August 1982, p . 29. " 
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also r e s o r t to such p o l i c i e s . Therefore the fear of the 
12 Assamese about losing t h e i r i d e n t i t y may not "be unreal ." 

There are some other scholars l i k e Hiren Gohain and 

Homen Borgohain who pointed out t h a t the Assam movement was 

d i rec ted against a l l non-Assamese ou t s ide r s , -* The AASU and 

AAGSp the two main organisat ions spearheading the movement 

repeatedly pointed out t h a t t h i s movement i s not directed 

against a l l outs iders residing in Assam. This movement accor­

ding to them was ne i the r r a c i a l nor communal. On the other 

hand Indians from other pa r t s of India who are l iv ing in 
-I L 

Assam were supporting t h i s ag i t a t ion spontaneooisly. They 

had been l iv ing peacefiilly and pursuing t h e i r vocation or 

t rade as i t was before the movanent. As Baruah says, "Had 

the movement been d i rec ted against a l l Bengalees or non-

Assamese, t rade cent re l i k e Guwahati and Tins\akia would have 

disrupted, where most of the t rade i s control led by Marwaris 

and Bengalees." '•̂  

The AASU and AAGSp in t he i r publ ica t ions have been 

r e i t e r a t i n g t h a t t he movonent i s peaceful and non-violent . 

12. I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
13. Hiren Gohain,"Assam f a l l out of underdevelopment?', 

Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly, Vol. XV, No. 12 (March 22, 
T9S0^F. 

1W. Save Assam Today to Save India Tomorrow; An Appeal from 
the people of Assam lAASU and AAGSp, Gauhati, 15 May, 
1980). 

15. Baruah, Op^ci t . , p , 30. 
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But there were indeed some ac ts of violence against the non-

Assamese; these might have been caused by some a n t i - s o c i a l 

elements may be with support from vested i n t e r e s t s . 

The AASU and AA.GSP in t he i r publ ica t ions declared 

that the movement i s not secess ionis t in na ture . They stated 

tha t t h e i r main aim i s to maintain the t e r r i t o r i a l i n t e g r i t y 

of India . The AASU and AAGSP dec la re : 

"We declare -unequivocally t ha t we are not 
secess ion i s t , our main aim has been to main­
t a in the t e r r i t o r i a l i n t e g r i t y of India and 
to thwart the ev i l designs of those who want 
to c rea te i n s t a b i l i t y through i n f i l t r a t i o n 
. . . . our s t ruggle i s only against the i l l e ­
gal foreigners whose presents in Assam 
threa tens the econcmic, c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i ­
ca l existence of the indigenous people of 
Assam. I t i s only against non-Indians staying 
i l l e g a l l y in Ind ia and not against people -,/-
from r e s t of India who are res iding in Assam." 

I t must be admitted tha t there i s hardly any evidence 

to disprove the AASU and AAGSP claim tha t the movement i s 

not an t i - Ind ian , Some scholars l i k e Tilotama Misra pointed 

out that the economic backwardness i s the main cause behind 

the Assam movement. I t i s t rue t h a t the immigrants dominated 

the economic l i f e of Assam in such a manner that the loca l 

Assamese entrepreneurs found themselves in a he lp less pos i ­

t ion . Raw mater ia ls of the s t a t e have been taken out to other 

16. AASU and AAGSp Pamphlet, Op.cit^^ p . 3 . 
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17 regions of Ind ia for developing i ndus t r i e s in those areas . 

The unonployment problem in Assam i s a lso acute . Dominance 

of immigrants in the job market adds fuel to the grievances 

of the Assajnese. The immigrants also enjoyed, dominant pos i ­

t ions in the key-sectors of employment, Myron Weiner has 

shown t h a t even in I96I about ^1 percent of the employees in 
18 t ranspor t and communications vere immigrants. The dominant 

pos i t ion enjoyed, by the immigrants in the job market has 

been pointed out by the Employment Review Committee of the 

Government of Assan i t s e l f . In i t s t h i rd repor t , the commit­

tee submitted tha t " in a survey of 28 u n i t s comprising 7 

public sector i n d u s t r i e s , 16 p r iva t e sec tor i n d u s t r i e s and 

5 banks, with a t o t a l strength of 29,537 employees, only 

1U,368 or ^9 percent had t h e i r b i r t h place in Assam and only 

10,1+73 or 35 percent had Assamese as t h e i r mother tongue. 

The committee further noted t h a t of the 2,095 employees in 

the Class I and I I only 762 or 36 percent had t h e i r b i r t h 
1Q place in Assam," ^ 

There were many c r i t i c s who pointed out that jobs 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the p ro f i t ab le ones, go to outs iders because 

17. Tilotama Misra, 'Assam a Colonial Hin te r land ' , Economic 
and P o l i t i c a l Weekly (Agust 9, 1980), pp.1357-637 

18. Myron Weiner, "Sons of the S o i l : Migration and Ethnic 
Confl ict in Ind ia" , Demography Ind ia . I978. 

19« See, Etaployment Review Committee (Assembly Sec re ta r i a t 
Assam7 Dispur, December 197377 P« 50. 
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the re i s a lack of s p e c i a l i s t s among the Assamese people. 
20 

Hiren Gohain in h i s a r t i c l e "On the present Assam movement" 

also shared t h i s view. But t h i s posi t ion i s not tenable 

because as Apurba Baruah pointed out in h i s a r t i c l e " E l i t e s 

in a Colonia Hinterland' in most cases persons occupying the 

Class I and I I jobs do not have any specia l i sed knowledge. 

Baruah used the Employment Review Committees 8th r epor t 

f igures to say tha t in the plywood indust ry out of 8? senor 

o f f i ce r s , 66 or 76 percent are from outside Assam. And out 

of these 90 p e r c a i t have only general education and only five 

have engineering degrees. As regards genersil education, 

9 percent have master degrees, h-h percent are only graduates, 

18 p e r c ^ t are in termediate , 23 percent are matr icula tes and 
21 6 percent below matric . Baruah also pointed out t ha t Oil 

and Natural Gas Commission which i s a big employer, in Nazira 

^h& c lass I o f f icers are from outside Assam. 61 percent had 

no technica l qua l i f i c a t i ons , 2k percent had engineering 

degrees and 8 percent were diploma holders of the 61 percent 

off icers with general qua l i f i ca t ions , 36 percent had master 

degrees, 35 percent were graduates , 21 percent were interme­

d ia tes and 8 percent were matr icula tes ,^^ 

20. Hiren Gohain, On the Present Assam Movement (Calcut ta , 
1980), p .10. 

2 1 . A.K. Baruah, " E l i t e s in a Colonial Hinterland" in B.L. 
Abbi (ed . ) North East Region; Problems and Prospects of 
DevelopmentTShandigarh. 19B^77 p,325. 

22. I b i d . , Loc . c i t . 
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There i s no doubt t h a t Assam i s economically very poor 

and tha t there are good reasons for the people of Assam to 

have a feeling of being neglected and deprived. The Br i t i sh 

had invested in Tea p l an t a t i ons , in t imber, in o i l , in r a i l ­

ways and r iver t r anspor t , since then no major i ndus t r i e s have 

come up in Assam. I t i s r e a l l y a p i ty tha t u n t i l I987 there 

has been only one br idge to span the Brahmaputra, and tha t 

too was secured af te r a long drawn ag i t a t i on . The Tea gardens 

have t h e i r head off ices in Calcut ta . As much as 80 percent 

of the products of kO plywood fac to r i e s in Assam are proposed 

in depots outs ide the s t a t e . -̂  The two movements for the 

establishment of r e f i ne r i e s in Assam to prevent crude ext rac­

ted from the o i l f i e ld s of the region, from being refined 

outs ide the s t a t e , were manifestations of the growing con­

sciousness of the Assamese middle c l a s s about the i n t e r n a l 

co lonia l s t a tus of Assam, 

Soon af ter Assam l o s t her independence in 1826, a f te r 

the t r e a t y of Yandabo, the Br i t i sh began tea cu l t iva t ion in 

Assam. The i n i t i a l experiment was so successful that the 

B r i t i s h sought to es tab l i sh fxall control and monopoly over 

t h i s industry by forming the Assam Tea Company in l8l+0.^^ 

Special ru les l i k e the waste land grant rules of I838, old 

23. Nikhil Chakravarty, Nikhil Chakravarty. 'Musings on the North E a s t ' , 
Man and Development^ Vol. I I , No.2 (June I98O), p.102. 

2k, T. Misra, p p . c i t . , p . 1357-65. 
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Assam ru les of I851+, Fee simple ru les of 18?^ and new lease 

rules of 1876 enabled the B r i t i ^ p lan te r s to ovm la rge 

t r a c t s of the most f e r t i l e land of Assam at highly conces­

s ional r a t e s . Under tne waste land grant ru l e s of I838, for 

ins tance , one-fourth of the t o t a l land acquired for a t e a 

garden could be enjoyed free for l i f e by the owner and even 

the r e s t of the land could be free for periods varying from 

5 to 20 years depending on the product iv i ty of the s o i l . 

Thus the B r i t i s h p lan te r s became the owners of almost seven 

lakh acres of tax free land in Assam, while the l oca l 

Assamese peasants paid two to three rupees per acre of land 

revenue to the B r i t i s h masters. Aspiring Assamese p lan te r s 

were discr iminated against and discouraged from entering i n to 

competition with the Br i t i sh p l a n t e r s . The case of Maniram 

Dewan who was an as tu te p o l i t i c i a n and a minister to the 

Ahom King Purandar Singh was a t yp ica l example of the extent 

to which the Br i t i sh coloniaDJLsts go to prevent na t ive enter­

p r i s e in the Tea bus iness . When Dewan s ta r ted f i r s t p r iva te 

Tea Gardens in Assam, he had to face var ious obstacles put 

in h i s way by the B r i t i s h , "Later the main charges of 

i n c i t i n g rebell ion against the B r i t i s h government were 

brought against Dewan. There were many l e t t e r s wri t ten to 

the Government by the Assam Company, the Margherita Company 

and Nakchari Company. ^ But i t i s wrong to say t h a t the 

25. I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
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B r i t i s h never encouraged Assamese p l a n t e r s . Once they got 

themselves es tabl i shed firmly in Tea, they began to encou­

rage a few, among the then Assamese go i t ry perhaps as an 

attempt at placat ing them. As a r e s u l t a small number of 

Assamese p lan te r s began to make a mark. Jagannath Baruah -wâ  

a pioneer in the f i e l d . These p l an te r s -were, however, not a 

t h rea t to the B r i t i s h , as they were very few. Dewans success 

in the Tea p lanta t ion refutes the view of Hiren Gohain tha t 

monopoly of outs iders over l uc ra t ive Tea Jobs, i s because 

of a i n f e r i o r i t y complex and the lack of loca l s k i l l and 

en te rp r i se , Ihe Bengal.ce Bourgeoisie from Calcut ta were 

also on a advantageous pos i t ion . They Altered the tea bus i ­

ness as shareholders with the Br i t i sh Co lon ia l i s t s , and 

enjoyed p r o f i t s from i t . I t i s to be noted here tha t "out 

of 11 members of the 1st set of board of d i r ec to r s of the 

Assam Tea Company were from Bengal. They were Dwarikanath 

Tagore, Moti la l Sheel and Prasanna Kr. Tagore." '̂  

The Br i t i sh made enormous p r o f i t s from the Tea indus­

t ry in Assam. With a nominal c a p i t a l investment they kept 

the p r o f i t s margin high by paying low wages to the labourers , 

brought from the poverty s t r icken areas of Bihar, Orissa and 

26. Hiren Gohain, 'Assam f a l l out of underdevelopments'. 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. Vol. XV, No.12 (March 22, 
T9S0T. " 

27. Aji t Kr. Sarmah, 'Asamar cah Udyogat Bideshi Muldhan', 
Sadiniya ^avyug (Assamese) Gauhati, 30 Oct. 1963), p . 2 ^ . 
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Madras Presidency. I n i t i a l l y loca l Assamese were employed as 

labourers , but l a t e r on i t was discontinued because the 

Br i t i sh found among the Assamese signs of rebel l ion and d i s ­

contentment. So they could not r i sk an open conf l ic t with 

the t r i b a l population of Assam. But ttie immigrant labourers 

could be exploited and i l l - t r e a t e d without much impact on 

the surrounding v i l l a g e s . The B r i t i s h p lan te r s never inves­

ted a s ingle penny for the welfare aid developmental a c t i v i ­

t i e s in the s t a t e , "̂  Ins tead the enormous p r o f i t s from 

Assam's Tea Garden enriched Br i ta in and i t s people. Today 

out of 620 Tea Gardens in the Brahmaputra Valley, only about 

158 are owned by Assamese p l a n t e r s . Of the remaining Gardens, 

excluding 12 Gardens owned by Assam Tea Corporation and one 

owned by the Assam Tea employees i n d u s t r i a l cooperative 

l imited as many 2^8 Gardens are owned by the non-Assamese 

big bourgeoisie.- ' 

In the f ie ld of o i l , Assam has an estimated reserve 

of 70.^ mil l ion tonnes of crude o i l and 23,000 million 

cubic metres of n a t u r a l Gas, "About k3 lakh tonnes of crude 

o i l i s produced by the o i l f i e ld s of Upper Assam, has a very 

28. Amalendu Guha, Planter Rai to Swara.1 (New Delhi , 1977) 
p . 2 1 . 

29. Homen Borgohain, Aupapibeshik Soshanar Birudhe Asomar 
Sesh Sangram (Ass"amese), Gauhati, 1980, p . 6h. 

30. U. Misra, O p . c i t . . p . 1357. 
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high percentage of aromfctic content , i t i s rated high in the 

\iorld market,"-^'' The suggestion of the Soviet experts for the 

establishment of a l a rge scale refinery at Si lghat near 

Nowgong was re jected by the Government,^^ There could have 

been no other reason except vested p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t for the 

establishment of a la rge public sector refinery for Assam 

crude a t Barauni "with an annual capacity of more than 30 

lakh tonnes. Mass movement pro tes t ing against t h i s unfa i r 

decision of the centre were stagged i n Assam in 1956-57, as 

a r e s u l t of which the centre t r i e d to appease the Assamese 

by es tabl ishing a small refinery at Gauhati with an annual 

ref ining capacity of about 7 lakh tonnes."^^ 

These grievances of the Assamese people were a r t i c u l a ­

ted by the Assamese middle c l a s s . The sense of r e l a t i ve 

deprivation of the Assamese middle c l a s s , l ed to a sense of 

i n secu r i t y . The foreigners i s sue i s a manifestation of these 

grievances. The r e s u l t was t h a t the Assamese middle class 

f e l t completely r e s t l e s s and deprived. They f e l t t ha t unless 

they r a i se the important i s sue l i k e the immigration before 

the Government, they would be the worst vict ims in t h e i r ovn 

land. 

31 . U, Misra, " L i t t l e nationalism turned chauvinist i ' , 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly, 21 Feb. I98I , p . 290. 

32. Ib id '» L o c c i t . 
33 • L o c c i t . 

file:///iorld
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\jn Assam, the students have, for a long time, played 

a major ro le in p o l i t i c a l movement and a g i t a t i o n s . ^ The 

students launched three important s t ruggles for the protec­

t ion of the l i n g u i s t i c and cu l t u r a l i d e n t i t y of the Assamese 

people. The i960 i s sue over the o f f i c i a l language, the 1972 

over the medium of ins t ruc t ion and the th i rd the ag i ta t ion 

over the foreign na t i ona l s , although they have been condemned 

by many i n t e l l e c t u a l s p o l i t i c i a n s and a section of the 

na t ional press . ] Since 1826 Assamese society vas a semi- t r iba l , 

semi-feudal society of pe t ty producers, though the B r i t i s h 

monetised the economy. Neither the bourgeoisie as a c lass 

nor the landlord c lass evolved during the B r i t i s h regime, 

the ground hoviever was l a i d for the emergence of the Assamese 

middle c l a s s . This c lass was to a l a rge extent , the proc?uct 

of western education. I t came i n t o d i r ec t con f l i c t with the 

Bengali middle c l a s s , which had dominated the administration 

during the ear ly p a r t of Br i t i sh r u l e . 

Out of t h i s c o n f l i c t , which had strcaig economic roo t s , 

and which was re f lec ted in the struggle for the res to ra t ion 

of the r igh t fu l place of the Assamese language, the Assamese 

middle c l a s s a t ta ined a degree of i d e n t i t y and leadership . 

I t must be mentioned here tha t i n i t i a l l y , in Assam the 

3>k. Ttie s tudents in Assam had t o f ight for the establishment 
of the o i l ref inery in 1957, the Food Agitation 1966, 
Second movement for the establishment of o i l refinery 
in 1969. In 197^ there was the 21 point movement. . 
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language of the court was Persian, in 1831 i t vas replaced 

by Bengali , and thus Bengali was introduced as medium of 

i n s t r u c t i o n . Had there been an organised middle c l a s s , t h i s 

t rend would have received immediate r e s i s t a n c e . But we must 

also note here t ha t in 1909 spokesman of the Assamese middle 

c l a s s Manik Ch, Baruah spoke about the exclusive r i g h t s of 

the chi ldren of the s o i l to the public services of t h e i r 

country.-''^ 

The cTXLtural insecur i ty which the middle c l a s s f e l t , 

i s not a recent problem. If we go back to h i s t o r y , we have 

found tha t i n 1937, representa t ives of these middle c l a s ses 

i n t h e i r menorandum to Nehru suggested tha t " i f Cachar and 

Sylhet were separated from Assam, which were completely 

Bengali daminated area, the people of Assam would be the 

staunchest supporters of Congress,"^^ in the post indepen­

dence per iod, the people of Assam fought for the language 

i s s u e . I t must be admitted here tha t chauvinis t elements did 

take advantage of the problem, and change the i s sue i n t o 

Assamese versus Bengalis . But whatever be t h e i r a t t i t u d e , we 

must no t loose s ight of the genuine fears of the people of 

Assam. 

35. See, speech by M. C. Baruah. Eastern Bengal and Assam 
Legis la t ive Council Proceedings CI90^) No. 3 , pp.52-62, 
Quoted by Guha in P lan te r Raj to Swarai. p . 77, 

36. A. Guha, Planter Ra.j to Swarai' ^ Q p . c i t . . p . 257. Quoted 
by A.K. Baruah in E l i t e s in a Colonial Hinterland in 
B.L. Abbi (ed.) NB Problems and Prospects of Development. 
Q p . c i t . , p . 326. 
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The foreigner i s s u e , to some extent , i s the r e s u l t of 

a conf l ic t over jobs , land and c u l t u r a l i n secu r i t y . As ve 

have mentioned e a r l i e r , the grievances against the iranigrants 

are a r t i cu l a t ed by the Assamese middle c l a s s . This middle 

c l a s s hoT*.ever continued to re ta in and nourish t h e i r t i e s with 

the peasantry. There has been strong l inks between the 

Assamese middle c l a s s and the peasantry which i s c lear from 

the responses of the peasantry towards the foreigners ag i ta ­

t i o n . 

The Assamese middle c lass has not been a l ienated from 

i t s ru ra l roots and t h i s has given them a strongth and confi­

dence qu i t e uncharac te r i s t i c of t he i r c l a s s . If we look back, 

we found t h a t some represen ta t ives of the so cal led middle 

c l a s s l i k e Manik Ch. Baruah, Dinnath Bezbaruah, Anandarm 

Dhekial Phukan, Nobin Ch. Bordoloi, Tarun Ram Phukan e t c . 

belonged e i the r to the landed Aristocracy, Maujadar families 

or to Vaishnavite Sa t ras , They had considerable landed 

e s t a t e and pr iva te landed property.-^'^ The middle c lass which 

i s made up of educated sect ions of people belonging, not only 

to the cas te hindus, but also t r i b a l and ethnic people 

eas i ly cons t i t u t e s the most important c l a s s in r e la t ion to 

the current movement. In the absence of an Assamese bour­

geois ie and the existence of a weak Assamese p r o l e t a r i a t the 

37. Manorama S. Baruah, "The Assamese Middle Class: I t s Role 
in the Peasant Uprising of 1893-9^" in B. Dutta Ray (ed,) 
The Bmerg^ce and Role of Middle Class in N£ India 
TSeihi , 1983), p . 62 . 
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Assamese middle c lass along with the peasantry from the main 

hase of the Assamese socie ty . The Assamese middle c lass also 

came to r e a l i s e tha t unevai development of Assam's economy 

has converted Assam in to a colonia l h in te r l and . As Tilottama 

Misra pointed out , "A pos i t i ve outcome of the ag i ta t ion in 

foreigners i s sue i s the growing awareness among the Assamese 

people of being subjected to gross economic exploi ta t ion on 

a l a rge scale comparable t o , and sometimes erven worse than 

in the pre-independaice days."-^ 

The pa r t i c ipa t ion of the Assamese peasantry i s highly 

s ign i f i can t in the foreigners ag i ta t ion in Assam. Chaitanya 

Kalbagh says "The Assam movement had undoubtedly acquired 

g igan t ic propor t ions . I t was no longer confined to c i t i e s and 

towns but also to the v i l l ages . " ^° There were lakhs of people 

in the demcaistrations, t h i s could not have been poss ib le 

without ac t ive pa r t i c ipa t ion of the peasantry. The res i s t ance 

the 1983 e lec t ions received in ru ra l Assan also proves tha t 

peasantry did p a r t i c i p a t e in a big way. I t was so serious 

t h a t even the unwilling Election Commission has to adjourn 

the p o l l in 17 cons t i tuenc ies . "The number of lowest votes 

cas t was 26? out of an e lec to ra te of 69,309 in the Dharampur 

consti tuency in Kamrup d i s t r i c t . " 

38. T. Misra, Q p . c i t . . p . 1358. 
39. Chaitanya Kalbagh, I n d i a ' s Bangladesh. New Delhi , 12 May, 

1980, pp. 12-1 If. 
l+O. "Assam Elec t ion^ ' , Assam Tribune. 21st February I983, p.1 
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The pa r t i c ipa t i on of the peasantry in the ag i ta t ion 

over the foreigners i s sue cannot be understood without taking 

in to account tremendous pressure on cu l t ivab le land in the 

1951 to 71 period. According to the na t iona l Atlas 1971, 

Assam was subjected to the g rea t e s t population pressure 

between I96I and 1971 witii the densi ty of population r is ing 

from 138 sq.km, to 186 per sq.km. during the decade the r i s e 

of almost 35 percent . In no other s t a t e , one- th i rd increase 

in population density i s recorded. According to Guha, t h i s 

i s because of the r i s e of Assamese speaking population. 

This view of Guha i s n<3% cor rec t . As we have seen in Nowgong 

and Kamrup d i s t r i c t , the loca l people have been eased out of 

t h e i r land by inmigrants . " In Nowgong d i s t r i c t where the 

density of population has r i sen from 156 persons per sq.km. 

in 1951 to 302 persons per sq.km. in 1971. Vast areas once 

held by indigoious t r i b a l s are today in almost t o t a l occupa-

t ion by imnigrants except the few reserved t r i b a l blocks." 

The p a r t i c i p a t i o n of peasants , may also have something 

to do with the peasant nat ional ism i n Assam, I t i s evident, 

in Assam tha t peasant nationalism p s i e t r a t e d i n t o the middle 

c lasses from the peasant organisat ions and throughout the 

a n t i - B r i t i s h s t ruggle , even when led by the middle c lass 

h^, A. Guha, " L i t t l e Nationalism Turned Chauvinist", 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. Special Nimber 1980, 
p i r :"T^^- l720. 

1+2. U. Misra, Q 2 . c i t , , p . 293. 
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congress l eade r s , the r u r a l masses played the most important 

r o l e . Thus, the Assamese peasants unl ike peasants in pure 

feudal se t -up , have t r a d i t i o n of a strong mi l i t an t na t iona l 

consciousness. That i s why, even today, v/hen the th rea t of 

invasion of t h e i r land hy foreign na t iona l s i s held out to 

them, they organise themselves v?ithout much help from the 

urban cen t r e s . The mass movement on foreign na t iona l s i s sue 

in Assam vas therefore nothing new to the Assamese r u r t l 

masses. They organised mass meetings and marched out in t h e i r 

thousands to demonstrate in front of the sub d iv is ional and 

d i s t r i c t headquarters . The Assamese peasants view the fore ig­

ners i s sue as a t h r e a t to t h e i r homeland. The return of 

'Tanra-pa t ras ' by freedom f igh te rs most of whom are frcan v i l ­

lages was also an expression of the f ee l ing t h a t the govem-

m&nt of India had betrayed the i n t e r e s t of the people of 

Assam, thereby threatening the i r existence as a people. 

In Assam, the growth of 'Raij-Mels ' i s an important 

i nd i ca to r to the growth of peasant nat ional ism in Assam. The 

organisat ion and leadership of these 'Raij-Mels '^^ bring to 

focus many important features of Assamese socie ty . These 

'mels ' were organised wholely by peasant and often had as 

t h e i r spokemen or leaders the l oca l r e l ig ious heads such as 

the 'Dolois ' and the 'Gossa ins ' . These mels were loosely 

h'i, Raij Mels - I t i s an Assamese word. I t means peoples 
Assembly. 
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organised, there vere no regular membership in i t . Al l the 

people of a v i l l a g e or a few v i l l a g e s vould have to gather 

together to from the Assembly, The leadership of the Mels 

was in the hands of the loca l leaders and the important men. 

"As the Vaishnava Sat ra (Monstry) o i^anisa t ion played an 

important role in the v i l l a g e l i f e , very often the Gossains 

of the Satras and Dolois of the temples played a leading role 

in the Mels. The impact of the mels on the Assamese society 

was so strong tha t they insp i red the creat ion of s imilar 

organisa t ions in the iirban areas linder the leadership of the 

emerging new middle c l a s s of Assam. 'Ryot Sabhas' were orga­

nised in various towns of Assam in the l a t t e r half of the 

nineteenth century, e .g. the Tezpur Ryot Sabha (188^-), the 

Nowgong Ryot Sabha (1886). ^ All these Sabhas had strong 

peasant bases and though led by the educated uitjan middle 

c l a s s , they voiced mainly the demands of the Ryots. These 

Sabhas were germs of the Assam Association which was formed 

t o place before the Revenue Secretary of the Government of 

Ind ia , S i r Denzil Ebetson, the demands of the peasantry. "Die 

Assam Association was the only ac t ive p o l i t i c a l organisat ion 

of the Assamese people t i l l the year 1921 when the Indian 

National Congress e s tab l i sh i t s branch in Assam. 

M+, For a discussion on the Rai.1 Mels and t h e i r ro le in 
pre-independence Assam s"ee, Manorama S. Baruah, o p . c i t . 

1+5. N.C, Dutta , Land Problgns and Land Refonns in Assam. 
(New Delhi , 1968), p . lO . 

^ 6 . I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
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In the pre- in dependence period when na t ional conscious­

ness was directed agEiinst the B r i t i s h , the middle c l a s s con­

sciousness came i n t o con f l i c t , not only with the Br i t i sh 

imperialism hut also with the aggressive Bengali nat ional ism. 

Middle c l a s s disi l lusionment with congress p o l i t i c s came soon 

af ter ^^h7 when the Congress leaders of Assam, ins tead of 

devoting a t ten t ion to the immediate developmental programmes 

of the s t a t e , began to accept whatever po l i c i e s the centre 

d ic ta ted regarding Assam. Thus the middle c lass congress l e a ­

dership became a l iena ted from the masses. 

In Assam, the impoverishment of the peasantry led to 

the large scale t ransfer of land mostly from poor indigenous 

peasants , to immigrant Bangladeshis. As pressure on land 

increased the unchecked i n f i l t r a t i o n from across the border, 

became a matter of grave concern and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n for the 

Assamese peasantry. Burdened as they were, with the refugees 

from Bangladesh (ers twhi le East Pakistan) and Nepal, the 

unchecked i n f i l t r a t i o n and occupation of land began to rouse 

the wrath of the people against Congress Government. The 

Assam Tenancy Act of I97I made i t even eas ier for the i l l e g a l 

immigrants to feecane permanent l ega l owners of l a rge t r a c t s 

of land they had already occupied. This Act gives permanent, 

h e r i t a b l e and t ransfe rab le r igh t s to anyone who occupies the 

land continuously for three years . The immigrants have occu­

pied not only every avai lable piece of land in the Brahmaputrt.. 
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Valley and in the 'Char' ( r ive r ine ) a reas , but have also 

i n f i l t r a t e d in to the t r i b a l b e l t s and blocks which had been 

especia l ly created to p ro tec t the t r i b a l people from a l a rge 

number of outs iders mostly from East Bengal. ' 

The foreigners problem in Assam would not have reach­

ed the explosive s i t ua t i ons i f the immigrants had assimila­

ted with the Assamese socie ty . Guha has suggested ass imila­

t ion which he c a l l s 'assamiysat ion ' as a solution to the 

problon. But the immigrants in general and Bengali imnigrants 

in p a r t i c u l a r with t h e i r numerical and c u l t u r a l v i a b i l i t y 

r e s i s t e d ass imi la t ion . The immigrants concentrated in ce r t a in 

pockets , which reduced t h e i r needs to c u l t u r a l l y and l i n g u i s ­

t i c a l l y ass imi la te with the Assamese. Today in Assam there 

are some v i l l a g e s and towns, which are predominantly occupied 

by the Bengalees. The Assamese middle c l a s s consider these 

people as a t h r ea t to e thno- l ingu is t i c i d e n t i t y . "The example 

of Tripura where the Bengalis were once i n s i g n i f i c a n t , today 

c o n s t i t u t e over 70 percent of the s t a t e s population." ° The 

Assamese middle c lass was afraid t h a t i f proper steps are not 

taken by the Government of Assam, Assam may convert i n to a 

second Tripura. Omvedt pointed out tha t t h i s i s not because 

^•7, See, Debo Prasad Baruah "Light on the Current Problems 
in Assairf', Assamiya. fo r tn igh t ly (Gauhati, 2 October, 198u) 

U8. Man ash Ghosh, "The Quiet Influx" The Statesman (Calcutta, 
5 January to 8 January) (J'our wr i te upsT7"T5HTT 
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Bengalees are axi oppressor nat ion, but because of the oppres­

sion they suffered. ^ But i t must he admitted tha t in any 

way, i t i s not going to help the problem in Assam, 

Therefore i t would be wrong to dismiss t h i s problan 

as a r e s u l t of xenophobia. The mass upsurge centred round 

the i s sue must be seen as the outburst of a na t icmal i ty which 

has had a long h i s to ry of neg lec t , exp lo i ta t ion and suppres­

sion. As i s evident from our discussion above, had i t not 

been for the a b i l i t y of the Assamese middle c l a s s , to mobi­

l i z e the peasantry in the name of Assamese i d e n t i t y t ha t the 

movement could not have acquired the massive scale i t did. 

But the question i s why should the peasants respond to the 

c a l l of the Assamese middle c lass to save Assamese i den t i t y? 

There are two reasons: ( i ) Hope of a l l ev ia t ing t h e i r problons 

about pressure on l a i d , Cii) The hegemonic posi t ion of the 

Assamese middle c l a s s . The ideas of the middle c lass have 

influenced the Assamese soc ie ty . Thus the Assam movement 

though was l ed by the middle c l a s s , yet i t s muscle power 

came from the peasantry. The Assamese middle c l a s s were suc­

cessful i n touching a very sens i t ive s t r ing in the psyche of 

the Assamese people tha t i s , the fear of losing i d e n t i t y . 

1+9, Gail Omvedt, "Aspects of the Assamese Problenf', 
F ron t ie r Vol. 12, No.ifl, June 7, 198O, p . 5 , 
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THE AGITATION MB THE LEFT; M ^ALYSIS OF RESPONSE 

OF THE CPI. THE CPI(M) AND THE CPI(M-L) GROUPS 

Ever s i nce the beginning of t h e Assam a g i t a t i o n on the 

fore ign n a t i o n a l s i s s u e , p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s a t t h e n a t i o n a l 

l e v e l have h a r d l y d i sp l ayed any depth of a n a l y s i s , for reaso. . 

of t h e i r own or f o r t h e i r shee r i n a b i l i t y t o do so . Even tnn 

p a r t i e s from which one would have expected some a t t empt to 

s tudy t h e problems a t g r e a t e r depth because of t h e i r commit­

ment t o s o c i a l change, have f a i l e d t o do s o . In t h i s r e s p e c t 

t he CPI and t h e CPI(M) seem to have always suf fered from some 

k ind of an i n e r t i a amounting to p a r a l y s i s when i t comes t o 

a s se s s ing t h e t r i c k y problems r a i s e d by n a t i o n a l i t i e s i n 

I n d i a . And i n the p r e s e n t c r i s i s of Assam they seem to have 

been guided more by opportunism than anything e l s e . In s p i t e 

of a l l t h i s , one f i n d s , a few independent groups - some of 

M a r x i s t - L e n i n i s t tendency - which have shown t h a n s e l v e s t o be 

f r e e from the t r a d i t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s of a e u r o - c e n t r i s t 

Marxism and as a r e s u l t more capable of coming t o b e t t e r g r l i 

with the p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of t h e I n d i a n s i t u a t i o n . Among a l l 

t he l e f t i s t s some groups of Marx i s t L e n i n i s t tendency (M.L, 

seem to have been most a l e r t on t h e ques t ion of Assa-n. The 

CPI(M) on the o t h e r hand po in ted out t h a t t he Assam movement 

i s d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t them. They main ta ined t h a t t he movement 

i s c o n t r o l l e d by the rialing c l a s s e s to h inde r t h e p rogress of 

t h e l e f t i s t p a r t y i n Assam, 
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According t o CPI(M), the Assam agi ta t ion was di rected 

" against the re l ig ious and l i n g u i s t i c minor i t ies and i t posed 

ser ious t h r e a t to the uni ty and i n t e g r i t y of the country. 

They pointed out t h a t the ag i ta t ion was a r t i f i c i a l l y r a i s ed . 

The agi ta t ion has been described as one of violence against 

minor i t ies ," "̂  

The p o l i t i c a l resolut ion adopted by CPI(M) in I982 a t 

Vijaywada s ta ted tha t i t s f i r s t task i s to f i gh t a l l d ivis ive 

and secess ion is t forces which undermine na t iona l uni ty . The 

resolu t ion a lso s t a t ed t h a t " seces s ion i s t influence in the 

north eastern region including Assam i s due to the backward 

condition of the region and denial of rap id i n d u s t r i a l deve­

lopment. The secess ion i s t s have succeeded in divert ing the 

discontent ar is ing from mounting economic misery in to disrup­

t i v e channels . They have also used the fear of foreign influx 

to strengthen the secess ion is t appeal." However, the CPI(M) 

completely f a i l ed to give any evidence of secessionism In 

Assam. They al lege tha t adivasi areas are proving i d e a l ground 

for some foreign Chris t ian missions t o spread the message of 

separat ion from the country and again a l leges t h a t the 

i m p e r i a l i s t propagandists are attempting to dismember the 

1, See, 'Bivaganar Prachna, CPI(M) View' Ganasakti (Assanese) 
15 March, I983, p . 1. 

2 . The p o l i t i c a l resolut ion adopted by CPI(M) in I982 
(Vijaywada), pp. 52-53. Published from the office of 
the CPI(M) Gauhati. 
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country through such propaganda. Hovever, these asser t ions are 

not backed with concrete evidence. 

During the Janata Party rule both in the Centre and 

in the S t a t e , the CPI(M) in one of t h e i r resolut ion declared 

that " in f lux of people from across the border must be s topper 

They demanded i±iat boixier must be completely sealed. I t i s 

the duty of both the cen t ra l and the s t a t e government t o 

tackle such problems immediately." -* 

In 1978, the ag i ta t ion over the foreigners i ssue moved 

i n to d i r e c t ac t ion. Within weeks slogans were ra i sed and the 

movement organised for the boycott of the Lok Sabha election 

u n t i l the e l ec to ra l r o l l s were revised eliminating the names 

of a l l fore igners . The Elect ion Commissioner decided that 

the names of those who were on the r o l l s a t the time of the 

1977 e lect ion should not be deleted. The r e su l t was tha t 

e lect ion to twelve out of fourteen Lok SgQDha const i tuencies 

could not be held. For the f i r s t time a s t a t e refused to par­

t i c i p a t e in the cen t ra l parliamentary p o l l s . According to 

CPI(M) the uni ty and i n t e g r i t y of the country was disrupted 

by t h i s ac t ion. I t must be noted here t h a t some candidates 

themselves refused to f i l e t h e i r nominations when i t was 

c lea r to than, tha t inclusion of foreigners name in the 

3 . See, Bideshi Nafarikar Prabaian Samparke P ra s t a l 
(Assamese) reso lu t ion adopted in the CPI(M) Sta te Commit­
t ees Meet (21 Sep. 1976). 
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e l e c t o r a l r o l l s i s against the un i ty and i n t e g r i t y of the 

cotintry. But i t must be s ta ted t h a t , people also forced them 

not to submit nominations. 

The CPI(M) in the middle of June 198O put forward a 

seven point proposal for a solution of the problem xn Assam. 

" (1 ) The secess ionis t ag i ta t ion should be 
withdrawn and following i t , a l l repress ive 
adminis t ra t ive measure should be with­
drawn ; 

(2) Steps should be taken to i n s t i l l confi­
dence in the minor i t i es by revamping the 
l oca l administrat ion; 

(3) Bie centre should announce firm measures 
to stop a l l further immigration across 
the border; 

(k) Discussions should be s t a r t ed with I97I 
as cut of year; 

(5) An impar t ia l machinery having confidence 
of the minor i t i e s should be set up to 
detect fore igners ; 

(6) A j o i n t campaign by a l l democratic p a r t i e s 
to explain to the peoples of Asseun the 
v i t a l i s sues a t stake and win them over 
to p ro tec t na t ional un i ty ; and 

(7) An agreed prograoEe for the economic deve­
lopment of Assam to overcome problems of 
unanployment, Ian dies sn ess and poverty." 5 

k. The Da i l i e s published from Assam l i k e The Assam Tribune. 
The Sent inel . The Dainik At-om were fu l l of eye witness 
accoiints of popular pressure^on prospect ive candidates . 

5 . "Most p a r t i e s do not subscribe to CPI(M)s view", 
Assam 'Tribune. November 2 , 1982. 
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Impl ic i t in t h i s i s t h a t Assam agi ta t ion was a t h r ea t 

to na t iona l i n t eg ra t i on . But an analysis of the events and 

the nature of the movonent as shown in the Chapter IV proves 

t ha t the CPICM) pos i t ion was untenable . 

The Al l Assam Students Union and the All Assan Gana 

Sangram Parishad from time to time c r i t i c i s e d the rul ing and 

the l e f t i s t p a r t i e s for the i r narrow p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t s . 

They pointed out tha t the solution was elusive "only because 

of the governments unwillingness to recognise the Hindus who 

had i n f i l t r a t e d i n t o Assam in the 1961-71 period as fore ig­

ners ." 

The above s ta tanen t of AASU and AAGSP disproves CPI(M) 

a l legat ion t h a t the movement i s against minor i t i e s . If i t 

had been only against m ino r i t i e s , as the CPI(M) claimed, the 

leaders of the movement would have never asked for the depor­

t a t ion of Hindu i n f i l t r a t o r s . 

The CPI(M) along with several l e f t and democratic 

pa r t i e s stood firmly against the ant i - fore igners movement in 

Assam. I t saw in the ' an t i - fo re igne r ' campaign a movement 

d i rec ted against the l i n g u i s t i c , ethnic and re l ig ious minori­

t i e s in Assam. The so ca l led ' fo re igne r s ' according to them 

are e i t he r Indian c i t i z e n s from other s t a t e s or the refugees 

6 . "Ruling and l e f t i s t p a r t i e s c rea t ing obstacles^', Assam 
Tribune, October 23, I982. 
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who have come to Assam from the t e r r i t o r i e s of former Pakis­

tan now Bangladesh. "The CPI(M) along with i t s l e f t and 

democratic a l l i e s also sees in the an t i - fore igner movement 

a force of des t ab i l i s a t l on in whose crea t ion and working 

American imperialism plays an important role." '^ The CPI(M) 

c r i t i c i s e d ixiling party for t h e i r pol icy on the foreign 

na t iona l s i s sue and held them respois ib le for the de ter iora­

ting s i tua t ion in Assam. Their view was tha t the a n t i -

foreigner movement was directed against them, the rul ing 

party according to them was trying to hinder the progress 

of the l e f t i s t party in Assan. But such asser t ion refused to 

acknowledge the fac t t ha t the massive support which the 

movement had received was the res i i l t of a thorough colcxiial 

explo i ta t ion of Assam gind the increasing pressure on land 

resu l t ing from the unprecedented migration from outside the 

region. I t must be pointed out t h a t there i s hardly any 

evidaice to support the CPI(M)'s view t h a t movement i s d i rec­

ted by the ruling par ty to hinder the l e f t i s t success and 

i t appears t h a t only as a r e su l t of CPI(M)'s unreasonable 

posi t ion in ths ear ly phase of the movement i t turned against 

than. However anti-communist and chauvinis t ic forces in 

Assam did take advantage of the s i tua t ion to launch an 

at tack on the CPI(M) and other l e f t p a r t i e s . 

7. Ganasakti. OpiCit . , p . 1. 



Regarding refugees from East Bengal, the CPI(M) s ta ted 

tha t " the re was a la rge inf lux of Bengali Hindu refugees in to 

a l l the s t a t e s of north eastern region. Communal disturbances 

in 1951 and 196^ caused further refugee inf lux , A movement of 

fugi t ives across the border mostly Bengali Muslims, coincided 

with the East Bengal s t ruggle for l i be ra t i on from Pakistan in 

1970-71, Most of them returned af ter the formation of Bangla-
Q 

desh," This pos i t ion cannot however be unquestionably main­

tained in the face of the data generated by various census 

r epo r t s . Ihe 1971 Census had suggested tha t there were about 

2,23 lakhs persons whose Indian c i t i zensh ip was open to ques­

t i o n . 

Table - IX: Number of I n t e r - S t a t e Migrants and 
Immigrants in to Assam; 1951-71. 

Tear T Inter-Sta '^ ' ielSgrants" ! lummS^rants ' 

1951 113,617 222,925 

1961 369,260 6^0,750 

1971 236,759 ^^0,276 

Source: Census of India , I97I . 

We are aware of the fac t t h a t " the place of b i r t h 

informaticai in the census repor t s for Assam i s not r e l i a b l e , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y in the case of migrants from the then East 

Pakistan who cons t i t u t e the most important stream of immi­

grants in the post independence per iod, as many Muslim 

8. O p . c i t , , p , 6, 
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immigrants did not return t h e i r b i r t h place cor rec t ly for 

fear of deportat ion."^ This led c l ea r ly to an underestimation 

of the nimher of immigrants, Assam, hosted during 1951-71, 

as many as 15.85 lakhs of foreign na t i ona l s , with or without 

va l id documents. The then Congress Government of the Sta te 

had appointed t r i buna l s in the d i s t r i c t s of Kamrup, Goalpara, 

Darrang and Nowgong where a l a rge number of iranigrants from 

Bast Pakistan had s e t t l e d . Documents, c i t i zensh ip c e r t i f i ­

c a t e s , o ra l evidence of a f f idav i t s of a loca l ly well known 

Indian c i t i z a i s , place of b i r t h , the duration of stay in 

India - any of these was accepted by the t r ibuna l s as iden­

t i fy ing a person for being termed as non-Indian c i t i z e n . 

According to the f igures published by the Congress Govern­

ment of Assam from year to year in the Assam Gazette on the 

bas i s of the decision of these t r i b u n a l s , a t o t a l of l i t t l e 

over three lakhs persons had been deported between 1962-1972. 

The iState Government had wo\md up these t r ibuna l s on the 

ground that the work of detecting such i l l e g a l inanigrants 

and deporting than had been completed. The Congress t rea ted 

the minority as vote banks. 6o they refused to take any 

action which affect t h e i r i n t e r e s t . 

The CPI(M) s ta ted tha t a l l along they have been advo-

cat ing a democratic solution to the problem of ' fo re igners ' 

9. Census of India . 1971, Assam, General Report, p . 71 . 



103 

in Assam ful ly protect ing the r i g h t s of a l l those non-

Assamese speaking people vho are e i the r Indian c i t i z a i s 

already or are e n t i t l e d to Indian c i t i zensh ip . They have a l l 

along been ca l l ing on a l l the democratic foreces in Assam, 

among the Assamese speaking population and in the re l ig ions 

and l i n g u i s t i c minor i t ies to come together to i s o l a t e and 

defeat the secess ionis t elements leading the ag i t a t ion . 

"The CPI(M) has alvays been t e l l i n g the people of Assam that 

while they have to s t ruggle for so lu t ion , to whatever 

genuine problems they have, they should not be misled in to 

a wrong t r a c t as wanted by the s e c e s s i o n i s t s . The CPI(M) 

has also been sharply c r i t i c i s i n g the Government of Assam 

for i t s mishandling of the s i t ua t ion relying only on the 

10 

bureaucracy a following l i n e of d r i f t . They also repu­

d ia tes the propaganda of the leaders of the Assam agi ta t ion 

tha t the General Secretary of the CPI(M), E.M.S. Namboodri-

pad during h i s elect ion campaign in Assam has d i rec ted h i s 

speeches against the loca l Assamese speaking population to 

appease foreigners . According t o than some leaders of the 

opposition p a r t i e s p a r t i c u l a r l y Bharatiya Janata Party who 

boycotted the e lec t ions are backing the secess ionis t ag i ta ­

t ion." ' ' ' ' 

10. The Election Manifesto of CPI(M). I985, p . 3 . 
11 . "An ove ra l l view on Ass an" , CPI(M) Perspect ive , 

£»tate and Society, Vol, 2 1 , N0.I , Jan-March, I98I. 
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Regarding the pa r t i c ipa t i on of the CPI(M) in the 

1983 e lec t ion , the Party s tated t h a t " they wanted the 

defeat of th^ rul ing Congress I and the game of the separa­

t i s t forces in Assam and mobilising the healthy forces 

l iv ing in the present Sta te of Assam for the uni ty and 

i n t e g r i t y of the Indian Union, and against a l l the seces-
1 ? s i o n i s t forces in Assam." They continued to hold t h a t the 

ag i ta t ion was an t i -na t iona l and secess ionis t and refused 

to go in to the causes of resentment. 

In view of the above, the pos i t ion taken by the 

CPI(M) in the i ssue of immigration of foreign na t iona l s and 

the movement launched by the AArfU and AAGSP over t h i s i ssue 

appear to be un ju s t i f i ab l e . This un jus t i f i ab le stand coupled 

with the i r respons ib le statements issued by the CPI(M) l e a -

dership in West Bengal -̂  i nv i t ed the wrath of the Assamese 

masses. The situaticai worsened mainly because the CPI(M) 

t r i ed to oi^anise res i s t ance to the movement in minority 

pockets and t r i e d to i n c i t e sect ions of t r i b a l s in Assam, 

The GPI on the other hand suggested t h e i r own solu­

tion to the problem of foreign na t iona l s . 

12. Peoples Democracy, Op . c i t . , p . 6. 
13. The West Bengal Chief Minis ter , J y o t i Basu himself 

remarked in an published dai ly tha t the pa r t i c ipa t ion 
of Assamese womoi and children in the ag i ta t ion i s 
nothing but a well organised p i c n i c s . 
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" (1) The foreigners who entered Assam after 
25th March, 1971 should be detected and 
deported from Assam, 

(2) The Indian and Bangladesh border should 
be completely sealed off, 

(3) Those foreigners -who entered Assam during 
1961-71 should be d i s t r ibu ted in a l l 
other s t a t e s of India . 

(U) CPI also demanded tha t i d e n t i t y cards ^j^ 
should be provided to a l l Indian c i t i z ens . " 

Right from 1979, the CPI demanded an early solution 

to the foreigners problem in Assam. "According to CPI, in 

the name of detection of foreigners the d t a t e Government no 

doubt adopted some measures which went against the wishes 

of the Bengali Hindu and Muslim, The party alleged tha t 

throughout the ag i ta t ion there had been harrassment of the 

minor i t i e s , many murders, forcible occupation of shops and 

landed property, i n s u l t s and humil ia t ion," ^ We know tha t 

the CPI did not consider the problem of immigration ser ious , 

but the question i s why should they suggest solution? 

The CPI, no doubt c r i t i c i s e d the Assam ag i t a t i on , 

but they completely fa i led to give any evidence of what they 

maintained. 

1V, Asp mar Bideshi Nagarikar Samasya aru Bharatar Communist 
P ^ t v , Leaflet published by CPI Ussam), Gauhati, T9B27 

15. I b i d . , p . 5 . 
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The CPI in one of t h e i r meetings in Gauhati suggested 

t h a t those vho come af ter 1971 should be divided in to foTir 

categories^ 

" (1) Those foreigners -who vere detected and deported e a r l i e r 

but came back again, shoiild be deported. 

(2) Those who were s e t t l e d in Government lands with the 

help of Government loans should be regular ised and be 

given c i t i z e n s h i p . 

(3) Those who were detected, but not deported by Government 

should be deported. 

(If) But those who s e t t l e d on t h e i r own, should be detected 

with the help of law. The Government should no doubt 

deport them, but i t should see the humanitarian ques-
16 t ion here." ^ This pos i t ion was not compatible with the 

dominant view within the movement. 

According to AA8U and AAGiSP the b a s i s for "detec t ion 

of foreigners should be the National Register of Citizenship 

(HRC) of 1951 and the 1952 e l e c t o r a l r o l l s and in accordance 

with the Const i tut ion and the laws governing c i t i zensh ip , 

Passport and the Foreigners Act. Regarding deletion of 

foreigners names from the e l ec to ra l r o l l s , AASU and AAGSP 

sta ted tha t names of those found t o have entered Assam 

i l l e g a l l y must be struck from the e l ec to ra l r o l l s before any 

16. I b i d . , p . ^3* 
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elect ion i s held in Assam, They also s ta ted tha t foreigners 

whose names were detected in course of screening should he 

deported from the country. Those whom the Government i s 

unwilling to deport on humane considerat ion should be se t t l ed 

a l l over the country, AASU and AAGSP refused to accept 1971 
17 as the base year." ' 

When Congress (I) Government was i n s t a l l e d in Assam, 

on 6th December 198O, there was non-cooperation by the people 

for 2^ hours . The new Government headache was the a n t i -

foreigner ag i t a t i on . Their main aim was to crush the ag i ta ­

t i o n . The government t r i e d a l l strong arm t a c t i c s against 

the people of ASbam. I t was under these circumstances t h a t 

motion of no confidence was moved. During the debate a l l the 

l e f t p a r t i e s joined the non-communist opposition in c r i t i c i ­

sing the government. In a communication to the Governor,, the 

CPI(M) alleged tha t during the Congress (I) r u l e , the demo­

c r a t i c r i g h t s of the people were trampled upon and the r ight 

of p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s to carry on the normal lawful work 

became v i r t u a l l y non-ex i s t a i t . P o l i t i c a l workers were a t t ack­

ed, assul ted and murdered but the s t a t e government ftstiled .to 

protec t the l i f e and secur i ty of i t s c i t i z e n s . 

17. "The Points of Conflict?', Sunday 13-19 February, I983, 
p . ^^. 

18. Biswa Goswami, "Repressive Measures in As sari ' , Janata 
March 13, 1983, p . 5 . 
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Despite a l l t h i s c r i t i c i sm the 23 members l e f t i s t 

group in the Assembly abstained from voting on the no-confi­

dence motion and thus helped the Govemmoit to survive. 

" These p a r t i e s were sure t ha t the opposition vould not he 

able to form an a l t e rna t ive government. This apprehension 

vas ref lec ted in the statement of the CPI(M)s Nurul Huda 

tha t Mrs. Gandhi would not allow the opposition to form a 

government. The l e f t i s t p a r t i e s probably were afraid of 

going to the po l l s and therefore allow the Congress (I) to 

continue i t s ru le . " "^ 

The l e f t i s t have argued t h a t the no-confidence motion 

was moved by an a l l i ance of bourgeois p a r t i e s and since they 

wanted to side ne i the r with these elements nor v i t h the 

Congress (I) the only course open to them was to abstain 

from vot ing . They s ta ted t h a t t h e i r abstent ion does not 

prove tha t they support Congress ( I ) . But whatever be t h e i r 

a t t i t u d e , t he i r action surely created strong resentment 

among the Assamese people. 

The National Council of the CPI a t i t s meeting a t 

Hyderabad on November 2h t o 2 December I982 passed a resolu­

t ion on i t , which was published in the 'New Age' under the 

caption 'Hold e lec t ions in Assam' , This resolut ion i n t e r a l i a 

s ta ted t h a t the National Council of the CPI i s of the firm 

19. A.K. Baruah, "Further Betrayal by the Left" F ron t ie r 
11 Apri l , 1981, Vol. 13, No. 33, p . 6. 
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viev tha t the undonocratic President Rule in Assam should 

not be fur ther extended and elect ion to the S ta te Assembly 

and remaining seats of the Lok rfabha should be held within 

the scheduled time so t h a t a responsible government can be 

formed in the S t a t e . I t further s ta ted : 

"An elected government alone can c rea te con­
d i t ions for normalisation of the s i tua t ion 
and help to find a f ina l solution of the i ssue 
of foreign na t iona l s . "20 

I t did not stop the re . I t accused the Central Government and 

the leaders of the ag i ta t ion for prolonging the t a lks on the 

i s sue for t h e i r owi narrow p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t . They c r i t i ­

cised the cen t ra l government for t h e i r t a c t i c s which would 

hamper the progress of the l e f t i s t group in Assam. 

I t must be s ta ted here t h a t the pos i t ion taken by the 

l e f t i s t p a r t i e s created an opinion among many Assamese t h a t 

the l e f t was anti-Assamese. This sentiment was dominant in 

the pre-movement c i r c l e . 

I f we analyse the views of CPI(M) i t i s c l e a r tha t 

they charge the mov«nent as secess ionis t but they could not 

give any proof. The 'Peoples Democracy' a s se r t s tha t the 

i ssue of foreign na t iona l s has been magnified beyond propor­

t ions to s u i t secess ion is t i n t e r e s t s . In an apparent attempt 

20. Quoted in "Hold Elect ions in Assam' , New Age, Decanber 
12, 1982. 
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a t misrepresenting the Assam agi ta t ion to Indians outside 

Assam, i t s ta ted t h a t "hopeless Hindu peasants and poor 

people . . . . Muslim peasants , immigrants s e t t l e d in Assam, 

•who have earned c i t i zensh ip r i g h t s . . . (and) people from 

Bihar, Orissa, and other s t a t e s who are s e t t l e d i n Assanf' 

and makes out t ha t "o thers consider them as foreigners and 

want to drive them out of the s t a t e or defranchise them." 

This was ce r ta in ly not t r u e , because the movement was launch­

ed to detect and deport foreigners and not Indian c i t i z e n s 

who s e t t l e d in Assam, However, the CPI(M) could never refute 

the AASU claim tha t the Indians s e t t l e d in Assam are fully-

aware of the fac t t h a t the ASSSEI ag i ta t ion i s not aimed a t 

nor against than. Otherwise they would not have decided 

co l l e c t i ve ly to abstain tram vo t ing . Instead they would have 

turned out massively to vo te . Ihe 'Peoples democracy' in ah 

e d i t o r i a l picks out the Ne l l i e massacre. They s t a ted tha t 

in Ne l l i e only the Bengali Muslims were massacred. The 

CPI(M)s b i a s i s evident from the fact t h a t the Peoples 

democracy e d i t o r i a l said not even a s ingle word of the 

ghast ly massacres in Goalpara, Darrang and Kamrup d i s t r i c t s 

where the l oca l people were the t a r g e t s . All sect ions of 

people, immigrant Muslims, immigrant Hindus, Assamese Muslims 

and Hindus, Bengalees and Tr iba l s suffered ghast ly wounds 

during tha t per iod. But i t i s not without significance tha t 

the ncxi-Assamese Indians were by and l a r g e , the o i ly section 

of Assam population tha t did not suffer from la rge scale 
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a t t acks . This in fact disproves the CPI(M)s contention tha t 

the ag i ta t ion i s directed against a l l non-Assamese, includ­

ing Indians from other Sta tes of Ind ia . As Baruah summarlseb 

t h a t " I f i t had heen d i rec ted against the non-Indians, trade 

centre l i k e Ga\3hati and Tinsukia vould have been disrupted 

where most of the t r ade are control led by Bengalees and 
21 Marwaris," 

The difference between the CPI and CPI(M) in tiieir 

r eac t ions to the Assam tragedy at t ha t stage was too evident 

to be s lu r red over. I t came out in t h e i r speeches in Pa r l i a ­

ment. CPIs I n d r a j i t Gupta made i t c lear t ha t while the CPI 

was agains t an amoidment t o the (Constitution, other ways were 

open to the Government of Ind ia for extending P re s iden t ' s 

Rule in Assam in proclamation of emergency and c e r t i f i c a t i o n 

by the e lec t ion commission t h a t the e lec t ions could not be 

held. He re fer red to the support offered by the Janata Par ty , 

the BJP and the Lok Dal to the government's proposal for 

amending: "With the support of a l l these pa r t i e s you would 

have got the two-third majori ty. I t i s for you to explain to 

the house and the country why you did not accept t h e i r offer." 

He also asked " why could they not revise the e l ec to ra l r o l l s 

e a r l i e r , " ^^ 

21, See. A.K. Baruah, "Indian Nationalism and the Assamese 
National Question", North East Quarterly. Vol, I , No.1, 
August 19^2, p , 30. ' 

22. Quoted in 'Most Pa r t i e s do not subscribe to CPI(M)s 
View', Assam Tribune^ November 2, I982. 
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What i s hovever most notable about I n d r a j i t Gupta^^s 

speech in the Lok Sabha i s t h a t not even once did he say 

d i r ec t l y t ha t the ag i ta t ion vas insp i red , financed, guided 

and cont ro l led by the foreign powers. On the other hand, he 

suggested t h a t the " deep feeling of resentment among the 

youths of tha t region (Nortii Eastern Eegion as a whole) due 

to the neglect by the far away c ^ t r a l government of t h e i r 

a sp i ra t ions and developmont - economic, c u l t u r a l , l i n g u i s ­

t i c was the basic cause of the turmoil and ag i ta t ion 

there ." -̂  Thus the CPI was trying to sympathetically under­

stand the problem of the people of Assam. 

Bath the l e f t p a r t i e s have expressed completely oppo­

s i t e views, when the former Chief Minister Mr, Hiteswar 

Saikla expressed h i s decision to detect and deport the 

post '71 i n f i l t r a n t s . The CPI s t a t e committee has welcomed 

Mr. o a i k i a ' s decis ion. They strongly c r i t i c i s e d the decision 

of the c i t i z e n s r igh t preservation committee and Al l Assam 

minority students Union to stop the detect ion process . The 

o f f i c i a l organ of the par ty Janamat in i t s July ifth i ssue 

condemned both these organisa t ions for spreading communal 

tension in Assam, The Assam Sta te Council of the CPI in i t s 

May 9-12 session demanded tha t an early negotiat ion between 

the Central Government and the student leaders i s of utmost 

23. Itoid,, p . 3 . 
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necess i ty for solving the foreigners tangle in Assam. They 

also pointed out that the Sta te Government should s t a r t 

detecting the post '71 i n f i l t r a n t s . The reso lu t ion a lso 

ca l l ed for the sealing of the Assam Bangladesh horder and 

also urged the Sta te Govemm^t to take necessary s teps for 

safeguarding the i d e n t i t y of the Assamese people, and pro-
21+ 

t ec t ing the r igh ts of the l i n g u i s t i c minor i t ies in Assam. 

The CPI(M) S ta te Committee on the other hand opposed 

the State Government's move to s t a r t de tec t ion . There i s no 

doubt tha t the CPI(M) supported the detect ion and deporta­

tion of post '71 i n f i l t r a n t s . But they pointed out t ha t the 

government should f i r s t r e h a b i l i t a t e the affected people who 

had suffered during the ag i t a t i on . The CPI(M) concern for 

the affected people i s to be appreciated, but t h e i r stand on 

the question of detection has given r i s e to many doubts. I t 

i s a fact t h a t CPI(M) a l l along been strongly opposed AASU 

led movement, i t proved that they were not sincere about the 

cut-off year which they had accepted in p r i n c i p l e . 

The CPI 's demand for safeguarding the cu l t u r a l and 

l i n g u i s t i c i d o i t i t y of the Assanese must be appreciated. But 

i t i s the CPI again which in a j o i n t appeal, along with 

CPI(M), R.S.p. and forward b loc , declared the ag i ta t ion as 

2V. The Janamat (o f f i c i a l organ of CPI) Vth July 1983, p.V. 
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a CIA insp i red conspiracy. As Misra points out, "According 

to them AA3U and AAGSP t r i e d to misled the people by saying 

tha t the i d e n t i t y of the Assamese people vas in danger. The 

foreign na t iona l s i s sue according to them i s nothing, but 

i t i s a clever device to drive the non-Assamese. Thus i t -was 

charged against the CPI tha t they were working on two sides 

on the Assam i s s u e , one directed a t the Assamese and other 

at the minor i t ies ." -̂  

The C P K M ) stand on the question of detection i s qui te 

s imilar to tha t of AAMSU and c i t i z ens r i g h t preservation 

committee. Both these organisat ions were opposed to the very 

idea of de tec t ion . The CRPC declared t h a t anyone who stayed 

in Ind ia for more than 180 days was e l i g i b l e for c i t i z ensh ip . 

"The CRPC was es tab l i shed af te r the language r i o t s of 1960, 

and i t i s mostly dominated by Bengali Hindus, whose organi­

sat ion i s l imited in the urban areas of Cachar and Brahmapu-

t r a Valley." The AAMSU on the other hand, i s a recent 

c rea t ion . 

The AAI4SU, CRPC and the CPI(M) t r i e d to pro jec t the 

movement as ant i -Bengal i . But the mainstream of the movement 

seemed to have made a d i s t inc t ion between the Indian and 

non-Indian Bengali . 

25 . U. Misra, "Trends within the LeftJ', Economic and Pol i ­
t i c a l Weekly, Jime, I98O, p. 13^9. 

26. Ib id . , p . 1350. 
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other l e f t p a r t i e s l i k e SUCI, RCPI and RSP are not 

very strong in Assam and "they s ta ted tha t 1971 should be 

the b a s i s for de tec t ion . The SUCI's influence i s so le ly 

l imi ted to a small Bengali speaking area in the Goalpara 

d i s t r i c t . " -̂̂  

!Ihe non-par l i amen t a r y l e f t comprising of the different 

CPI (M.L.) f r ac t ions , i s sharply divided in i t s assessment 

of the Assam problem v i t h the Bhaskar Nandy Group being 

t o t a l l y opposed to the movement and the Vinod Misra f ract ion 

expressing i t s qua l i f i ed support to i t . These are the two 

major C P K M . L . ) groups functioning in the s t a t e and "organi ­

sa t iona l ly both are p r e t t y weak, yet i t goes to the i r c redi t 

t ha t they have teen expressing t h e i r opposition to the repres -

sive measures being adopted by the government," 

The CPI (M.L.) Vinod Misra fract ion has general ly 

taken the stand tiiat the Assamese c r i s i s has i t s roo ts in the 

n a t i o n a l i t y question tha t has occupied the c e n t r a l place in 

a l l the distrubances in Assam. Apart from non-controversial 

i s sues l i k e l i n g u i s t i c and c u l t u r a l r i g h t s , the na t iona l i t y 

question has two important aspects : na t ional l i b e r a t i o n and 

se l f -de te rmina t ion ." National l i be r a t i on concerns a colonised 

2^7. I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
28 . I b i d , , Loc .c i t . 
29. K. Balagopal, 'Nat ional i ty Question' Assam Front ie r 

June 6, 1981, p . k. 
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nationali ty and -with minor qualification, such a nationali ty 

has the his tor ic duty to l ibera te i t se l f , for no internal 

resolution i s possible v/ithout national l iberat ion. National 

self determination on the other hand concernes any naticma-

l i t y that co-exists viith other nat ional i t ies in a multi­

national s ta te , and involves a decision by that nationali ty 

to become independent. Abstractly "the right to self deter­

mination always exis ts , but unlike the idLght of national 

l iberat ion, i t cannot be regarded as always applicable, for 

example, on the morrow of victorious socia l is t or democra­

t i c revolution, when genuinely anti- imperial ist forces are 

in power but not when classes whose opposition to imperial­

ism i s doubtful are in power."-^ 

In the l ight of t h i s , the CPI (M.L.) stated tha t , 

while looking at Assam, Nagaland or Mizoram, i t i s necessary 

to decide whether i t i s colonised nationali ty or merely a 

nationali ty that consists with other nat ional i t ies in the 

multi-naticxial s ta te , India. I t i s a fact that Assam i s a 

producer of raw material said agricultural products l ike Tea, 

timber and o i l , i t i s industr ia l ly underdeveloped, and such 

public sector units are dominated by others. Uneven develop-

m ^ t of the Indian econcany generated by the cap i t a l i s t path 

30. Ib id . , Loc.cit . 
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of development has converted Assam in to a colonial h in t e r ­

land.^"^ 

I t i s a fact tha t in Assam there exis ts an unbelievable 

amount of popular anger and hatred against the l e f t p a r t i e s , 

while t h e i r leaders and i n t e l l e c t u a l s who sympathise with 

than have a t t r ibu ted t h i s t o the ev i l designs of external and 

i n t e r n a l ract ionary fo rces , but some progressive people-^ 

maintain tha t these p a r t i e s have displayed worst form of 

p o l i t i c a l opportunism and thereby inv i t ed the hatred of a 

vas t majority of the Assamese masses. 

I t i s t rue t h a t , a t present the l e f t p a r t i e s are not 

very strong in Assam p o l i t i c s . But i t does not mean tha t , 

they would remain in the same pos i t ion in future a l so . I t i s 

t rue t h a t the l e f t s s i lence and sometimes i t s strong support 

of the repress ive measures on the eve of February p o l l s have 

a l ienated them from the people of Assam. The CPI has slowly 

changed i t s stand on the foreigners i s s u e , "Pramode Gogoi, 

the CPI s t a t e committee secretary recen t ly s ta ted tha t the 

i d e n t i t y c r i s i s in Assam i s a ser ious problem. He urged upon 

government to solve the problem as ear ly as possible,"-^^ 

31 . For an exposit ion of t h i s theme see Tilottama Misra 
"Assam: A Colonial Hinterland!' Economic and P o l i t i c a l 
Weekly. Vol . XV, No.32, August 9, 19»0, pp. 1 3 5 7 ^ ^ 

32. For an exposition of t h i s theme see A.K. Baruah's a r t i c l e 
on 'Lef t and Assam' F ron t i e r , June 20, I98I . 

33 . See, Asamar Bldeshi Nagarikar Samasya aru Bharatar 
CommunTst Party Baktabya (Assamese) (CPI»s Office, 
Gaubati) , pp. 13-17. 
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I t i s t rue t ha t a n t i - l e f t and reactionary forces are 

taking advantage of the prevai l ing s i tua t ion in Assam and 

organising a t tacks on l e f t cadres . Mere condemnation of such 

a t tacks would not help the l e f t p a r t i e s to van back the peo­

p l e ' s confidence ins tead they must play a construct ive role 

vhich would help them to win the confidence of the people. 

The movement in Assam can never be understood without analy­

sing the Socio-economic r e a l i t i e s of Assam. The opportunist 

section of the l e f t in Assam by refusing to do i t , has done 

i r r epa rab le damage to the l e f t movement in Assam. But i t 

must be admitted th«it a l a rge number of Marxist and Leninist 

groupsVid t r y to understand the real cause of the movement. 
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THE_AGITAII0H AND THE NON-CQM^UNIdT. HAllONAL 

POLITICAL PARTIES 

The agi ta t ion over the foreigners i s sue rendered the 

nat ional p a r t i e s almost t o t a l l y i r r e l e v a n t in Assam P o l i t i c s . 

I f we look hack a t t he party pos i t ion in Assam Assembly e lec­

t ions from 1952 to 1983 except 1977, we find that the Congress 

Party dominated in the Assembly, I t i s i n t e r e s t i ng to note 

the percentage of po l l by the respec t ive p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s , 

"The Congress" pol led 53 percent in 1952, 52 percent in 1957, 

5+5 percent in 1962 and 1967, 51 percent i n 1971 and \5 in 

1977. In 1983, i t was again the v ic tory of Congress though 

marked by unprecedented violence and abnormally low poll ing 

r a t e . Al l the l e f t p a r t i e s put together pol led 35 percent in 

1952, 21 percent in 1957. The CPI pol led 10.2^ percent in 

1952, 21 percent in 1957, 7 percent in I962, 8 percent in 

1967, 6 percent in 1971, ^ .2 percent in 1977, Thus, there 

was a decline in the popular i ty of the C.P.I . The Jana Sangha 

polled 3.6 percent in 1952, '?,5 percent in I967 and 2.U6 

percent in 1971."' ' 

Although the Congress did not po l l a subs tan t ia l majo­

r i t y of the votes pol led , some indiv idual congressmen polled 

more than 60 percent of votes pol led in the i r respect ive 

1 , These ca lcu la t ions were made by one of the most eminent 
p o l i t i c a l s c i e n t i s t of the North Bast India , see, 
V.Venkata Rao, "Lok Sabha Po l l s i n Assam from I952 to 
1985", Assam Tribune 16th December, I985. 
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cons t i tuenc ies . In 1952 and I967 two congress candidates 

polled more than 60 percent of the votes polled and t h e i r 

number rose to six in I97I . 

As regards the r e s u l t s of the Parliamentary e lec t ions , 

" the congress -won a l l the elevent sea ts i t contested in 195?, 

nine in 1957 and in I962, ten in 1967, 13 in 1971, 10 in 
2 

1977, Thus the Congress contested 76 seats and von 62." 

Assam had been ruled uninterruptedly by the Congress 

from independence upto 1978. The Chief Minis ters vere 

Gopinath Bordoloi, Bishnuram Medhi, B.P. Chaliha, M.M. Chau-

dhury, S.C. Sinha and f i na l l y Hlteswar Saikia. The Congress 

l o s t the 1978 Assen±)ly e lec t ions . Since then, the S ta te has 

had a Jana ta Government under Golap Borbora, a short l ived 

Asom Janata Dal Ministry headed by J.N. Hazarika, a long 

spe l l of p r e s i d e n t ' s ru l e than a short l ived Congress Minis­

t ry headed by S.A. Taimur, another period of P r e s iden t ' s ru le 

and a second short l ived Congress Ministry.-^ From March I982 

mpto 1983 Assam had been -under P r e s i d e n t ' s ru le . After I983 

e lect ion -which vas remarkable for unprecedented violence and 

abnormally lo-w poll ing r a t e , Hites-war Saikia became the Chiof 

Minister of Assam. But af ter the 1985 e lec t ion , the Asom 

2* I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
3, For details see, M. Joshi, Assam; The Indian Conflict 

(New Delhi, I98I), p. 3. 
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Gana P a r i s h a d Min i s t ry headed by P r a f u l l a Kr. Mahanta, t he 

A l l Assam S tuden t s Union P r e s i d e n t during the movement sworn 

i n . 

Thus, the Congress had a nea r t o t a l hegemony over 

Assamese s o c i e t y v i t h minor pocke ts of o p p o s i t i o n . But " t he 

Congress p a r t y was reduced t o a n o n - e n t i t y dur ing t h e 1985 

e l e c t i o n s . The p a r t y cand ida t e s could not even he ld meet ings , 

t h e i r f u n c t i o n s were boyco t t ed . " The fol lowing t a b l e c l e a r l y 

shows the p o s i t i o n of t h e Congress p a r t y i n 1985 Assembly 

e l e c t i o n r e s u l t s . E l e c t i o n for one s e a t was countermanded. 

Table - Xs The R e s u l t s of t he 1985 Assembly E l e c t i o n 
T^ssam) 

To t a l Sea t s -• 123 !~ Secured ' 

A.G.P. 6 -̂

Congress ( I ) 25 

U.M.F. 17 

Congress (S) h 

P.T.C.A. 3 

CPI (M) 2 

Independents 10 

Source : E l e c t i o n Hand Book 1986. 

k. See, Assam Tribiane, 1+th J a n u a r y , 1986, p . 1 . 
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Though during the period of ag i ta t ion the wrath of the 

ag i t a to r s was d i rec ted against the na t iona l p a r t i e s , p a r t i ­

cu la r ly the Congress and the l e f t p a r t i e s , i f we look back 

we find tha t Congress had not always been against ra i s ing the 

i s sue of immigration. I t i s t h i s par ty which r a i sed the pro-

blQD of immigration in Assam before independence. Veteran 

Congress leaders l i k e Gopinath Bordoloi, Nabin Chandra Bordo-

l o i e t c , had been arguing cons i s ten t ly against unchecked 

immigration. In a l e t t e r to Mahatma Gandhi, Gopinath Bordoloi 

wrote in 19^5j "The land sett lement policy which was estreme-

ly advert ised as a measure proposed to b o i e f i t the Muslim 

immigrants from Bengal as also the l o c a l indigenous people in 

the complete be t raya l of the l a t e r including the innocent 

t r i b a l people of the p l a i n s , schedule cas te and other Hindus. 

All the grazing reserves which according to ttie no t i f i ca t ion 

should have been freed of the encroachers, have been allowed 

to be over run by the immigrants, while many indigenous peo­

p le have been evicted to make room for Muslim immigrants."' ' 

In 196^» the Assam Congress Parliamentary par ty in 

the i r memorandum to Gu l j a r i l a l Nanda, Home Minister, Govern­

ment of India s ta ted tha t there has been la rge scale i n f i l ­

t r a t ion of Pakis tan i na t iona l s and they have been i l l e g a l l y 

entering Assam without being detected. To effect ively control 

5. Quoted in J a t i n Sarmah's "What Bordoloi wrote to the 
Mahatma 38 years agd' , Assam Tribune. A\Jgust 5, 1985, 
p. ^ . 
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t h i s i n f i l t r a t i o n of foreign na t iona ls the Congress P a r l i a ­

mentary Party pointed out a t l a t e r date -

"Indian and Bangladesh borders must be com­
p l e t e l y sealed. A l l weather road communication 
should be constructed in the border for speedy 
movement of t roops for pa t ro l l i ng the border . 
The strength of border secur i ty force should 
be increased."6 

Nehru, in 1960 agreed t h a t i n Assam, i n f i l t r a t i o n of 

Pakis tani na t iona l s has been taking place for a long t ime. 

He suggested t h a t 1952 should be made the date of enquiry.'^ 

But t h i s assurance of Nehru was l e f t p r a c t i c a l l y unimplemen-

t ed . Because the Congress Party t r e a t e d the minority as vote 

banks. They were assured of t h e i r votes every f ive year . So 

they refused t o take any act ion aga ins t them. Manorama Sharma 

in an a r t i c l e s ta ted t h a t " t h e Congress Party in Assam which 

took shape in the f i r s t decade of th« twentieth century, was 

alvays under the leadership of educated e l i t e and the emerg­

ing Assamese middle c l a s s e s . After independence, the Congress 

Par ty in Assam fa i l ed t o a r t i c u l a t e the aims and asp i ra t ion 

of t he Assamese middle c l a s s - the most dominant c l a s s in 

Assamese soc ie ty . This was because the c l a s s -cha rac te r of the 

Congress Par ty in Assam could not be di f ferent from the c l a s s 
Q 

character of a l l Ind ia Congress Par ty ." In p r a c t i c e , the 

6. "The Study on the Pak I n f i l t r a n t ^ ' , Assam Pradesh Congress 
Committee (Gauhati, 198O), p . ^ . 

7. I b i d . 
8. Manorama Sharma, "A Note on E lec to ra l Behaviour in Assam -

Pat te rn of Non-Voting" In P.S. Dutta (ed. ) E lec to ra l 
P o l i t i c s i n North East Ind ia (New Delhi , I9B6, p . 1+7. 
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Congress does not represent the i n t e r e s t of e i the r middle 

c l a s s or the poorer section of people. The middle c lass in 

Assam wanted economic development of Assam, They demanded tha t 

raw mater ia ls of the Sta te should he u t i l i z e d for the indus­

t r i a l development of Assam, e .g . , the middle c lass s ta r ted 

the ag i ta t ion for the establishment of o i l ref inery in 1957 

and the second one in 1969. According to them, though Assam 

i s rich in the o i l f i e l d s , hut she i s deprived of the major 

p r o f i t s . The Congress, on the other hand, f a i l ed to f u l f i l l 

these demands of the Assamese middle c l a s s . But whatever be 

the c r i t i c i s m against the Congress par ty , i t must be admitted 

t h a t , i t i s t h i s Congress Party which f i r s t pointed a t the 

danger of immigration in Assam, The Assam Pradesh Congress 

Committee in one of i t s many memoranda made the following 

suggestion: 

" (1) That a t a rge t date not l a t e r than March 1965 to com­

p l e t e the deportat ion of Pak i n f i l t r a n t s in Assam be 

announced and acted accordingly, 

(2) That the c i t i z e n s National Regis ter with house numbers 

intended for preparat ion of the Census of 1951, should 

be made the bas i s for detecting and deporting Pak 

na t iona l s without any delay, 

(3) That, adequate number of Tribunals be appointed imme­

d ia te ly to achieve complete deportat ion of Pak na t iona l s 

within the t a rge t da t e . 
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(1+) That, a s t r i p of lajid with such depth as may be needed 

along the e n t i r e East Pakistan be cleared of a l l inha­

b i t a n t s and declared as "proh ib i ted area for the 
Q 

defence of the country," ^ 

What gave impetus and even legit imacy to i l l e g a l immi­

gra t ion -was the anxiety of Assam's rul ing e l i t e to r e l y 

heavily on these i l l e g a l Muslim immigrants. As an eminent 

Assamese j o u r n a l i s t pointed t h a t Moinul Huq Choudhury was in 

the Muslim League t i l l I9I+7 and he vas the p r iva te secretary 

to M.A. J innah. "His induction in to the Congress cabinet pro­

vided protec t ion to the i l l e g a l Muslim imnigrants . He and 

Fakruddin ALi Ahmed are said to have persuaded the Congress 

leadership to l eg i t imi se these immigrants to secure massive 
10 e l e c t o r a l support for the Congress leadership ," 

Despite i t s awareness of the problem the Congress Party 

gradually began to take a myopic view of the problem in i t s 

own i n t e r e s t and did not r e a l i s e a t what cos t to the nation 

i t was extending support to these vote banks. V.I.K, Sarin 

observes, "Thus the l a rge r i n t e r e s t s of the country, includ­

ing t h r e a t to i t s very secur i ty and i n t e g r i t y , were subordi­

nated to serve the narrow par ty i n t e r e s t s of the rul ing 

9. See, Assam Pradesh Congress Committee's Report on 
Pak i n f l l t r a n t s (Gauhati, 196^). 

10, Harendra Nath Baruah, Bharator Muktl Yun.lat Asom 
(Assamese), (Gauhati, 1961), p , 72, 
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e l i t e , " ^^ The same wr i te r fur ther observes "Congress v i c t o ­

r i e s in the past for ins tance v/ere shaped by the va s t , unor­

ganised peasantry, including the Muslims, indigenous and 

immigrants and Tea Garden labour. Though divided in to two 

Congress ( I ) and Congress (S) they s t i l l r e l y on the same 

segments for support. In other words, the Muslim immigrants 
12 have become the fulcrum of power p o l i t i c s in Assam," 

As Manorama c^harma puts i t the Congress leadersh ip in 

Assam was not able to support the demands of the Assamese 

people openly because the p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s of any party 

must a r t i c u l a t e the i n t e r e s t s of the c lasses to which the i r 

party belongs and not the i n t e r e s t s of the c lasses to which 

they themselves belong. The Assam Congress leaders t h e r e ­

fore , by and l a rge a r t i cu l a t ed the c lass i n t e r e s t s of the 

All Ind ia big landowing and big business c l a s ses . " -" The 

Congress therefore fa i l ed to mobilise vas t majority of 

Assamese people. Not only t h i s , the p a r t y ' s favour to the 

i l l e g a l immigrants, also a l ienated i t from the Assamese peo­

p l e . This i s also clear from 1985 e lec t ion r e s u l t , where 

Congress secured only 25 seats out of 126 sea t s . The complete 

f a i l u r e of the Congress i s due to the fact t ha t , i t f a i led 

to gain the confidence of the minor i t ies . The minori t ies 

11 . V.I.K. Sarin, I n d i a ' s North East in Flames. (New Delhi, 
1980), p . 36. 

12. Ib id . 
13. Manorama Shaima, O p . c i t , , p . 1+9. 
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f e l t , that the accord runs against t h e i r i n t e r e s t . They 

formed the United Minority Front and contested the elect ion 

separately without helping the Congress par ty . 

The Congress Party in Assam had a near t o t a l hegemony 

in the p o l i t i c s of Assam upto 1977. ^ e Jana ta Party d id 

form a ministry in Assam but with a meagre 27 percent of the 

t o t a l e l ec to ra te while in other s t a t e s , the Janata Party 

acquired an absolute majority, but in the Parliamentary e lec­

t ions that followed af ter the emergency, the Janata Party 

l o s t in Assam, I t must be noted here tha t the c lass charac­

t e r of both the Jana ta and the Congress was the same. The 

elect ion manifesto of Jana ta Party gave importance to the 

economic development of the people. "But they did not t a lk 

of changing the bas ic p o l i t i c s of production and d i s t r i b u ­

t ion and of lessening the economic i n e q u a l i t i e s . Both the 

Jana ta and the Congress swore by the name of Gandhi. Majority 
I k 

of the Jana ta men were the ers twhi le Congress ac t iv i s t s ." 

I t was the emergency excess which gave the Janata i t s v ic to ry 

in the 1977 e l ec t i ons . Jana ta Par ty in Assam as in the case 

of Congress too merely represented the i n t e r e s t s of the All 

Ind ia Jana ta Party, tha t i s why majority of the Assam e lec to­

r a t e had not taken any i n t e r e s t in t h i s p o l i t i c a l a l t e r n a t i v e . 

The Jana ta Party in Assam was not r e a l l y an a l t e rna t i ve to 

the Congress, tha t i s why they fai led to evoke any mass sup­

por t from the v o t e r s . 

^k, I b i d . , p . 50. 
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At the beginning of 1978, the Jana ta Party in Assam 

seem to he siding with the Charan Singh faction of the Janata 

and " the re were charges by some d i s s iden t s t h a t Mr. Golap 

Borbora was too secular" , Chief Minister agreed " t h a t influx 

of refugees from Bangladesh and Nepal was assuming alarming 

propor t ions . He s t a t ed tha t h i s government had taken a firm 

stand in t h i s matter." -̂  

During the Jana ta Party regime, the agi ta t ion on the 

foreigners i s sue s t a r t ed only with the attempts to hold the 

Mangaldai Parliamentary by-elect ion in the f i r s t half of 1979. 

The constituency became vacant when Hi ra la l Patowari, who 

had been elected to the Parliament on the Jan ta t i c k e t , died 

on 28th March 1979. The f r u i t s of the emotions roused by the 

Mangaldai e lect ion were f i r s t seen in the Assam Bandh of 

8 June 1979. The s i t ua t ion in Assam, may or may not have 

s t a b i l i s e d the rea f t e r , but the change taking place in the 

Union Government would not l e t i t . The Morarji Desai M n i s -

t ry resigned on 15 Ju ly 1979 and Charan Singh formed a new 

government with the help of Congress-U. The Charan Singh 

Ministry was unable to face the Parliament and obtain a vote 

of conficence. The coa l i t i on government resigned on 20 August 

1979, The Janata Party in Assam found i t d i f f i c i i l t and the 

Chief Minis ter resigned from the Assembly on 3rd September 

1979, The ag i t a t ion on foreign na t iona l s i s sue was not very 

15. Assam Legis la t ive Assembly Proceedings (1978) 
23 Novonber, p , 2l+, 
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strong duilng the time of Borbora, Because a t tha t t ime, the 

agi ta t ion had s t a r t ed only and the Chief Minister Borbora 

did not remain in the office for a long time to go through 

the i s sue . After Mr. Borbora, Mr. Jogendra Nath Hazarika of 

Asom Jana ta Dal (9th September I979 - -I2th December 1979) vas 

in pover for a very short period. 

The approach of the general e lec t ions again pushed the 

foreigners question in to the background. " The chief elect ion 

commissioner in the meantime had asked the e l ec to ra l of f icers 

of Assam to include a l l names from the e a r l i e r vo te rs l i s t , 

in the d ra f t e l ec to ra l r o l l s , " The statement of the chief 

e lect ion commissioner confused the people of Assam, because 

in one of h i s e a r l i e r statement, he agreed tha t there was 

the problem of inclusion of foreigners name in the e l ec to ra l 

r o l l s . Chief Minister said t h a t the chief e lec t ion commis­

s ione r ' s d i r ec t i ve to t r e a t a l l names in the voters l i s t as 

c i t i z e n s was due to the influence of some p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s 
17 who were misleading the elect ion commission. ' Mrs, Renuka 

Devi Barkatakl a Jana ta leader met the President and the 

Deputy Prime Minister and discussed the inclusion of foreign 

na t iona ls in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s , charan Singh agreed to ask 

the e lect ion commission to use the I97I e l ec to ra l r o l l s as 

16. The Assam Tribune, 11 Sept. 1979, (Gauhati), p . 1 , 
17. The Assam Tribune. 15 Sept, 1979, (Gauhati) , p . 1 . 
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the ba s i s and i f t h i s -was not poss ible to use 1977 e l ec to ra l 
18 r o l l s as the b a s i s . 

The decision of chief e lect ion commissioner vas opposed 

by the manbers of AASU and AAGSP. There vere bandhs, demon­

s t r a t i on , picketing in a l l over Assam. The Chief Minister 

s tated t h a t ten (10) trib-unals has been set up to hasten sum-
19 mary t r i a l of in t ruders and for t he i r deportation*. 

The Janata ru le came to an end, when Congress ( I ) 

government came in to pov;er on 1979. Thus, the Jana ta Govern­

ment had very l i t t l e time to tackle the foreigners ag i ta t ion 

in Assam. The Janata Government a t the Centre was not very 

s t ab l e . In such a s i t ua t i on , they could not focus t h e i r atten­

t ion on the foreigners i s s u e . 

Although the movement s t a r t ed in 1979> i t did not take 

a massive turn immediately. Only a f te r I98O, the i s sue s t a r t ­

ed a t t r ac t i ng a l a rge majority of the Assamese people. 

The Jana ta Party did t ry to solve the foreigners tangle 

in Assam. Mr. Ravindra Varma presented a formula on behalf of 

h i s pa r ty . The sa l i en t po in t s vere as follows: 

(1) Those who entered Assam between 1961-71 would be put 

i n t o four ca tegor ies . 

18. I b i d . , Loc . c i t . 
19, The Assam Tribune. 17th August 1979, (Gauhati) , p . 1 . 
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(a) Those who applied for and obtained c e r t i f i c a t e s 

of c i t i zensh ip from a competent au thor i ty , 

(h) Those who had been duly r ehab i l i t a t ed and r e s e t t l e d 

by the Assam Government but had not obtained c i t i ­

zenship c e r t i f i c a t e s , 

(c) Those who had not applied for or obtained c i t i z e n ­

ship c e r t i f i c a t e s or had been r e s e t t l e d by the 

Government of Assam, and yet had t h e i r names 

inscr ibed on the e l ec to ra l r o l l s , and 

(d) Those who had ne i ther obtained c i t i zensh ip c e r t i ­

f i c a t e s nor got t h e i r names included cm the r o l l s . 

(2) Names in category (a) would be re ta ined in the r o l l s . 

(3) Complaints regarding indiscr iminate i s sue or acquis i ­

t ion of c i t i zensh ip c e r t i f i c a t e s by fraudulent means 

or inadequate ve r i f i c a t i on would be se t t l ed by an 

author i ty under sect ion 10 of Ci t izenship Act. 

ik) Names in category (b) would be re ta ined in the e l ec to ­

r a l r o l l s . 

(5) Pending scrut iny and adjudication by t r i b u n a l s . No 

new c i t i zensh ip c e r t i f i c a t e s would be i ssued. 

(6) In regard to naoaes in ca tegory . (c) complaints could 

be lodged for t h e i r deletion from the r o l l s r r against 

the inclusion the re in , on the bas i s of the Consti tu­

t ion and the exis t ing laws, s ta t ing ground thereof. 

The onus for providing claims would be governed by the 

Const i tut ion and the ex is t ing laws, in p a r t i c u l a r where 
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the person concerned can involve the protect ion of 

section 2 of the Immigrants expiolsion from Assam Act 

1950, which gives the r ight of residence and generates 

the r i g h t to apply for c i t i zensh ip -under the relevant 

sect ions of the C i t i za i sh ip Act, 

(7) Names of those found without v a l i d claim v?ould be 

r«noved from the r o l l s and placed in the category for 
20 d i spe r sa l . " 

Acceptance of Mr, Verma's new formula would mean tha t 

only a few thousand of 1961-71 immigrants i n t o Assam would 

be dispersed. The AACJU agreed tha t those who came between 

1951-61 would stay i n Assam, on condition that Government 

would disperse a l l those who came during 1961-71. By relying 

on 1950 Act, the formula appeared t o be designed t o uphold 

the Government contenticai t h a t 1961-71 Hindu refugees were 

e l i g i b l e to become c i t i z e n s . The leaders of the movement 

s ta ted t h a t i f t r i b u n a l s were to ru le in favour of permanent 

stay of foreigners with voting r i g h t , on the strength of 

proviso to section 2 of the 1950 Act, i t would mean t h a t 

only those who were not even voters o r those who belonged 

t o minority community would be dispersed. The Janata Party 

seons to have taken a more or l e s s balanced posit ion on the 

i s sue of violence associated with the movement. "What has 

20. The Assam Tribune. 9th Liovember I982, Gauhati, p , 1 . 



133 

happened in Assam i s ne i the r a communal r i o t , nor i s i t a 

l i n g u i s t i c r i o t . I t i s an engineered r i o t . All the comnuni-

t i e s are affected, Assamese, Bengali Hindus, Iranigrant 

Muslims and Tr iba l s . In Ne l l i e areas the t r i b a l s at tacked but 

in Goalpara the t r i b a l s were attacked by the immigrant 

Muslims." "̂̂  

The e lec t ion of I983 created an explosive s i tua t ion in 

Assam. The elect ion v?as suddenly declared without revis ing 

the e l ec to r a l r o l l of 1979. As the 1979 e l ec to ra l r o l l was 

not revised, lakhs of e l i g i b l e Indian c i t i z e n s name were not 

included in the l i s t and laWis of names of foreign na t iona l s 

have not been de le ted . The Central Government agreed during 

the course of discussion with the ag i ta t ion leaders tha t 

those who entered Assam i l l e g a l l y af ter 1971 would be depor-
22 ted and t h e i r names would be de le ted . But suddenly the 

Government declared t h a t the 1979 e l ec to ra l r o l l s would be 

the r o l l s for the e l ec t i on , a l l the en t ran t s who came after 

1971 were given coverage. This was g rea t ly resented by the 

l a rge majority of the Assamese who supported movement. 

The Janata Party held the Congress ( I ) Government r e s ­

ponsible for the explosive s i tua t ion prevai l ing in Assam 

before the 1983 Election and even af ter the e lec t ion . Prof. 

Madhu Dandavate of Janata Party once s ta ted tha t on the 

21 . Biswa Goswami, 'Repressive Measures in Assam' Jana ta , 
March 13th, I983 (Bombay). 

22. The Assam Tribune, 23rd June, I983, p . 1. 
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foreigners i s sue there are four important poin ts - the detec­

t ion of foreigners , the delet ion of t h e i r names from the 

voters l i s t , then d ispersa l of than and the l a s t stage i s 

deporta t ion. Unless the Government discuss these po in t s , the 

problem i s not going to be solved, ~' The Janata par ty has 

supported, the views expressed by the leaders of the movement. 

Right from the beginning of the movement, t h i s party c r i t i ­

cised the Central Government po l i c i e s on the foreigners i s sue . 

Almost a l l the opposition p a r t i e s were against the ru l ing 

Congress ( I ) Government, 

Among the opposition p a r t i e s , the Bharatiya Jana ta 

Party has been the most vocal and a r t i c u l a t e on the Assam 

c r i s i s . I t has been accessed by the centre of provoking i f 

not systematical ly encouraging v io lence , an accusation which 

the B.J .P , denies by throwing back on the Centre the respcm-

s i b i l i t y for the l a rge scale v io len t u n r e s t . Because of 

B , J , P ' s close associat ion with the Rastr iya Sayong Sevak 

Sangh and because of i t s known pro-Hindu stance i t s support 

to the Assam agi ta t ion has been in t e rp re t ed in terms of i t s 

alleged anti-muslim p o l i t i c s . I t has very often been sugges­

ted by Congress ( I ) that only because a la rge majority of 

the immigrants are muslims the BJP wants them deported. But 

an analys is of the BJP posi t ion v i s - a - v i s the movement shows 

tha t i t did t ry to adopt a r a t i ona l l i n e . 

23 . Madhu Dandavate 'Assam: The Congress ( I ) r u l e on the 
debris of the dead bodies*, Jana ta , March 13, I983, p .15 . 
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Atal Bihari Vajpayee of B.J .P . annoiinced a seven point 

formula for solving the Assam tang le . The seven poin ts were 

as follows; 

"(1) Detection of fore igners sho-uld be done on the bas i s of 

relevant provis ions of the Constitution and exis t ing 

laws, making use of the 1951 National Register and 

other relevant documents. Appeal from the decision 

sha l l l i e with j u d i c i a l t r i b u n a l s . 

(2) Cases of a l l en t ran ts upto 1961 should be regula r i sed . 

(3) Foreigners who came duilng 1961-71 should be removed 

from the e l e c t o r a l r o l l s . Their burden should be shared 

by Assam as well as other s t a t e s . 

{k) Elect ions to the Lok babha and the Assembly should be 

on the ba s i s of revised e l ec to ra l r o l l s . 

(5) Foreign na t iona l s who came af ter I971 should be depor­

ted. Cases of bonafide refugees should be considered 

on the bas is of pol icy pronouncement made so far , 

(6) I n f i l t r a t i o n should be completely stopped. 

(7) A l l repressive measures and press censorship should be 

withdrawn. All perscais detained in connection with the 

movement, should be re leased . A l l pending detention 

orders should be cancelled," 

2k, 'BJPs Formula and Assam', Hindustan Times. 1i+ January 
1980, pp. 2 -3 . 
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This formula of B.J .P. i s qui te similar to tha t of the 

ag i ta t ion leaders demands. The 3 . J . P . , Janata and the Lok Dal 

did not p a r t i c i p a t e in the Assam e lec t ions of 1983. They 

held t ha t e lec t ions are being held on the bas i s of 1979 

e l ec to ra l r o l l s which they claim, contains the names of the 

fore igners . 

The BJP has claimed tha t they have gained subs tan t ia l 

support from the Assamese people. In I982 alone the BJP u n i t 

says Bans i la l Sonee, party observer for the north eastern 

region, gained ^-0,000 members. -̂  

BJP Pres ident , A.B. Vajpayee along with Rajya Sabha 

M.P., Jaswant bingh v i s i t e d Assam during the time of ag i t a ­

t i on . The S ta te u n i t s Vice President Dr. Jogeswar Mahanta 

ra i sed the curtain on the v i s i t by claiming "indigenous 

Assamese in Nowgong d i s t r i c t were in grave danger of being 
26 l iqu ida ted by foreigners ." BJP leaders even when they were 

in the Janata Party respcaided pos i t i ve ly to the demand of 

delet ion and deportation of foreign n a t i o n a l s . 

Mr. Atal Behari Vajpayee s ta ted in I978 tha t i f i n f i l ­

t r a t i o n s took place in any par t of the country, whether i t 

was Kashmir or Assam, the securi ty of the whole nation was 

jeopardised and Government won't allow monetary considerat ions 

25. See, Organiser, Feb. - March I983, pp. 2-k, 
26. Chaitnya Kalbagh, 'New P o l i t i c a l Development Present 

under Cur ren t ' , Ind ia Today, March 3 I , I983, pp. 2^-29. 
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to stand in the way of safeguarding the secur i ty of the coun­

t ry . He also s t a t ed t h a t " t h i s problem of i n f i l t r a t i o n i s a 

recurr ing phenomenon and we must s i t together and devise ways 

and means so t ha t the north eastern region could be made 

secure and the people there should f ee l t h a t the i r sorrows 

and worries are shared by the r e s t of the country," ''̂  

While giving a speech in the Lok Sabha on 21 February 

1983, Vajpayee s t a t ed t h a t Mrs, Gandhi announced a t an e lec ­

tion meeting in Gaiihati tha t nobody would be deported from 

Assam, The Hindustan Times dated 13 February, I983, quoted 

Mrs. Gandhi " should we given a f a l se promise t ha t they wi l l 
pO 

be removed, when we know tha t they wi l l not be removed," 

I t means tha t nobody would be removed from Assam, even i f he 

happens to be a foreigner . I f there are no foreigners in 

Assam why d id the Government agreed to deport those who, come 

to Assam af ter I97I . 

On 27.11.78, Mr, Vajpayee gave the following reply to 

a question on the floor of Parliament: " ( i ) I t has come to 

the no t i ce of the Elect ion Commission from time to time tha t 

l a rge scale inclusion of foreign na t iona l s in the e l ec to ra l 

r o l l s , especia l ly in the North Eastern Region has been taking 

place, ( i i ) In August 1975, the 1^4inistry of Home Affairs 

i n s t ruc t ed a l l the S ta te Governments and the Administrations 

27. "The Foreigners Problem - An Analysis ' , a l e a f l e t publish­
ed by All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad, Gauhati, p . 18. 

28. Quoted in Hindustan Times. 13th February I983, p . 1 . 
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of a l l the lAiion T e r r i t o r i e s tha t the S ta te criminal i n v e s t i ­

gation department might be ins t ruc ted to take inmediate steps 

to check the e l ec to ra l r o l l s and i f they discover the names 

of foreigners in the r o l l s , that fact might "be brought to the 

not ice of the concerned Elec tora l Regis t ra t ion Officers for 

ge t t ing such names deleted from the e l ec to r a l r o l l s . " ^ The Elec-

t ion Commission have also issued in s t ruc t ions to the Chief 

E lec to ra l Officers of the StateA^nion T e r r i t o r i e s conceined 

that i f i t i s foiond tha t a l a rge number of foreigners have 

managed to get t h e i r names reg is te red in the e l ec to ra l r o l l s , 

recourse should be had to the provis ions of Section 22 of the 

Representation of the peoples Act, I950, for ge t t ing the names 

of such persons deleted from the e l ec to r a l r o l l s on the 

ground tha t they are not Indian c i t i z a i s . The 1979 r o l l s vere 

challenged in the high cour t . I t ^«as contented t h a t e l ec t ions 

could not be held on the bas i s of those r o l l s . The advocate 

general vas asked to produce them by U in the afternoon. At 

h p.m. he to ld the Court that he would produce them the next 

morning at 10.00 O'clock. The next day when the high court 

assembled a t 10.00 o 'c lock, the no t i f i c a t i on about the e lec ­

t ion issued the n ight before was produced. The high court 

found i t s hands were t i ed and ne i the r they nor the Supreme 

Court could act in the matter.- ' 

29. Organiser, Oio.cit . , p .2 -5 . 
30. I b i d . , Loc . c i t . 
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Thus i t i s c lear from above tha t the problem of immigra­

tion in Assam -woiild. not have reached such a grave s i tua t ion 

i f the p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s would have shown some i n t e r e s t in 

solving the prohlem. These p a r t i e s were mostly concerned 

with t he i r power p o l i t i c s . The Congress Party was qui te 

aware of t h i s grave problem e-v&n before independence. Pandit 

Nehzju himself admitted about the l a rge scale foreign i n f i l ­

t r a t ion in to Assam. Though he assured the people of Assam 

tha t necessary s teps would be taken to tackle t h i s problem, 

but unfortunately nothing was done in p rac t i ce . As we have 

mentioned e a r l i e r , the Congress Party t rea ted the i l l e g a l 

immigrants as the i r vote banks. So they de f in i t e ly would 

never take any s teps which goes against t he i r p o l i t i c a l 

motive. That i s why A.B, Vajpayee Pres ident of BJP s t a ted 

tha t " In the Assam e lec t ion , Mrs, Gandhi did not v i s i t any 

Assamese areas , but she v i s i t e d only Bengali and Muslim 

Pockets." 31 

The other opposition pa r t i e s ins tead of t rying to 

solve the problem, were busy c r i t i c i s i n g the Central Govern­

ment. These p a r t i e s were aware of the f ac t tha t Congress 

Party i s loosing the i r popular i ty in Assam, so they were 

t rying the i r bes t to es tab l i sh the i r popular i ty ir. Aasam«The 

BJP during the ag i ta t ion time claimed tha t they have gained 

subs tan t ia l support among the Assamese people. This s t a t e ­

ment of BJP c l e a r l y shows the i r r e a l motive,But i t must be 

31. See, 'The BJP's understanding of the Assam C r i s i s ' , 
The Organizer. 27th February I983, p. 1-^. 
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admitted, that the opposition p a r t i e s time and again came 

out v i th t h e i r proposal to solve the problem of immigration 

in Assam. But the i r proposal vere re jected by the Central 

Government. Whatever these p a r t i e s have said regarding the 

issue cannot be taken for granted. Because these statements 

could not be expected to be free from the i r par t i san i n t e ­

r e s t s . They "were guided often by the immediate p o l i t i c a l 

i n t e r e s t of t h e i r own p a r t i e s -which led the Jana ta and the 

B.J .P . to support the major demands of the AASU and AAGrfP. 

By doing t h i s they of course hoped to vdn support of the 

majority of the Assamese, But the irony of the s i tua t ion was 

tha t desp i t e a l l t h e i r e f for t s a t winning the hear t of the 

Assamese vo te r , by supporting the movement, the non-communist 

na t ional opposition p a r t i e s met almost the same f a t e , so far 

as e l ec to ra l pos i t ions was concerned as t h e i r communist 

counterpar ts who opposed the movonent. So far as e l ec to ra l 

p o l i t i c s was concerned, both the Communist and the non-Commu­

n i s t opposition parties fa i led to make any headway. The Congress 

Party which opposed the movement inv i t ed the wrath of the 

people and was rendered almost i r r e l e v a n t . The treatment 

meted out to the nat ional p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s of a l l shades 

suggest that the movement over the foreign na t iona ls i ssue 

was insp i red not merely by a fear of the imruigrants but also 

by strong regional a s p i r a t i a i s of the Assamese as a small 

and backward n a t i o n a l i t y . 
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THE ROLE OF THE REGIONAL POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE 

POLITICS OF ASSAM AND IN THE FOREIGNERS' ISSUE 

I t i s a fac t tha t the soc ia l ly and economically back-

•waxd communities and t r ibes of the country did take p a r t in 

the mainstream of na t iona l p o l i t i c a l development during the 

years of the freedom movement. But af ter independence, what 

hur t these communities was t ha t na t iona l pa r t i e s did not t ry 

to solve the i r problems in the r i g h t perspect ive . This, cou­

pled with a se r i e s of other reasons ( to be s ta ted l a t e r ) 

seems to have given b i r th to a trend which came to be known 

as regionalism. However, there were other object ive fac tors 

which helped growing of regional fee l ings even during the 

pre-independence period. 

In Assam, the trends towards regionalism was evident 

during the time of B r i t i s h r u l e . There were many reasons for 

the growth of a few loca l p a r t i e s in Assam. In Assam, the 

Ahoms, who oice reigned supreme t i l l the t rea ty of Yandaboo 

(1826) planned and ca r r i ed out armed r e s i s t ance to check 
•1 

B r i t i s h in t rus ion i n t o the province. Their plan did not 

work and with i t the i r dream of reviving the i r l o s t kingdom 

also collapsed. But the complete f a i l u r e of armed r e s i s t ance , 

made them p o l i t i c a l l y wise and experienced. This inspired a 

1. H.K. Barpujari (ed. ) P o l i t i c a l History of Assam. Vol. I , 
(Gauhati, 1977), PP. 1 8 ^ 2 ^ 
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gradual process of thinking among a section of the Ahoms to 

tackle the i r problems v i th a more pragmatic a t t i t u d e . They 

also f e l t tha t they were denied of t he i r due share of admi­

n i s t r a t i v e jobs and p r iv i l eges under the B r i t i s h Government. 

They f e l t t ha t considering the i r contr ibution to the h i s tory 

of Assam and the i r conspicuous presence in terms of popula­

tion r a t i o , they deserve a proper standing in the a f fa i r s of 

the province. They sought to achieve t h i s v i th t h e i r own 
2 

p o l i t i c a l s t rength and through Br i t i sh support. Padmanath 

Gohain Baruah who associated himself for years with the 

a f fa i r s of the Assam Association, was the prime force behind 

t h i s move. The Ahom Sabha continued to function as a branch 

of the Assam Association. In the beginning, the Ahom Sabha 

did not have adequate funds to hold i t s function separate ly . 

Hence i t used the pandals and platforms which was construc­

ted for the annual sessions of the Assam Association. In 

1910 the word Sabha was dropped and associat ion added ins tead 

and the loca l branches, -which t i l l then had functioned as 

independent u n i t s , were asked to follow the policy and pro­

grammes as determined by the working committee of the asso-

elation.-^ 

2 . I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
3 , See, Padmanath Gohain Baruah, Gohain BaruaharvJlaola»ifeill 

(Assamese) (GauhatL, 1971), p.~93^+"; 
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Since i t s inception the associat ion maintained a pro-

B r i t i s h stand. I t also served a timely reminder to the Ahoms 

tha t they should no longer remain t ransf ixed to the i r pas t , 

hut should seek avenues to regain soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l c re ­

d i b i l i t y with the proper assessment of contemporary develop­

ments. I t stood for the preservation of the separate ethnic 

i d o i t i t y of the Ahoms. The r e l a t i on between th i s associat ion 

and the Congress was not cord ia l , A controversy ra i sed over 

the i s sue of se lec t ing a Congress candidate to con tes t the 

by-e lec t ion a t Sibsagar for the Assembly in 19̂ 1-0 fur ther 

strengthened the cause of the association,-^ The Ahoms f e l t 

l e t down and s ixty percent primary Congress committees deser­

ted the parent body with the i r funds and joined the Ahom 

Association, 

Various t r i b a l communities of Assam f e l t unhappy with 

the ro l e of the na t i ona l p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s . The feel ing of 

deprivation among these communities fos tered the growth of a 

number of loca l organisat ions i , e . the Kachari Sanmilan, the 

Koch Rajbangshi Sanmilan, Chutiya Sanmilan, the Muttock Asso­

c ia t ion e t c . throughout the province. I n i t i a l l y , each organi­

sation worked independently and confined i t s a c t i v i t i e s 

within the community i t claimed to represent . Thereafter 

h. I b i d . , p . 93^. 
5. Barpujar i , O ^ ^ i t , , p , 300, 
6. Padmanath Barthakur, Swadhinata Ranar Sangsparsat 

(Assamese) (Dibrugaxh7 19^^), pp. 2if7-50. 
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in the t h i r t i e s they joined hands and formed the All Assam 
7 

Pla ins Tribal League J 

The formation of the Tr iba l League -was a s tep towards 

bringing a l l the mongoloid t r i be s and communities to a com­

mon platform. Their leaders l i k e Bhimbar Deuri r e a l i s e d tha t 

by remaining divided the communities would never be in a 

posi t ion to exer t enough p o l i t i c a l pressure to convince the 

Government as well as the na t iona l p a r t i e s of t h e i r needs 

and a sp i r a t ions . Their main aim was to f i gh t the socio­

economic problems of the t r i b a l s . They worked cons is ten t ly 

for the spread of primary education among the t r i b a l s and 
o 

for the eradicat ion of the ev i l s of opium from the i r socie ty . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i ng to note tha t ev&i In the ear ly f o r t i e s 

these organisat ion r ea l i s ed the poss ible t h rea t of immigra­

t ion , as an e d i t o r i a l of Asamiya pointed out " they (Kachari 

Sanmilan, Koch Rajbangshi Sanmilan e t c , ) clamoured for the 

preservat ion of the Line System without which they f e l t t ha t 

the en t i r e t r i b a l economy and cul ture would be jeopardized 

by the unres t ra ined inf lux of the immigrants." ^ (emphasis 

2idded). That i s why they accused Saadullah of being par t i san 

and inc l ined towards Ciongress. Their a t t i t u d e perturbed 

Saadullah so much t h a t he l e f t no stone unturned to win over 

7 . Barpujar i , O p . c i t . , p . 3 I I . 
S» I t i id . , Loc .c l t . 
9. See, Asamiya e d i t o r i a l , 23 March 19^-0 (Dibrugarh). 
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their confidence. He proposed to concede to their prime demand 

i.e., a separate electorate for the tribals, and even attend-

10 
ed their second session at Kokrajhar in June 1938. Hov;ever, 

his gesture could not restrain Bhimhar Deuri, a prominent 

tribal leader from accusing the Saadullah Government for doing 

nothing for tribal upliftment and from praising the Congress 

for its assurance to fulfill their major demand i.e. the res­

toration of the Line System, the joint electorate system with 

11 reservation of seats in Assembly and the local bodies. He 

appreciated the Congress for presei-ving the interest of all 

communities and denounced the Muslim League for -working only 

for the Muslims. These events clearly indicate that these 

tribal groups were very worried about the possible consequen­

ces of large scale immigration. 

Gopinath Bordoloi made a proposal for a protective sys­

tem of tribal belts to safeguard the interest of the tribals, 

which earned him co-operation of the tribal league to topple 

the Saadullah ministry in 1938. They even participated in the 

formation of the Congress coalition ministry on 20 September, 

1938.''^ The tribal league remained hostile to Saadullah for 

his immigration policy which was termed as a policy of invi­

tation to landless people from beyond the borders to stream 

10, For details see News item in Asamiva. IV January, 1939. 

11, See, Bhimbar Deuri's speech in the Assembly, Assam 
Legislative Council Proceedings. Vol. I, 26 February, 
T§if07 p. 101. 

12, See, Asamiva. 25 Mai-ch 1939. 
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i n to Assam. The t r i b a l league kept i t s option open and 

remained non-commital to e i ther the league or the Congress. 

However, Saadullah 's attempts a t lur ing away a section of the 

t r i b a l s succeeded when the t r i b a l league decided to support 

3aad\illah and accordingly Rupnath Brahma who e a r l i e r served 

in the Bordoloi Ministry, joined the Saadullah Cabinet. Defen­

ding h is act ion, Brahma said tha t i t was impossible for the 

weaker sect ion of the socie ty , to follow the Congress policy 

and programmes. -' Saadullah suggested tha t the t r i b a l s should 

e n l i s t themselves separa te ly from the Hindus in the Census 

operation of 19^1 and argued tha t the enlistment of the sec­

tion of the t r i b a l s as the 'Tr iba l Hindus' in the Census 

Report of 1931 was pr imari ly responsible for the low t r i b a l 

representa t ion in the l e g i s l a t u r e and in other represen ta t ive 

i n s t i t u t i o n s . But Saadullah 's t a c t i c s could not befool a l l 

the t r i b a l s . Jogendra Nath Hazarika, the edi tor of the t r i b a l 

league mouthpiece ~ Nayak, for ins tance , cautioned the people 
1 "̂  not to f a l l in to the t rap l a i d by Saadullah. -̂  

The c r e d i b i l i t y of the Saadullah administration eroded 

f a s t , because of h i s unreserved support to the B r i t i s h war 

ef for ts and because of the repress ive measure against the 

freedom f igh te r s during 19^-2-^3. His land sett lement policy 

13. Ibid.« Loc. c i t . 
1^. See, Assam Tribune, 6 June 19'+1, p.1. 

15. See, Asamiya, 1^ December 19^0, p. 2, 
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and the handling of the l i n e system caused anxiety among the 

loca l population. The Assamese, both t r i b a l s and n o n - t r i b a l s , 

denounced Saadullah -when he supported Assam's inclusion in 
16 the grouping in accordance to the Cabinet Mission's proposal. 

Within the t r i b a l league i t s e l f the anti-Saadullah 

trend gradually gained nK>mentum. In the i r f i f t h session a t 

Mangaldai on 20 April 19^-5, there was almost a secession of 

p o l i t i c a l r e l a t i o n v;ith Saadullah. Rabi Chandra Kachari openly 

c r i t i c i s e d Saadullah 's land set t lement policy for protect ing 

the i n t e r e s t s of the immigrants a t the expaise of tha t of the 
1 7 t r i b a l s . ' Sitanath Brahma Ghoudhury who presided over the 

th i r t een th session of the Kachari Sanmilan a cons t i tuen t of 

t r i b a l league on ^th and 5th May 19^5 urged upon the Govern­

ment to sa t i s fy the popular demand of Assam of the immediate 
18 separation of Sylhet from the province. The t r i b a l leaders 

were eager to stop fur ther immigration in to Assam Valley from 

outside and evic t a l l encroachers to save the indigenous 

people of the Valley from ruinat ion soc i a l ly , p o l i t i c a l l y and 

economically. Thus in the pre-independence period the fortunes 

of the two major p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s spec ia l ly in iiie context 

of the i r support among the t r i b a l s in Assam, were considera­

bly influenced by the i r approaches to the proble of immigra­

t ion. 

16. See, Assam Tribune. 2nd February, 19U-3, p . 2 . 
17. See, Asamiya, 5 May 19^5. 
18. I b i d , , Loc. c i t . 
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After independence, when the euphoria of being a f ree 

sovereign nation engulfed the en t i r e country, the p la ins 

t r i b a l leaders too were deeply influenced by t h i s . Because of 

the spe l l cas t by t h i s euphoria the t r i b a l leaders joined the 

Congress Party and converted the t r i b a l league in to a socio-

cu l t u r a l organization in the year 1953? the year af ter the 

f i r s t general e lec t ions the nation had under the nev? Consti­

tu t ion . 

Hovever, the Congress Party seems to have f a i l ed to 

f u l f i l l the asp i ra t ions of the t r i b a l s . This became evident 

when the Plains Tribal League was renamed as Pla ins Tribal 

Council of Assam i n the year 1967, This Council, r i g h t from 

the beginning, urged upon the Governm^t to p ro tec t the 

t r i b a l areas as there was unabated encroachment of t r i b a l 

lands by the immigrants. They argue t h a t as a r e s u l t of t i i i s , 

there was a gradual de te r io ra t ion of general economic condi­

t ions of the t r i b a l people in sp i t e of governm^t develop-

mental a c t i v i t i e s , '̂  They were afraid t ha t unless these areas 

were protec ted by the Governments there w i l l be a c r i s i s of 

i d e n t i t y among the t r i b a l people. In the I n d i a ' s Const i tut ion, 

the f i f t h and the s ix th schediile deals with the developmoit 

and the up l i f tmai t of the t r i b a l people and the i r areas . 

19. Samar Brahma Choudhury, 'On Udayachal Movement', paper 
presented in a UGC and ICSSR sponsored Seminar on 
p o l i t i c a l development in Ittphu, I987. 
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The s ixth schedule i s meant for the people of North 

East Region and the f i f th schedule i s for the r e s t of the 

country. The members of Plains Tr ibal Council of Assam com­

plained tha t , in the Consti tuent Assembly in 19^7, the mem­

bers who represented Assam sta ted tha t there i s no separate 

i d e n t i t y of the t r i b a l people in Assam and tha t the t r i b a l 

people of the p la ins had been merged with the Assamese 

Society. That i s why they pointed out tha t the f i f t h and the 

s ixth schedule was not made applicable for the p la ins t r i b a l 

people. These t r i b a l leaders argue t h a t p la ins t r i b a l in the 

Brahmaputra Valley are being soc ia l ly and economically 

exploited and hence separate p o l i t i c a l en t i t y for them i s 
20 necessary. 

A number of p ro tec t ive measures have been introduced 

for safeguarding the i n t e r e s t of the t r i b a l people since 

independence. In t h i s regard mention may be made of the crea­

tion of t r i b a l be l t s and blocks. Even before independence, 

amendment of the Assam land and Revenue regulat ion of (•;886) 

in 19^7 was undertaken to p ro tec t t r i b a l i n t e r e s t s . I t i s 

however t rue tha t in s p i t e of such measures the economic 

exploi ta t ion of the t r i b a l people s t i l l p e r s i s t s . There have 

been la rge scale encroachment of Government waste land, 

reserved land in t r i b a l areas and even on p a t t a land through 

unauthorised t rans fe rs and sa le s . According to the findings 

20. See, Assam Tribune. 13 December, I986, p . 1 . 
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of the Sub-Committee appointed by the Advisory Council for 

welfare of scheduled t r i b e s (p la ins) "more than a decade back 

there was encroachment on 8,233 hectares of land by 11,^1+ 

persons who were i n e l i g i b l e to ge t se t t lement of land in 

t r i b a l blocks and 2,039 hectares were t ransferred to 2,371 

i n e l i g i b l e persons." This so r t of encroachment and t ransfer 

of land i s s t i l l continuing. 

In Assam, l a rge areas in the p l a in s d i s t r i c t are inha­

b i ted by p la ins t r i b a l people. Simple in nature these people 

were l i v ing in pr imi t ive conditions and due to lack of educa­

tion and mater ial advantages, they could not look af te r the i r 

own welfare and were incapable of protect ing the i r own i n t e ­

r e s t . A la rge number of ou ts iders mostly from Bangladesh 

(ers twhi le East Bengal) began to pour in la rge number in to 

Assam from the beginning of the present century. They began 

to spread in to areas occupied by these t r i b a l people. The 

t r i b a l people unable to l i v e in peace with these new comers 

began to recede in to the i n t e r i o r . To p ro tec t these people 

from the onslaught of these land hungry ou t s ide r s , imaginary 

l i n e s were drawn dividing the areas occupied by these out­

s ide r s . This l i n e system, however did not work s a t i s f a c t o r i l y , 

l a t e r colonisat ion schemes and development schanes were taken 

up. But these also did not give the necessary protect ion to 

21. Quoted by Bhuban Baruah, ' I s Udayachal economically 
v iab le? ' Assam Tribune, 1 s t December, I986. 
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these t r i b a l people and the i r lands were passing in to the 

hands of the outs iders and they were gradually driven in to 

the i n t e r i o r place . In order to give than necessary pro tec­

t ion , the t r i b a l b e l t s and blocks were cons t i tu ted . 

The Assam Land Revenue Manual published by ti:e Govern­

ment of Assam contains the reasons behind the formation of 

the exis t ing 37 blocks and be l t s to safeguard the economic 

i n t e r e s t of the t r i b a l people. The problem of immigration 

badly h i t the t r i b a l population. Nearly a l l the 37 blocks 

and be l t s reserved for the t r i b a l people are on the verge of 

ex t inc t ion . Pressure on economy has reduced the s izes of the 

reserved t r i b a l blocks. Fores t resources are f a s t disappear­

ing due to indiscr iminate f e l l ing of t r ees and occupation of 

the area by the foreign na t iona l s . Analysii^ the s i tua t ion 

Udayan Misra shows tha t " in Nowgong d i s t r i c t where the den­

s i t y of population has r i s en from 156 persons per sq. km. in 

1951 to 302 persons per sq, km. in I97I , vas t areas once 

held by indigenous t r i b a l s are today in almost t o t a l ocr>upa-

tion by immigrants, excepting the few reserved t r i b a l 

blocks." ^^ 

The members of the P la ins Tr iba l Council of Assam did 

r e a l i s e tha t due to l a rge scale immigration there i s a t h r e a t 

22. Udayan Misra, ' L i t t l e Nationalism Turned Chauvinis t ' , 
Economic and P o l i t i c a l Weekly. 21st February, 198l,p,292. 
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to the i d e n t i t y of the t r i b a l people, and the r e s u l t was the 

l a rge involvement of t r i b a l people in the foreigners move­

ment in Assam without the help of these t r i b a l people, the 

ag i ta t ion would not have taken such a massive sca le . 

As the leading p o l i t i c a l organisat ion of the p la ins 

t r i b a l population, the p la ins t r i b a l Goiincil of Assam deman­

ded tha t a l l foreigners must be deported from Assam, Mr. 

Charan Narzary, ex. M.P, and other leaders of the p l a ins 

t r i b a l Council s t a ted tha t they fu l ly supported the a n t i -

foreigner agi ta t ion in Assam,^ The responses of the Plains 

Tribal Council leaders to the Assam Accord ffofficiently 

r e f l e c t s t he i r anxiety over immigration. According to them, 

there are two d i s t i n c t fea tures in the accord, one deals 

with the detection of foreign na t iona l s by well devised ways 

and means and the other i s the question of cons t i tu t iona l 

Safeguards for developing and maintaining Assamese i d e n t i t y . 

But what the safeguards would be l i k e i s not s p e l t out . 

Plains Tribal members pointed out t ha t i t i s necessary to 

safeguard the i d e n t i t y of Assamese people, but i t i s more 

important to safeguard the i n t e r e s t of the t r i b a l people. 

According to them, Clause 6 of the Assam accord, made i t 

c lear tha t Indian Consti tut ion has completely f a i l ed to safe­

guard the i n t e r e s t of d i f fe ren t people of the S ta te ,^^ 

23. See, Assam Tribune, 1982 October, p . 1. 
2^. See, Assam Tribune. I9 September, I985, p. 1, 
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Tribal opinion in Assam appears to be divided on the 

accord, while a section of them accepted the accord, others 

express doubts about i t s u t i l i t y . The All Assam Tribal Stu­

dents Union has al leged tha t some t r i b a l organisat ion were 

t rying to give a t v i s t ed account of the Assam accord. Accor­

ding to them, some statement regarding section 6 of the 

Accord did not benef i t the t r i b a l s , were motivated and showed 

a narrow mental i ty. As re f l ec ted in Newspaper repor t s they 

made i t c lea r t ha t section 10 of the accord c l ea r ly stated 

tha t safeguards to t r i b a l s would be ensured by s t r i c t imple­

mentation of the ex is t ing measures to ev ic t non - t r i ba l s from 

t r i b a l blocks and b e l t s . -̂̂  The accord w i l l also give the 

t r i b a l s opportunity to a s se r t t he i r existence as well as 

r i g h t s , the All Assam Tribal Students Union said. 

The All Assam Tribal Youth Union in a statement 

declared tha t there was nothing new in the Assam accord. 

According to them, the exis t ing safeguards for the p ro tec ­

tion of the t r i b a l b e l t s and blocks, which included the Assam 

Land Revenue Act, 1886 and other re levant laws have been 

mentioned again in section 10 of the accord. 

The statement claimed tha t the Government had issued 

a d i r e c t i v e in I982 to a l l Deputy Commissioners and subdivi­

sion al of f icers to ev ic t encroachers in t r i b a l b e l t s and 

25. 'Tr iba l blocks and b e l t s protected by accord ' , Assam 
Tribune, 25 Sept. I986, p . 1 . 
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blocks every ttiree months. But no eYlction was car r ied out 

in accordance with t h i s d i r e c t i v e . The foreigners of 1966-71 

period wi l l permanently res ide in ttie t r i b a l blocks and b e l t s . 

They wi l l loose voting r i g h t only for 10 years. So together 

with AA3U and AAGSP they demanded tha t the i l l e g a l Migrants 

(determination by t r ibuna l s ) Act should be amended. Despite 

the differences of opinion over the accord the p o l i t i c a l 

act ions of the t r i b a l organisat ions including the major p o l i ­

t i c a l par ty the PTGA prove tha t t h e i r minds are exercised 

over the i s sue of immigration. 

The Purbanchaliya Lok Parishad was formed in 11 Septem­

ber 1977. They s t a t ed tha t the i r par ty stands for the r e s t o ­

ra t ion of peace and amity among various groups of people in 

the north eastern region. In 1978 Assembly e lec t ion , t h i s 

par ty , in t h e i r e lect ion manifesto, declared tha t foreigners 

names were included in the voters l i s t . They cautioned the 

Government tha t unless proper steps were taken, t h i s immigra­

t ion would adversely affect the economic, soc ia l and cultural 

l i f e of the people of Assam. ' 

I t must be s t a t ed tha t geographically, cu l t u r a l l y and 

soc ia l ly , Assam did not have a strong l ink with the r e s t of 

India . Only in I92O, Assam was p o l i t i c a l l y in tegra ted to 

26. See, Purbanchaliya Lok Parishad"s Bul le t in No. 5, I98O, 
(Panbazar, Gauhati) , p . 2. 

27. Ib id . 



155 

Ind ia in the t rue sense of the term. According to PLP, Assam 

has been t o t a l l y neglected by the Central Government. The 

PLP in one of the i r "bulletins s ta ted tha t from 1951 "to I96I 

and from 1961 to 1971, the growth r a t e of population of Assam 

was the h ighest . The reason they gave was the inf lux of peo-
pQ 

pie from Bangladesh and Nepal. They declared tha t the immi­

grants have succeeded in es tabl ishing some pockets in Assam 

and thus influenced the p o l i t i c a l fortunes of some major 

p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s . They c r i t i c i s e d those pa r t i e s for taking 

advantages for t h e i r narrow p o l i t i c a l gain a t the cos t of the 

people of Assam, 

The Purbanchaliya Lok Parishad i s the f i r s t par ty in 

Assam which demanded in I978 tha t for the detect ion of 

foreigners there should be a special branch and the detected 

foreigners should be deported and the i r names should be 

deleted from the e l ec to r a l r o l l s . They demanded tha t munici­

p a l i t i e s and Panchayats should be duly empowered for the 

detection of fore igners . "̂ -̂  

On the basis of Chief Election Commissioner's s t a t e ­

ment (reference before) the Purbanchaliya Lok Parishad. 

declared the 1977 e l ec to ra l r o l l s as i nco r r ec t as they 

claimed tha t i t contained the names of i l l e g a l en t ran t s , 

28. Ib id . 
29. I b i d , , p . 3. 
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They claimed tha t because of the i r continuous pressure the 

government ordered a thorough scrut iny of the e l e c t o r a l r o l l s 

during the time of the by-elect ion a t Mangaldai. The PLP 

announced tha t there were ^7,658 i l l e g a l a i t r a n t s in the 

e l e c t o r a l r o l l s , ^ Later the PLP joined hands with the Assam 

Ja t iya tabad i Dal, Asom Ja t iya tabadi Yuva Chatra Parishad, 

Assam Yuvak Samao and a few other organisat ions and formed 

the All Assam Gana Sangram Parlshad. The PLP played a very 

important r o l e in the ag i ta t ion over the foreigners i s sue . 

PLB seems to be the only par ty in Assam which has gone to 

the root of the problem of iimnigration. According to them, 

apart from influx from Bangladesh and Nepal, there has been 

the inf lux from other s t a t e s . Mostly from Bihar, Ut tar Pra­

desh, Orissa and West Bengal. This inf lux i s the legacy of 

the B r i t i s h ru le which continued even today.^ There i s a 

difference between AASU and PLP in t h i s pos i t ion . AASU did 

not mean the deportation of the migrants who came from d i f f e ­

r e n t pa r t s of Ind ia . But PLP on the other hand wanted depor­

ta t ion of both the foreigners and the other migrants. This 

posi t ion has led i t s c r i t i c s to brand i t as a chauvinist 

par ty . But i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note tha t unl ike other par­

t i e s PLP did not ye t bogged down merely by the problem of 

foreign i n f i l t r a t i o n . I t seems to have considered the problem 

30. See, Assam Tribune. 16 June, 1979, p. 1. 
31 • I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
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in the broader context of development of the en t i r e north 

eas t Ind ia , They vere however aware of the f ac t t h a t the i ssue 

of planning for economic development and mater ia l advancement 

was t o t a l l y ecl ipsed by the unprecedented r a t e of population 

growth sole ly due t o immigration. The PLP s ta ted t h a t land 

settlement regula t ions are favourable for the immigrants even 

in the case of t r i b a l b e l t s and b locks . As we have s tated above 

the land and revenue regula t ion of the Sta te of Assam was amen­

ded by the Gopinath Bordoloi government to c o n s t i t u t e t r i b a l 

b e l t s and blocks - a measure somewhat s imilar to the t r i b a l 

areas contemplated in SchediiLe V of the Constitution of India 

which schedule was not extended t o Assam presumably because of 

the provis ion , despi te the incidence of the p l a in s t r i b a l s 

being one of the h ighes t , e .g . 11 p e r c o i t . The PLP demanded 

necessary protect ion to the t r i b a l people.^ 

There i s no doubt, t ha t PLP highl ighted some of the 

important i s s u e s . But we have seen t h a t regional p a r t i e s did 

not p a r t i c i p a t e separate ly in the 1985 Assembly e lec t ions and 

i t merged with the AGP. 

The Assam Ja t i ya t abad i Dal, led by Mr, Nagen 

Hazarika came in to existence on the 15 August 1977. I t 

must be admitted tha t t h i s party played an important pa r t 

in the ag i ta t ion over the foreigners i s s u e . They real ised 

32. Seeking an answer to Assam^s i l l . PLP's document No, 3 , 
October 197^, p . 5. 
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the danger which lay in immigration, l a t e r they merged v i th 

the All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i ng to note t ha t the Asom Ja t iya tabadi 

Dal i s the only regional par ty which claims to have been 

formed with the specif ic in ten t ion of preventing immigration. 

In one of the i r l e a f l e t s , they s t a t ed tha t " t h e main in t en ­

tion of forming the par ty i s to warn the people of Assam 

regarding the problem of immigration,"^-^ The Dal condeaned 

the l e f t i s t p a r t i e s for creat ing obs tac le in the solution of 

the problem. They descr ibe the CPI(M) as an agent of Bengali 

expansionism which sought to make Assam a p a r t of g rea te r 

Bengal. Mr. Pramode Gogoi, the S ta te CPI General Secretary 

once alleged tha t the Dal had been formed with an i n d i r e c t 

support of the Congress (U).^^ The Ja t iya tabad i Dal i s a 

regional par ty and some of i t s c r i t i c s accuse Mr. Hazarika 

and Mr. Gir in Baxuah of fanning parochialism and cashing in 

or widespread anti-Bengali soitiments,-^^ 

The Assam Ja t iya tabad i Dal expressed tha t economic and 

p o l i t i c a l powers must be in the hands of the Assamese people 

without which i t w i l l be d i f f i c u l t to save the people from 

the onrush of the fore igners . They demanded tha t to stop 

33. Ja t iyatabadar Katha (Assamese) l e a f l e t published by 
Bishnu Tanti and Niren Baruah 1979, Sonari, p . 2, 

3^, See, Assam Tribune. 2nd December 1979, p . 1. 
35. I b i d . , Loc. c i t . 
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fur ther i n f i l t r a t i o n the Indo-Bangladesh and Indo-Nepal bor­

der shoiad be completely sealed off, and the Border Security 

Force should be strengthened. An area adjoining the Indo-

Bangladesh Border s t re tch ing from one end to the other be 

declared as a 'no-man's l a n d ' . In addition to these they 

demanded t h a t i d e n t i t y cards should be Issued to tiie votersf 

There i s no doubt t ha t t he i r demands are qui te s imilar to 

tha t of the AASU and AAGSP. But i t i s c lear tha t t h i s party 

in addit ion to these , also demanded t h a t people of Assam 

should be saved from the colonia l h in ter land s t a t u s . In one 

of t he i r b u l l e t i n , they demanded tha t the Assamese shouD.d 

get adequate share in the f i e ld of Oi l , Tea, and other indus­

t r i e s loca ted in Assam. They gave a c lear p i c t u r e , how the 

people of Assam are exploited by the Government of India . 

They s t a t ed that unless the people f i gh t against t h i s in jus ­

t i c e , i t •would be very d i f f i c u l t for them to save t h e i r 

i d e n t i t y . 

The Ja t iya tabad i Dal demanded t h a t a l l foreigners 

should be deported from Assam. Like the PLP they also express­

ed tha t migrants from other s t a t e s should also be deported.^ 

36. Asom Ja t iya tabad i Dal Bul le t in No,2 published oy 
Balovadra TamaiLy, Bokakhat, 1983, p . l -

37. I b i d . , Loc .c i t . 
38. Ja t iya tabad i a bu l l e t i n published from the Dibrugarh 

Branch of the Asom Ja t iya tabadi Dal, I98O, p. 1, 
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I t i s c lea r from the posi t ion of the Asom Ja t iya tabadi Dal 

tha t they were concerned not only \i±th the problem of immi­

gra t ion , but also TA,-ith underdeveloped condition of the en t i re 

north eastern region. 

The United I4inority Front (UMF) was es tabl ished on 

November 1985 a t a specia l convention in Hojai in Nowgong. 

The party contested the 1985 e lec t ions and secured 17 seats 

out of 126 sea t s . I t appears t h a t the Congress ( I ) -which 

depended mainly on the minority vo tes , completely l o s t t he i r 

confidence af te r the accord was signed, A dominazit section of 

the minor i t ies might have thought t h a t the accord runs rigainst 

t he i r i n t e r e s t . So they refused to help the Congress Party in 

the e lec t ion . I t i s i n t e r e s t i ng to note tha t many minority 

p o l i t i c i a n s who were with the Congress Party, u n t i l the Assam 

accord was signed, became the bra ins behind the United Mino­

r i t y Front . Though the nomenclature suggests that t h i s party 

was a United Front of the minor i t i es , in r e a l i t y i t became 

a par ty dominated by Bengali speaking p o l i t i c i a n s . 

The U,M,F. c r i t i c i s e d the Assam accord signed by the 

Central Government and the ag i ta t ion l eade r s . They opposed 

the way the government made amoidments to the re levant Acts 

for giving l ega l effects to Clause 5 of the Agreement decla­

ring the persons who came to Assam af ter 1s t January 1966 

and upto 2kth March 1971 as foreigners and freezing the i r 

voting r i g h t s for ten years from the date of detect ion. 



161 

The U.M.F. puts forvard the following proposals in t he i r 

elect ion manifesto of 1985 e lec t ions , 

(1) The movement in favour of scrapping of the Assam Accord 

wi l l be fur ther i n t e n s i f i e d and appropriate steps sha l l 

be taken for the r e a l i s a t i o n of tiie above goal . 

(2) The p o l i t i c a l refugees from Bast Pakistan - Bangladesh-

Bengalee Hindus and Muslims Chakmas, Rajbangshis, 

Manipuris, Garos, Hajongs, Khasis and o thers intending 

to permanently s e t t l e in Ind ia , sha l l be t r ea ted as 

c i t i z e n s according to the na t iona l commitment made on 

the eve of the p a r t i t i o n . 

(3) 25th March I97I sha l l be the base year for detect ion 

of foreigners from Bangladesh and 30th July 1976 the 

base year for the people of Nepali o r ig in , 

(if) All cases of al leged foreigners s h a l l be refer red to 

the Tribunals formed under the i l l e g a l migrants 

(determination by Tribunals) Act, I983. 

(5) No foreigner so determined sha l l be expelled u n i l a t e ­

r a l l y . Appropriate b i l a t e r a l arrangements sha l l be 

made with the i r countr ies of or ig in for depor ta t ion. 

(6) Al l persons entering and s e t t l i n g in Assam from Bangla­

desh or Nepal af ter 1.1.1966 and upto 2htb March 1971 

must be t r ea ted as c i t i z ens with voting r i g h t s and not 

foreigners without voting r i g h t s . There cannot be 

double standards of c i t i zensh ip in India , 
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(7) The elecix5ral r o l l prepared through in tens ive enumera­

t ion under the due process of law taking 1979 r o l l as 

the reference r o l l as enjoyed in the Supreme Court 

ve rd ic t sha l l he adhered to and no name sha l l he struck 

off without the decision of the t r ibuna l . 

(8) Effor ts w i l l he made for the impeachment of the Elec­

tion Commission for v io la t ion of a l l es tabl ished norms 

while preparing the r o l l s for the 1985 e lec t ions in 

Assam and extension of time for repeated object ions 

and claims even a f te r some of the r o l l s were published 

as f i n a l , 

(9) The encroachment and in te r fe rence by the Legis la t ive 

upon the executive functions of the government and the 

executive wing upon the l e g i s l a t i v e author i ty sha l l be 

enquired in to and separation of powers sha l l be enforc­

ed, 

(10) An Enquiry Commission wi l l be se t up to submit a repor t 

on the majority or community b i a se s , i f any in the 

Indian Consti tut ion and in other Acts, Rules, S ta tu tes , 

e t c . , so tha t the rea l reason behind the rush for 

becoming or remaining a majority or thinking along 

communal l i n e s can be ascertained and proper remedial 

actions may be in i t ia ted, - ' '^ 

39. See, Election Manifesto of U.M.F. ^ 1985, p . 2, 
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The fear of the minor i t ies tha t the accord i s d i rec ted 

against non-Assamese i s not t rue . Those who have come to 

Assam from other s t a t e s or those born in Assam are not affec­

ted by the accord. At l e a s t in the accord there i s nothing 

of the na ture . However, the misgivings of the minor i t ies in 

Assam has been f o r t i f i e d by the statements made by West 

Bengal Chief Minister Mr, Jyo t i Basu. According to him, the 

accord has made the minor i t ies in Assam a second c lass c i t i ­

zens.^ I t i s of course obvious tha t these forces refuse to 

make a d i s t i n c t i o n between the foreigners who migrated to 

Assam and the Indian minori t ies s e t t l e d in Assam. 

Clauses 5(1) to 5Ca) spec i f i ca l ly deal with the 

foreigners i s sue . For the purpose of detection and delet ion 

of foreigners 1,1.1966 has been taken as the base date and 

year. Those who came to Assam pr io r to 1.1.1966 and 1^,3.1971 

sha l l be detected in accordance with re levant provisions of 

law, which should not cause any anxiety to the minor i t ies 

since law wi l l take i t s own course in the matter of such 

detec t ion . 

Glauses 9 and 10 of the accord are in respect of i n t e r ­

na t iona l border to ensure secur i ty against future i n f i l t r a ­

tion and prevention of encroachment on Government lands and 

kO, See, Assam Tribune, 1s t Sep, 1985, p . 1, 
ifl. See. Assam Accord signed by AASU, AAGSP and the Govern­

ment of Ind ia on the 15th August, I985. 
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t r i b a l b e l t s . Such assurances were given by a l l the Prime 

Minister and P o l i t i c a l leaders of the country and even l e g i s ­

l a t i v e enactments -were f e l t necessary, but the Government 

never appeared to be ser ious about i t . Had t h i s repeated 

assurance been implemented e a r l i e r the problem of immigration 

in Assam could not have assumed such a g rav i ty . In an i n t e r ­

view given to 'Sunday' the minor i t ies leader A.F. Golam 

Osmani expressed h i s d i s sa t i s f ac t ion regarding the eviction 

of people from Government and t r i b a l b e l t s . He was of the 

opinion tha t only the minor i t ies were being evicted from 

Government and t r i b a l b e l t s . Golam Osmani pointed out tha t 

these people have been staying in those land for the l a s t 

15-30 years . They are landless people, so the Government must 

s e t t l e d them. As we have seen in Chapter I I tha t allotment 

of land to the immigrants had been a major p o l i t i c a l i s sue 

even before independence. The i s sue evokes sharp p o l i t i c a l 

react ion even today. Responding to Osmani's demand, Chief 

Minister Prafu l la Mahanta s ta ted tha t "very often t r i b a l s 

decide to migrate from the i r land and s e l l the land to immi­

gran t s . Often Mahajans s e t t l e d people in such areas and co l ­

l e c t taxes . Most of these people have lands of t he i r own. 

They can go back to those p laces . I t i s the p o l i t i c a l leaders 

who help those people to encroach on Government lands." 

^2 . Quoted from the interview given by C.M, Mahanta to 
'Sunday' Magazine, 28 June, 1986, p . ^k•, 
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The U.M.F. desp i te having 1? members in the Sta te 

Legis la t ive Assemhly, s t i l l lacks the organisa t ional strength 

to challenge the rul ing par ty . I n i t i a l l y , i t had opposed the 

en t i r e accord but i t has recen t ly changed i t s stance and i s 

now opposing only cer ta in pa r t s of the accord. They claimed 

tha t they supported the clauses about economio development 

which are benef ic ia l to a l l the people. -* I t i s thus c lear 

tha t desp i t e t he i r numerical strength the immigrants have 

not been able to form a strong par ty of the i r own. The UMF 

t r i ed to take t h i s mantle but as the events in the pos t 

accord period shows i t has f a i l ed to draw the la rge masses 

of the imiaigrants in to i t s ranks. 

The Asom Gana Parishad was formed only af te r the 

accoxd was signed. This Party consis ted mostly of the leaders 

of the movement and i t must be admitted t h a t the leadership 

of the movement never went out of the hands of the Assamese 

middle c l a s s and the AGP which was born out of the movement 

remained very much in t he i r hands. Because of tiiis hegemonic 

pos i t ions i n the Asamiya society, the i n t e r e s t of t h i s c lass 

i s given importance and by and l a rge i t came to be accepted 

as the i n t e r e s t of the e n t i r e Asomiya socie ty . 

There i s l i t t l e doubt tha t the Asom Gana Parishsd has 

touched a synrpathetic chord in the minds of the majori,ty 

^ 3 . See, Assam Tribune. 15 October, 1985, p. 1. 
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people of Assam. Each section of the Assamese socie ty have 

been nursing the i r grievances for a long time. The middle 

c l a s s have been facing the unemployment problem, because of 

the l a rge sca le recruitment from outs ide the region. Apurba 

Baruah quoted the Employment Review Committee's r epor t in 

h i s a r t i c l e 'The Assamese National Question' to prove t h i s 

po in t . In i t s th i rd repor t the Committee submitted tha t in-

a survey of 28 u n i t s comprising 7 public sector i n d u s t r i e s , 

16 p r iva t e sector i ndus t r i e s and 5 banks with a t o t a l 

s t rength of 29,537 employees, only m-,368 or if9^ had the i r 

b i r t h place i n Assam and only 10,U-73 or 35^ had Assamese as 

the i r mother tongue. The committee fur ther notes t h a t of the 

2,095 employees in the Class I and I I , only 762 or 36^ had 

the i r b i r t h place in Assam. The Assamese bourgeoisie i s 

also unhappy because of the colonia l h in ter land s t a tu s of 
h'l m 

Assam. -̂  The peasantry i s also worried because of tine p res ­

sure on cu l t ivab le land. This par ty s ta ted tha t the problem 

of immigration in Assam i s qui te grave and to save the people 

from the c r i s i s of i d e n t i t y immediate implementation of the 

Assam Accord i s needed. The AGP contested the I985 election 

and secured absolute majority. 

hh. For an analysis of t h i s data , see, Apurba Baruah, 'The 
Assamese National Question' , North East Quarterly. 
August 1982, p . 25. 

If5. T. Misra, 'Assam: Colonial Hin te r land ' , Economic and 
P o l i t i c a l Weekly, 9 August I98O, pp. 1357-6^. 7 
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I t i s c lear from our analysis tha t regional p a r t i e s 

played an important p a r t in the Anti-foreigner ag i ta t ion in 

Assam, The important p a r t tha t the i s sues of migration plays 

in Assam p o l i t i c s i s proved by the f ac t tha t i t gave b i r th 

to a par ty l i k e the AGP which seems to have establ ished i t s 

hegemony. I t must also be s ta ted tha t movement on foreign 

na t iona l s i s sue was inspi red not merely by a fear of the 

immigrants but also by strong regional a sp i ra t ions of the 

Assamese as a small and backward n a t i o n a l i t y . 
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CONCLUSION 

The problem of immigration in Assam i s not a new pro­

blem. The problem pe r s i s t ed much before independence. Major 

l e f t i s t c i r c l e s , i n Assam have been claiming that the people 

of Assam have been opposing immigration only recent ly , t ha t 

i s at the beginning of the movanent on the foreign na t iona l s 

i s s u e . But our analysis of the re levant data poin ts to a 

completely dif ferent d i r ec t ion . As we have shown in the f i r s t 

and the second chapters the Congress leaders l i k e Gopinath 

Bordoloi, Bishnuram Medhi highl ighted the problem of immigra­

t ion much before independaice. We have also shown in Chapter 

VII tha t some t r i b a l organisa t ions have drawn the a t t en t ion 

of people to t h i s problan as ear ly as 19^0s. There were of 

course the vociferous protagonis ts of the Assamese i d e n t i t y 

l i k e Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury who did t r y to oi^ganise Assamese 

opinion on the i s sue in the pre-indepaidence pe i lod . As a 

r e s u l t immigration always remained a l i v e i s sue in Assam 

p o l i t i c s . 

The B r i t i s h administration in Assam did cont r ibute to 

the process of Immigration. The Moamoriya Peasant rebel l ion 

in the l a s t quarter of the l8th century and the Burmese inva­

sion in the f i r s t quar te r of the 19th cent\iry had l e f t Assam 

at almost ha l f of her population. Diseases l i k e Kala Azar 

a lso affected the na tura l growth of population. But tfie 
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Br i t i sh Government did not ^ant to be deprived of the land 

revenue from thes^^lands, so they seem to have encouraged 

la rge scale imoiigration in to Assam. To su i t the i r co lonia l 

designs they made t e r r i t o r i a l adjustments and re-adjustments 

i n the ves t and south ves t d i r ec t ions . They introauced the 

systOT of Inne r - l ine Regulations in I873 r e s t r i c t i n g the 

entrance of any person beycaid the l i n e so donarcated. These 

provisions prevented migration in to the h i l l a reas , hut the 

B r i t i s h , as v,e have shovn in Chapter I I , encouraged immigra­

t ion in to the p l a ins areas of Assam. To s u i t t h e i r co lonia l 

i n t e r e s t they opened the doors of Assam to imnigrants . 

With the grovth of Tea p lan ta t ion in Assam, the Br i t i sh 

p lanters in league v i t h the government brought cheap labou­

r e r s to Assam. While the p lan ta t ion vent on increas ing , 

Assam's pace of development remained very slow not only eco­

nomically, but also in areas l i k e education. I n i t i a l l y the 

B r i t i s h Government as ve have seen in Chapter I I , did not 

s t r i v e in r ight earnest for the development of English educa­

t ion in Assam. The Jonaki-Age a g lor ious chapter in the 

h i s to ry of Assamese l i t e r a t u r e had i t s or ig in in Calcutta. 

As there vas l imi ted scope for higher education in Assam, 

na tu ra l ly majority of the Assamese youth could not avai l of 

government jobs . But the B r i t i s h administrat ion did require 

educated people to vork in government departments and tjie 

p lan ters required Babu's in the i r garden. The fev schools 
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t ha t the early Br i t i sh administration opened in Assam requi r ­

ed teachers . Educated migrants from r e s t of Ind ia , pa r t i cu ­

l a r l y the Bengalees, began to pour i n . The Br i t i sh appeared 

to have made i t a policy of rec ru i t ing educated Bengalee 

people for service in Assam. As we have shown in Chapter I I 

even some of the Assamese l i k e Boli Karayan Borah implored 

the government to bring educated Bengali people from West 

Bengal. This plea was in fac t generated by the fear t h a t 

cas te Hindus would be swamped by the p l a ins t r i b a l s . We have 

argued in Chapter VII t h a t t h i s fear was baseless because the 

t r i b a l people in Assam are a pa r t of Assamese l i f e , they can 

never be a th rea t to Assamese i d e n t i t y . 

Our analys is of immigration to Assam in Chapter I I 

shows tha t the stream of immigration in Assam continued and 

i t gained momentum during the f i r s t half of the 19M-51 

decades and spec ia l ly during the Muslim league ministry inder 

the leadership of oaadullah. He pursued a pol icy of pa t ron i ­

sing Muslims, tiaadullah appeared to maintain t ha t immigrants 

were mostly landless and the only solution was to provi<Je 

them with avai lable l ands . During h i s t ime, the problem of 

immigration in Assam became qui te se r ious . V/hen the immigrants 

af ter occupying a l l vacant avai lable lands threatened to 

swamp land even in and around Assamese v i l l a g e s the problem 

reached a most c r i t i c a l po in t . Apprehending the danger, the 

Congress Government in Assam introduced the l i n e system in 
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1920. But when baadxollah came back to power, he even opened 

the grazing forest reserves for the settlement of immigrants. 

But l a t e r on, v/hen circumstances compelled Saadullah to enun­

c i a t e an o f f i c i a l policy on the immigration i s s u e , he formu­

l a t ed the ' land development scheme' which apparently sought 

to protect the Indigenous i n t e r e s t hy reseiTving 3 ^ ( t h i r t y 

percent) of the waste land for them. As we have shown in 

Chapter I I , t h i s scheme was not implemented. The immigrants 

pe r s i s t ed with the i r unauthorised encroachment of the Assam 

Valley, which in turn generated a l o t of resentment, among 

the l o c a l popiilation. 

We have shown in Chapter I I I tha t the problem of immi­

gration and the poss ib le t h r ea t to Assamese Iden t i t y p e r s i s ­

ted even af ter independence spec ia l ly in the face of the par­

t i t i o n of the country. The I95I Census repor t described the 

s e t t l e r s as land hungry, because the i r hunger for land was so 

great tha t in t h e i r eagerness to grasp more land, they s ta r ted 

encroaching on Government reserves and the lands belonging 

to the l o c a l people. During the communal dlstriibances in 

Assam in 1950, the Nehru-Liaqnat Pact was drawn up. The free 

movement between the then Pakistan and Assam as provided by 

the pact , subsequently resul ted in fresh influx of Muslim 

immigrants to Assam. In the absence of any e f f i c i en t machinery 

to keep track of the Pakis tani Muslim immigrants many of them 

eventually s e t t l e d in the s t a t e posing thanselves as Irtdlan 
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na t iona l s with the help and support of t h e i r r e l a t i o n s . But 

i t i s not merely husl ims, as a r e s u l t of p a r t i t i o n there was 

a mass exodus of Hindus from the then East Pakistan to Assam. 

The Bangladesh war of l i b e r a t i o n in 1971 > has once 

again opened the gate of Assam for the immigrants. There was 

a heavy flow of both Hindu and Muslim immigrants i n to Assam. 

I t i s only na tura l tha t continuous inflow of ou ts iders in 

such magnitude should become an important i s s u e . In f ac t 

since the mid 19th, immigration has remained a very sens i t ive 

issue in Assamese p o l i t i c s . 

The agi ta t ion over the foreigners i s sue once again 

brought the problem of immigration in to sharp focus. The 

ag i ta t ion as we show in Chapter IV i s a mass movement d i rec ­

ted towards the preservat ion of the soc io -cu l tu ra l and p o l i ­

t i c a l i d e n t i t y of Assam within the s t a t e of Ind ia . The ag i ta ­

tion was sparked off by a sense of c u l t u r a l insecur i ty which 

the middle c lass has been suffering for qui te sometime, As 

we have shown in Chapter IV t h i s i n secu r i ty has been re f lec ­

ted in cer ta in p o l i t i c a l act ions of the middle c l a s s . Ever 

since 1937 when in a memorandian to P t , l^ehru representa t ives 

of t h i s c lass suggested that i f Cachar and Sylhet were sepa­

rated from Assam the people of Assam would be the strongest 

siipporters of Congress. In the Post independaice period, the 

people of Assam ha-̂ ê launched a se r ies of s t ruggles over the 
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I ssue of o f f i c i a l language and medium of i n s t r u c t i o n s . I t 

must be admitted here t ha t chauvinis t elements did take 

advantage of the s i tua t ion and t r i e d to convert the issue in to 

Assamese versus Bengalis or Assamese versus non-Assamese. 

HoTA-ever, the genuine fears of the Assamese which enabled the 

ag i t a to r s to sustain the movement, cannot be overlooked. 

The foreigners i s s u e , to some ex ten t , i s the r e s t a t of 

a conf l i c t over jobs , land and c u l t u r a l i n secu r i t y . As we 

have mentioned in Chapter IV the grievances against the immi­

grants are mostly a r t i cu l a t ed by the middle c lass which i s 

consisted primari ly of educated sec t ions . The Assamese middle 

c l a s s continued to re ta in and nourish t he i r r e l a t i ons with 

the peasantry. The strong t i e s between the Assamese middle 

c lass and the Peasantry has been manifested in the responses 

of the Peasantry towards the foreigners ag i t a t i on . The p a r t i ­

cipation of the Assamese peasantry in the ag i ta t ion over 

foreign na t iona l s i s sue cannot be understood without taking 

in to account the tranendous pressure on cu l t ivab le land. We 

show in Chapter IV t h a t Assam was subjected to the g r e a t e s t 

population pressure between I96I and 1971 with the density 

of population r i s ing from I38 sq.km. to 186 sq.km. during the 

decade a r i s e of almost 35 percent . In no other s t a t e one-

th i rd increase in population densi ty has been recorded. 
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While analysing the role of the l e f t p a r t i e s , in 

Chapter V we argued tha t the claim of a section of the l e f t 

in Assam, led mainly by the CPI(M) tha t t h i s movement was 

directed against them and tha t the movanent i s control led by 

the ruling party to hinder the progress of the l e f t in Assam, 

was untenable. An analys is of the elect ion r e s u l t s show tha t 

in 1971, the CPI(M) did not secure any sea t , but in 1978 they 

secured eleven (11) s e a t s . According to them, the ruling 

c lasses were shaken a t t he i r success. As we argue in Chapter 

V the success of the CPI(M) in t h a t spectacular e lect ion 

should be seen in the context of the Janata wave too . We have 

also argued t h a t the statements made by some CPI(M) leaders -

no matter how reasonable they seem i f c i t ed without reference 

to the par t i c i i l a r group psychology tha t ex i s t s in Assam today 

managed to a l i ena te the party completely from the Assamese 

people. I t i s also c l e a r from our analysis t h a t the CPI(M) 

was g rea t ly concerned about the sentiments of the Bengali 

middle c lass in Bengal, We have shown that the CPI(M) conten-

ticais tha t the Assam ag i ta t ion was d i rec ted against the 

r e l ig ious and l i n g u i s t i c minor i t i es and that i t posed a serious 

th rea t to the unity and i n t e g r i t y of the country, had not been 

supported by fac t s or reasonable arguments. Their cIiargeR 

against the AASU and AAGSp were polemical i n na tu re . They 

seemed to have turned a b l i nd eye to the fact tha t these oi^a-

n i s a t i ons wanted a solution within the Consti tution of India 

and tha t hence the ag i ta t ion c a n ' t be charac ter i sed as . seces­

s i o n i s t . 
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We have shown in Chapter IV tha t MSU and AAGSP's 

stand on the r e l ig ious and communal i s sues "became c lear from 

the fac t t ha t they had been maintaining t h a t the solution to 

the problem was elusive only because of the g o v e m m ^ t ' s 

imwillingness to recognise the Hindus who had i n f i l t r a t e d 

in to Assam in the 1961-71 as fore igners . This disproves the 

CPI(M) a l lega t ion tha t the movement was against minor i t i e s . 

We have argued tha t as a r e s u l t of CPI(M)'s unreasonable 

pos i t ion in the early phase of the movement, the majority 

people turned against them. I f we compare the views expressed 

by CPI(M) and the Bengali middle class in Bengal, we found 

tha t the CPI(M) in Assam was influenced by the sentiments of 

the Bengali middle class in Bengal, But i t must be admitted 

t h a t the anti-communist and react ionary forces in Assam did 

take advantage of the s i tua t ion to launch an a t t a c k on the 

CPI(M) and other l e f t p a r t i e s . 

The CPI, on the other hand, s ta ted tha t the leadership 

of the AÂ U and AAGrfp ra i sed the fa l se cry among the people 

tha t the i d e n t i t y of the Assamese n a t i o n a l i t y was in grea t 

danger and that they were being swamped by the non-Assamese. 

The foreign na t iona l i ssue was sought t o be dismissed as an 

Assamese versus non-Assamese issue and the th rea t to the 

i d e n t i t y of the Assamese people posed by -unchecked immigra­

t ion from across the border was claimed to be non-existent 

one fanned by Assamese chauv in i s t s . But i f we analyse the 
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views expressed by the CPI i t i s not iceable t ha t there i s a 

gradual change. Pramode Gogoi, General decretary of the CPI, 

himself admitted tha t the problem of immigration in Assam was 

in a grave s i t ua t i on , and unless adequate steps were taken by 

the government, the uni ty and i n t e g r i t y of the country wi l l 

be jeopardized. 

The CPI(M)'s stand on the question of detect ion i s a 

b i t close to tha t of a l l Assam Minority Students Union and 

the c i t i zens r igh t Preservat ion Committee. Both these organi­

sation made c lear t he i r in t en t ion of opposing any detection 

whatsoever. The c i t i z e n s r igh t Preservation Committee dec lar ­

ed tha t anyone who had stayed in India for a period of 180 

days was e l i g i b l e for c i t i z e n s h i p . We show in Chapter V tha t 

the c i t i z ens r igh t s Preservation Committee came in to being 

af ter the language r i o t s of I960 and i s primari ly a Bengali 

Hindu dominated body whose organisat ion i s l imi ted to Urban 

Pockets in Cachar and Brahmaputra Valley. The All Assam 

Minority Students Union on the other hand i s more recent 

c rea t ion which contested the I985 elect ion and secured 17 

seats out of 126 sea t s . 

Other l e f t p a r t i e s l i k e the SUCI, KSP are not p a r t i ­

cu la r ly in f luenc ia l In Assam and they have cal led for detec­

tion on the bas i s of I97I as the cut off year. The CPI(M-L) 

f rac t ions are sharply divided in t h e i r assessment of the 
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Assam Problem - with the Bhaskar Nandy group being t o t a l l y 

opposed to the movement and the Vinod Misra fract ion expres­

sing i t s qual i f ied support to i t . These are the two major 

CPI(M-L) groups functioning in the s t a t e and organisa t ional ly 

both are p re t ty weak. We show in Chapter V t h a t CPI(M-L) has 

general ly taken the stand tha t the Assamese c r i s i s has i t s 

roots in the na t i ona l i t y question tha t has occupied the cen­

t r a l place in a l l the disturbances in Assam. This analysis 

seems to have struck a sympathetic chord in the minds of the 

Assamese. 

I t must be s ta ted here t h a t the l e f t in Assam has a 

strong t r ad i t i on of s t ruggle bu t the l e f t s s i l o i ce and some 

time/ i t s muted approval of s t a t e repression p a r t i c u l a r l y on 

the eve of I983 has done i r r epa rab le danicige to i t s image in 

the north eastern region. Fighting the e lec t ion under pol ice 

protect ion has completely a l ienated the CPI(M) from the 

Assamese people. 

When the ag i t a t ion on the foreign na t iona l s issue 

s t a r t ed , i t was the Janata rule in As^am and the Congress (I) 

at the Centre. The opposition p a r t i e s mainly Jana ta , Bhara­

t iya Janata Party and the Lok Dal has come out with t h e i r 

suggestions on the problem during the movement, but nothing 

was acceptable to the Central Government. I f we go back to 

the h i s to ry of the Congress Party, we f ind tha t in the* 
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beginning the Congress Party was not against ra i s ing the 

i ssue of immigration. As we have shown in Chapter I I , Congress 

leaders l i k e Bishimram Medhi, Gopinath Bordolol rea l i sed the 

danger which lay in immigration. They placed before Pa r l i a ­

ment p e t i t i o n s regarding the danger of inmigrat ion. But soon 

af ter ^^h7, when the congress leaders of Assam, ins taad of 

devoting a t ten t ion to the immediate developmental programmes 

of the s t a t e , began to accept whatever po l i c i e s the Centre 

dic ta ted regarding Assam, the Assamese middle c l a s s got 

a l ienated from the Congress. We argued in Chapter I I tha t an 

art icTilate section of t h i s c l a s s f e l t t ha t Congress has 

fa i led to f u l f i l l the promises which they declared in the 

e lect ion manifesto. The r e s u l t was tha t Congress had t o depend 

on minority for t h e i r vo t e s . This trend compelled Congress to 

adopt a new e lec to ra l pol icy in which they t r i e d to form and 

mobilise small l i n g u i s t i c and c u l t u r a l groups d i s t i n c t from 

the Assamese. Their dependence on the ' M i s ' , 'Cool ies ' . the 

OBC and the MOBC e t c . i s a manifestation of t h i s approach. 

The Janata Party was in power in 1979 when the move­

ment s t a r t e d . But before they could take any concrete steps 

the congress party came back to power in I98O. So i t was the 

Congress Party which faced the en t i r e ag i t a t ion . Because of 

the p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t mentioned above the Congress had no 

choice but to t ry and suppress the movanent. In the process 

i t got i t s e l f a l ienated from the Assamese people to the 



179 

extent tha t even af ter the signing of the accord, the party 

was badly defeated in the electicais tha t followed. 

The Regional P o l i t i c a l Pa r t i e s did play a ro le in the 

an t i - fore igners ag i t a t ion in Assam. But i f we analyse the 

ro l e of each regional par ty in Assam p r i o r to the formation 

of Asom Gana Parishad we f ind t h a t these p a r t i e s were qui te 

weak in Assgci. The Purbanchaliya Loka Parishad which f i r s t 

r e a l i s e d the danger of immigration in Assam, decided to 

launch the ant i - fore igner ag i t a t ion in Assam. Later on they 

merged with AAGSP. The PLP declared t h a t immigrants have 

succeeded in es tabl ishing some pockets in Assam and thus 

influenced the p o l i t i c a l aspect of some major p o l i t i c a l 

p a r t i e s . The PLP i s the f i r s t par ty , which declared in I978 

tha t for the detection of foreigners there should "be a spe­

c i a l branch and the detected foreigners should be deported 

and t h e i r name should be deleted from the e l ec to ra l r o l l s . 

They demanded that municipali ty and panchayats should be 

duly empowered for the detect ion of fore igners . As we show 

in Charter VII the PLP was concerned not only with the pro­

blem of immigration in to Assam. I t t r i e d to focus the back­

ward pos i t ion of Assam and of the en t i re north east India . 

However i t did use the i ssue of immigration to mobilise to 

l a rge sect ion of Assamese masses behind i t . 
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The Pla ins Tr iba l Council of Assam (P.T.C.A.) did 

r e a l i s e tha t there i s a t h r e a t to the existence of the 

t r i b a l s in Assam, Without the pa r t i c ipa t ion of these t r i b a l 

people in the foreigners ag i t a t i on , the ag i ta t ion i t s e l f 

would not have reached such a massive sca le . The problen of 

immigration badly h i t the t r i b a l population in Assam. All 

the 37 blocks and b e l t s reserved fo r the t r i b a l people are 

on the verge of ex t inc t ion . There vas tremendous pressure 

on land including t r i b a l b e l t s . This i s due to unchecked 

immigration of landless people from across the border . They 

r ea l i s ed tha t the i d e n t i t y of the t r i b a l people i s in danger. 

The h is tory of Tripura provides a good example to substan­

t i a t e the i r be l i e f . 

Though there i s a difference of opinion regarding the 

support of the t r i b a l people in the foreigners ag i t a t ion , i t 

must be admitted t h a t besides a few, the majority of the 

t r i b a l people came forward to p a r t i c i p a t e in the a g i t a t i o n . 

Mr. Charan Narzmy, one of the P.T. C.As M.L.S. pointed out 

tha t t he i r people wholeheartedly supported the foreigne'^s 

a g i t a t i o n . He himself expressed tha t the i den t i t y c r i s i s in 

Assam also effects the t r i b a l populat ion. 

The United F inor i ty Front was es tabl ished on November 

1985. I t was pr imari ly a Bengali Muslim dominated body. This 

party completely opposed the accord which was signed by the 
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Govemmait and the leaders of the movement. According to them 

the agitatiOTi was d i rec ted against them. But what they fai led 

to see, i s the difference between the Bengali speaking Bang­

ladesh i s and the Bengali speaking Indians . But the movement 

leaders pointed out tha t the ag i ta t ion was only against the 

foreign na t iona l s and not against any na t i ona l s . 

The Asom Gana Parishad (A.G.P.) was formed only af te r 

the accord was signed. The important pa r t t ha t the i s sues of 

migration plays in Assam p o l i t i c s i s proved by the fact tha t 

i t gave b i r t h to a party l i k e the AGP which seons to have 

establ ished i t s hegemony. The P a r t y ' s support s t ruc ture i s 

mainly the Assamese middle c l a s s . The a r t i c u l a t e section of 

the c l a s s provides the leadership of the AGP. I t i s c l ea r 

tha t the leadership of the movement never went out of the 

hands of the Assamese middle c l a s s , and the A.G.p, which was 

born out of the movement remained very much in the i r hands. 

Because of t h i s heg«nonic pos i t ions in the Assamiya socie ty , 

the i n t e r e s t of t h i s section i s given improtance and by and 

l a rge i t came to be accepted as the i n t e r e s t of the en t i r e 

Assamiya socie ty . 

The Assam Ja t iya tabad i Dal led by Mr, Nagen Hazarika 

came i n t o existence during the 1978 Assembly e l e c t i o n . This 

party supported the an t i - fore igner ag i t a t ion launched in 

Assam, and l a t e r on merged with the AAGSp. This par ty * 
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annoiinced tha t "unless t h i s immigration i s stopped, the "unity 

and i n t e g r i t y of the co"untry v i l l be jeopardized. 

Our analysis th"us shov;s that immigration has remained 

an important iss"ue in Assamese p o l i t i c s and i t appears to 

have s"ustained a communal tension^ vhich has been throwing 

the Assamese society in to c r i s i s almost on a periodic haSf's. 

Despite the fac t "that a section of p o l i t i c i a n s have always 

t r i e d to give i t a re l ig ious colou]?^ "this tension i s prima­

r i l y l i n g u i s t i c , may be because the Assamese speaking commu­

n i ty under the hegemony of i t s educated e l i t e and middle 

c l a s s views i t s e l f as a n a t i o n a l i t y i den t i f i ed by a common 

language based c u l t u r e . Their fear of being swamped by out­

siders generates aggressive p o l i t i c a l action which in turn 

forces the outs iders to counteract . 
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