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Abstract: The history of the migration of the Bengali Hindus from the then East Bengal or East Pakistan or present-day Bangladesh 
after the partition of India and thereby of Bengal in 1947 is one of the most tragic episodes of the contemporary history. At the time of 
the independence, the national leaders of India like Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru assured that the Bengali refugees would be 
given full protection and shelter if they were compelled to seek refuge into India. But when they started entering into various states of 
India, the Central Government, instead of giving them rehabilitation packages, tried to halt the exodus of the refugees into the eastern 
and north eastern parts of India by signing various pacts and agreements. But when all these attempts proved to be futile it responded 
the refugees with some ad hoc reliefs and temporary rehabilitation packages and imposed various terms and conditions with regards to 
their refugee status. However, in spite of initial dilemma both the Central and the State Governments followed an accommodative 
policy for the Bengali refugees and granted Indian Citizenship, who entered West Bengal before 25th March, 1971. However, 
according to the provisions of the Assam Peace Accord of 1985 only those refugees were considered competent for Indian Citizenship, 
who entered Assam before 1st January, 1966.  
 

This paper examines the approach of the Central Government as well as the State Government towards the Bengali refugees 
regarding their - refugee status, right to citizenship and their persisting problems in the context of the eastern and north-eastern India 
with special reference to West Bengal and Assam.  

 
Keywords: Bengali Refugees, Human Rights, Issue of Citizenship. 
 
Introduction 

The history of the migration of the Bengali Hindus from the then East Bengal/East Pakistan2 after the partition of India and 
thereby of Bengal and Assam in 1947 is one of the most tragic episodes of the contemporary history which commenced on the eve of 
Partition with the Noakhali riot of 1946 and continues down to this day.3 Millions of minorities who overnight turned out to be 
‘unwanted’ and ‘foreigners’ in the land of their forefathers, crossed India’s eastern borders with East Bengal/East Pakistan and sought 
refuge in the states like West Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya and Tripura. They are also found in the regions of Bihar and Orissa 
bordering West Bengal. Some of them were also transported to Dandakaranya4 and to the Andaman Islands.5 A section of the Bengali 
refugees also got themselves settled in Delhi and Uttar Pradesh. 

 
 
2 The territory named as Bangladesh since 1971 was known as East Bengal till 1956 and as East Pakistan from 1956 to 1971. 
3 Though, keeping pace with time the migration of the Muslims from India to Pakistan came to a halt but the migration of the minorities like Hindus, 
Chakmas etc. from Bangladesh is said to be continued down to this day. 
4 The Dandakanya plan got an area of 78,000 square miles consisting of the districts of Koraput and Kalahandi in Orissa and the district of Bastar in 
Madhya Pradesh. It lies in a low plateau ranging from six hundred to three thousand feet above the sea level where the soil was arid and infertile and 
was thickly forested. Previously there had been no settled population at all. Its indigenous population is predominantly nomads, mainly Gond Forest 
people. Though extreme backwardness was the characteristic of this region yet it was full of forest produce and unexplored mineral resources. 
Mahanadi and Godavari are the main rivers which criss -cross it and flow throw the northern and southern part of the region respectively. Both of 
these two rivers are perennial and a little amount of their water is utilized for the purpose of irrigation. Because of the poor communication system 
and the self-sufficient characteristic of the tribal inhabitants of this region, Dandakaranya had remained isolated from the rest of the country. 
Kudaisya, Ganesh, ‘Divided Landscapes Fragmented Identities: East Bengal Refugees and their Rehabilitation in India, 1947-79’ in Low, D.A, and 
Brasted, Howard, (ed.), (1998), Freedom, Trauma and Continuities- Northern India and Independence, New Delhi: Sage Publication India Pvt. Ltd, 
pp.115-6. 
5 The Government of West Bengal held the view that the state did not have sufficient land to rehabilitate all the refugees sought refuge in it. Thus, the 
refugees had to be distributed in the other states within the Indian Union and as a corner stone of that policy Dr. Roy took the initiative to settle a few 
hundred of refugee families across the Black Water of the Bay of Bengal in the Andaman Islands. See; Chatterji, Joya, (2007), Spoils of Partition –
Bengal and India, 1947-67, New Delhi: Cambridge University Press, p.133. 
The Government of India accepted the proposal of Dr. Roy. Accordingly in May 1949 nearly 200 refugee families were sent to Andaman for 
rehabilitation. It was the first batch of the Bengali refugees left for Andaman and ‘fortunately the first batch was received by the Commissioner Upen 
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Who is a refugee? 
The term Refugee has been classified from various perspectives. Sometimes, refugees are termed as asylum seekers seeking 

asylum in a foreign country in order to escape persecution. According to the definition of the 1951 United Nations (UN) convention 
relating to the status of Refugees, a refugee is an individual who owing to a “well found fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion or nationality or political opinion is outside country of his nationality and is unable or unwilling to return because of such 
fears”.6 However, later on in 1969 the Organization of African Unity (OAU) considering the earlier definition limited in scope, 
extended it to include the victims of aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order. This 
definition was further extended by the Latin American countries in 1984 in the Cartagena Declaration of Refugees in order to include 
the victims of generalized violence, international conflict and serious disturbances to public peace.7 Thus, the refugees lack a national 
homeland as well as a legitimate state to provide them protection.8 

 
The term ‘refugee’ is however, used in this paper to identify the persons who have been uprooted from their country or ‘desh’ 

i.e. East Bengal as a consequence of the partition or ‘deshbhag’ or ‘division of the homeland’ that resulted into communal upsurge and 
sought refuge into various states of India till 1971.9 The scholars have also termed them as‘sharanarthy’or‘Udvastu’.‘Vastu’ means 
foundation of a house and the prefix ‘ut’ stands for ‘out of’. Hence, the word ‘Udvastu’ hints the loss of home and to the wider context 
homeland; as the term ‘bastuhara’ does and both these ‘no longer simply index a lack of shelter but bear the weight of the trauma of 
Partition’10 Though the displaced persons of East Bengal/East Pakistan who took shelter into West Bengal till 1971in order to evade 
the ethnic cleansing were later termed as ‘old migrants’ and ‘new migrants’ yet the minorities of Bangladesh who sought shelter in 
West Bengal after 1971 are branded as ‘illegal migrants’ since most of them ‘emigrate without being the victims of communal riots 
and there is a distinct voluntariness in their migratory behavior. They undertake this migratory venture in order to avoid abject poverty 
in Bangladesh’.11 And the Muslim peasants who migrate to India illegally in search of economic opportunities are termed, at best, as 
‘economic migrants.’ 

 
What is Human Right? 

Human Rights are those inborn and undeniable rights which are due to an individual by virtue of his/her being a human 
being. 

 
“These rights are necessary to ensure the dignity of every person as a human being irrespective of one’s race, religion, 

nationality, language, sex or any other factor. The concepts (sic) of Human Rights are based on the assumption that human beings are 
born equal in dignity and rights. These are moral claims which are inalienable and inherent in all human individuals by virtue of their 
humanity alone. These claims are articulated and formulated in what is today understood as the human rights. These rights have been 
translated into legal rights, established according to the law-creating process of the societies, both national and international.”12 

 
These rights are promoted by the UN Charter as one of its basic purposes and for the attainment of this purpose obligated the 

member states to take joint and separate action in co-operation with the United Nations. 
 

Rights of the Refugees and its relation to Human Rights 
It is told that ‘every refugee or displaced person involves a case of violation of Human Rights’.13 And thus, it would be 

worth-mentioning that the rights set out in the Refugee Convention are copied and harmonized in the international human rights 
treaties and declarations beginning with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the subsequent Covenant on Civil and 

 
Ghosal himself…’ Roy, Renuka, (1982), My Reminiscences; Social Development during the Gandhian Era and After, Delhi: Allied Publishers Pvt. 
Ltd., p.151. 
6 Adil-ul-Yasin, Upadhyay, Archana, (2004), Human Rights, New Delhi: Akansha Publishing House, p.100. 
7 Ibid., p.100 
8 Howard Adelman,‘Refugees or Asylum:A Philosophical perspective’, Journal of Refugee Studies,vol.1,no.1, pp.1-3.  Mandal, Monika, (2011), 
Settling the Unsettled-A Study of the Partition Refugees in West Bengal, New Delhi: Manohar, p.27. 
9 As according to Indira -Mujib Agreement those who entered this region, except Assam, before 25th March 1971 are legally accepted as Indian 
citizen. 
10  Chatterjee, Nilanjana, ‘Interrogating Victimhood: East Bengali Refugees Narratives of Communal Violence’, source: 
http://www.pstc.brown.edu/chatterjee.pdf accessed on June 15, 2004. 
11 Roy, Sanjay K., ‘Refugees and human rights: the case of refugees in eastern and north-eastern states of India’, in Roy, Sanjay K., (ed.), (2001), 
Refugees and human rights, New Delhi: Rawat Publications, p.22. 
12 Adil-ul-Yasin, Upadhyay, Archana, op. cit., p.1. 
13 Mandal, Monika, op. cit., p.17. 
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Political Rights. ‘Some of these principles have evolved into principles of customary international law and hence, are binding even on 
non-state parties to the treaties relating to refugees.’14 This reflects the close relation between human rights and refugee conventions. 
And the fact that in effect there is no substantive distinction between the two as the refugee law, in fact, has its basis in the United 
Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The 1951 Convention was drafted after the 1948 Universal 
Declaration and drew greatly from it. Though the Universal Declaration gives particulars of the basic rights of all people however, 
Articles 13 (2) and 14 (1) spells out the right to leave any country and seek and enjoy asylum from persecution in other countries.15 In 
January 1951, the General Assembly of the UN established the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) with a 
view to ‘supervising international provisions for the protection of the refugees and seeking durable solutions by assisting governments 
to facilitate the voluntary repatriation of refugees and/or their integration within new national communities’.16 

 
Under the 1951 UN convention relating to the status of refugees and 1967 protocol a signatory country must provide asylum 

to refugees and cannot compel the refugees to go back to their nations of origin. Though India is not a signatory of both the 1951 UN 
Convention as well as the 1967 protocol17 however, historically India has been the natural host for the most of the refugee groups 
evicted from the neighboring countries like Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Nepal, Tibet, Myanmar, etc. She has also 
acceded to the two 1966 Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. These rights however, are 
not enforceable in courts of law. Because these have not been integrated into municipal laws of the country; however, some of the 
fundamental rights written in the Indian Constitution are equally available to both the citizens as well as the aliens. And subject to 
these rights, Parliament has been given the exclusive power to make laws with regards to the aliens and related issues. Besides, Article 
51 of the Indian Constitution encourages the State ‘to endeavor to promote peace and security and foster respect for international law 
and treaty obligation as well’ and Article 21 highlights that, “no person shall be deprived of life or personal liberty except in 
accordance to procedure established by law”.18 This is applicable to the refugees also. 

 
(a) Bengali Refugees in West Bengal 

The Radcliff Commission drew up a boundary line across undivided Bengal having a total area of 78.389 square miles for the 
creation of East Pakistan and West Bengal. The newly created state of West Bengal comprised 21 million populations of whom 
approximately 5.3 million were Muslims and enjoyed the status of a minority group. On the contrary, East Pakistan contained 39 
million populations, of that over 13.5 million of Hindus, including Buddhists, fell in the share of East Pakistan and they owned nearly 
80 percent of national wealth, and organized and financed 95 percent of educational institutions there.19 
 

At the time of the independence the national leaders of India like Mahatma Gandhi20 and Jawaharlal Nehru21 assured that the 
refugees would be given full protection and shelter if they were compelled to seek refuge in India. And accordingly, the Central 
Government was quick in arranging rehabilitation measures for the refugees from West Pakistan. However, in case of the Bengali 
refugees, the national leaders tried to handle the situation with great disparity, with that of the refugees from West Pakistan.22 The 

 
14 Adil-ul-Yasin, Upadhyay, Archana, op. cit., p.100. 
15 Ibid, pp.100-101. 
16 Ibid, p.101. 
17 Round table workshop Report- Refugees in the SARC Region: National Legislation on the Refugees, (1999), New Delhi: India Habitat Centre, 
p.10. 
18Adil-ul-Yasin, Upadhyay, Archana, op. cit., p.103  
19 Charrerjee, Prashanta Kumar, (2005), Dr. Shyama Prashad Mookerjee and Indian Politics-An Account of an Outstanding Political Leader, Delhi: 
Foundation Books, p.252. 
20 On 16th July 1947 Mahatma Gandhi delivered a speech after his prayer in New Delhi. He told, ‘There is the problem of those Hindus who for fear, 
imaginary or real, will have to leave their own homes in Pakistan. If hindrances are created in their daily work or movement or if they are treated as 
foreigners in their own land, then they will not be able to stay there. In that case, the duty of the adjoining province on this side of the border will be 
to accept them with both arms and extend to them all legitimate opportunities. They should be made to feel that they have not come to an alien land’ 
Bandyapadhyay, Hiranmay, (1970), Udvastu, Calcutta: SahityaSamsad, p.60., Chacrabarti, Prafulla K, (1990), The Marginal Men: The Refugees and 
the Left Political Syndrome in West Bengal, Kalyani: Lumiere Books, p.19. 
21 Jawaharlal Nehru also echoed in the same line and gave the similar assurance: ‘Our duty to those, who will be in peril in East Bengal, will be to 
protect them in their own country and to give them shelter in our own country if there is no other way and the situation so demands.’ Quoted by 
Shyama Prasad Mukherjee in his speech in Parliament on 17 August, 1948 cited in Chacrabarti, Prafulla K. op. cit., p.19. 
22 The Central Government not only established a Military Evacuation Organization in September 1947 to get Hindus and Sikhs out of Pakistan in a 
prompt way but also from the beginning accepted that a transfer of population across the western border with Pakistan was a fact of partition, 
inevitable and irreversible and thus it readily committed itself to the view that the refugees from west would have to be completely and permanently 
rehabilitated. The Government also promptly decided that the property left by the Muslims who had taken shelter in Pakistan would be distributed 
among the refugees from West Pakistan as a cornerstone of its agenda for relocating and rehabilitating them. Chatterjee, Joya, ‘Right or Charity? The 
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Central Government as well as the State Government of West Bengal23thought that migration of the Bengali Hindu refugees was a 
temporary phenomenon and they would go back to their place of origin as soon as the situation became calm a bit. Besides, in the first 
few years there was a feeling that the two Bengals were a very different proposition and from the perspective of culture, language and 
tradition the two halves were so akin to each other that the migrants would ultimately return their own homes.24 And thus, instead of 
giving them rehabilitation packages the Central Government tried to arrest the exodus of the refugees into the eastern and north 
eastern part of India by signing various pacts and holding conferences.25 

 
Alongside, the Government of India officials, instead of using the term ‘refugee’26used the term ‘displaced’ for the Partition 

victims from East Pakistan and defined the term ‘displaced’ in the following way: 
 
“A displaced person is one who had entered India (who left or who was compelled to leave his home in East Pakistan on or 

after October15, 1947) for disturbances or fear of such disturbances or on account of setting up of the two dominions of India and 
Pakistan”.27 

 
As a consequence, those Hindu refugees who were compelled to leave East Pakistan before 15 October 1947 because of 

communal riots got excluded from that official definition. However, by 1950 it became evident that the refugees from East Pakistan 
were not likely to go back and thus, the Central Government, in addition to fixing a time limit, issued clear instructions to all State 
Governments about the specific meaning of the term ‘refugee’. The Government of India identified a ‘displaced person’ to mean: 

 
“A person who a) was ordinarily resident of East Bengal but on account of communal disturbances occurring after the 1st day 

of October 1946, left East Bengal and arrived in West Bengal on or before the 31st of December 1950 and b) has no land in West 
Bengal which he is the owner and c) has affirmed in an affidavit filed in the office of Relief and Rehabilitation commissioner, West 
Bengal that he does not intend to return to East Bengal.”28 

 
In July 1951, a further revision of the definition of a ‘refugee’ was made that sought to include 

“a person ordinarily resident in the territories now comprising East Pakistan or being a Bengali in the territories now 
comprising other parts of Pakistan or in an Indian state which is not an acceding state who has since 1st June 1947 arrived from the 
said territories or state in a place in west Bengal on account of civil disturbances or fear of such disturbances or the Partition of India, 
and intends to take up his permanent residence in the state of west Bengal in the union of India.”29 

 

 
Debate over Relief and Rehabilitation in West Bengal, 1947-50’, in Kaul, Suvir (ed.), (2001), The Partitions of Memory: The Afterlife of the 
Division of India, Delhi: Permanent Black, p.75. 
23 Dr. Prafulla Chandra Ghosh, the then Chief Minister of West Bengal apprised Jawaharlal Nehru, the then Prime Minister of India, that the refugees 
would return their homes as soon as the situation would become calm a bit. Chakrabarti, Prafulla K., op. cit., p.15. 
24 Ibid. p. 209. 
25 An Inter Dominion Conference was held in Calcutta in April 1948 between K.C. Neogi and Ghulam Mohammad, the rehabilitation ministers of 
India and Pakistan respectively. In this conference they took a joint vow to absorb every available measure to halt such exodus and create such 
environment that would discontinue the mass exodus in either side. They also took the decision to set up minority boards at the provincial and local 
levels in both the countries to build up confidence among the minorities. On 8th April 1950 the Nehru-Liaquat Pact was signed between Jawaharlal 
Nehru and Liaquat Ali, the Prime Ministers of the two countries, to create a sense of security among the minorities and discourage their exodus from 
either side by jointly reassuring the right of equality in respect of citizenship. 
26 Instead of using the term ‘refugee’ the Government of India officials used the term ‘displaced’ perhaps because of the fact that by then the 
‘passport system’ was yet to be introduced and it was regarded as a special case as the refugees possessed the citizenship right in both the states. 
Basu, Roy Chaudhury, Anusua, Dey, Ishita, ‘Citizens, Non-Citizens, and in the Camps Lives’, source: http://www.mcrg.ac.in 
Roy noted that those who crossed the border in the late 1946 through middle of 1948 were earlier identified as refugees and later as displaced by the 
Indian state as its underlying belief was that the phenomenon was temporary and once the situation in East Bengal became calm the Hindu minorities 
would have no reason to seek refuge and relief in India and thereby would go back their respective homes. Roy, Haimanti ‘Citizenship and National 
Identity in Post-Partition Bengal, 1947-65’, A Ph.D. Dissertation, Source: http://etd.ohiolink.edu/send-pdf. 
27 Annual Report of the Department of Rehabilitation, 1956-66, (New Delhi: Department of Rehabilitation, Government of India)1967, p.107. 
Cited in Roy Chaudhury, Anusua, Dey, Ishita, op. cit. source: http://www.mcrg.ac.in 
28 File: 18R-3/51 B Home Political GOWB, Proceedings 168-171, 1951, WBSA. Cited in Roy, Haimanti op. cit., source: http://etd.ohiolink.edu/send-
pdf 
29 Note dated 10 July 1951, Signed by Assistant Secretary, Rehabilitation Branch, RR Department in File: 18R-3/51B Home Political GOWB, 
Proceedings 168-171, 1951, WBSA. Cited in Ibid, Source: http://etd.ohiolink.edu/send-pdf 
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The Government of West Bengal also sought to provide relief and rehabilitation to those who had crossed the border from 
East Pakistan to neighboring states like Assam and Tripura prior to making their journey to West Bengal.30 It was also declared that 
anyone crossing the border after 1958 would no longer be legally recognized by the state as a refugee.31 And the Government decided 
to shut off all the relief and transit camps in West Bengal by 31 March 1958. But the ultimatum for the closing up of the camps in 
West Bengal was again extended to July 1959. This time also the Government failed to make that decision as final as it was again 
compelled to reopen the camps and reactivate its rehabilitation machinery with newer responsibilities when in 1964 a fresh communal 
violence rocked many parts of the subcontinent and another round of influx of the refugees from East Pakistan hit the shore of West 
Bengal.32 Finally, in spite of the initial dilemma, the Central as well as the State Government followed an accommodative policy for 
the Bengali refugees in West Bengal until 1971. And accordingly, in the subsequent period the displaced persons who sought asylum 
into West Bengal till 1971 were termed as ‘migrants’ and were broadly divided into two categories (a) the ‘old migrants’ i.e. who 
migrated between October 1946 and 31 March 1958 and (b) the ‘new migrants’ i.e. who migrated between 1 January 1964 and 25 
March1971.33 Though, they were not provided with a ‘comprehensive rehabilitation package’34 but were allowed to sneak in and were 
granted Indian Citizenship through the process of naturalization till 25 March1971.And it was estimated that till 1971 over 4.7 million 
Hindu migrants sought refuge in India, especially in West Bengal.35 Those who entered this region after that cut-off date and year 
were termed as ‘illegal migrants’ and thereby were declared as ‘ineligible for settlement assistance in India’.36 

 
(b) Bengali Refugees in Assam 

Migration in Assam37has a long history to go back. History says that the Ahoms themselves had migrated to Assam from 
Upper Burma in 1228 A.D. and established their rule in upper Assam. However, as time rolled on the Ahoms adopted the traditions, 
culture, and language of the original population of the state and took an active part in the state building process of that state. They 
ruled over Assam for 600 years and in course of time embraced Hindu religion and adopted Assamese as their language. In the 
subsequent period a large number of Muslim immigrants entered Assam in the wake of the several Mughal invasions in Assam during 
the seventeenth century and assimilated themselves with the local Assamese culture. 

 
The British, after annexing Assam38in 1826, recruited Bengali officials as the Bengalis already had the extensive contact with 

the British people, educated in missionary schools and had received British administrative training, for running Assam's 

 
30 However, such modifications came with a string of clauses which aimed to exclude those who had moved before June 1947 unless they had been 
residents of the riot torn districts of Noakhali and Tipperah, in which case the beginning date of migration was taken to be 1 October 1946’ Ibid. 
Source: http://etd.ohiolink.edu/send-pdf 
31 Ibid., Source: http://etd.ohiolink.edu/send-pdf. The Government was not ready to be the silent spectator of the unabated influx of the refugees from 
the East Pakistan and thus it made a last attempt to put a final end to the refugee problem by stopping all assistance to the refugees after March 1958. 
As the Government declared that hence forth who would want to seek refuge into West Bengal, they would have to take migration Certificate to 
assure that after their arrival in West Bengal they would not demand rehabilitation from the Government. 
32 Das, Samir, ‘State response to the refugee crisis- relief and rehabilitation in the east’, in Samaddar, Ranbir, (ed.), (2003), Refugees and the State: 
Practices of Asylum and care in India, 1947-2000, New Delhi: Sage Publication, p.108. 
33 But those who migrated into West Bengal between April 1958 and December 1963 i.e., the in between migrants, were excluded from the definition 
of ‘migrants’ and thereby were not eligible for any rehabilitation assistance. Chakrabarti, Prafulla. K., op. cit., p.235. 
34 Chakrabarti noted that the rehabilitation policy of the Government of India, at least in the earlier stages, remained very fluid. He further noted, “In 
fact, there were no firm policies. While ad hoc assistance was being given to the people to settle down …no serious effort to prepare schemes on a 
well-thought-out basis with a view to providing the economic rehabilitation was made. It is only some time in 1955 and thereafter that the 
Government of India really settled down to tackle the problem of displaced persons from East Pakistan on a rational basis.’  Ibid., pp.209-210.  
35 Mandal, Monika, op. cit., p.112 Though it is beyond possibility to provide an exact data regarding the number of the Muslims who fled West 
Bengal but the Pakistan census in 1951, counted 70,000 Muslim ‘Muhajirs’ in East Bengal, of whom two-thirds i.e., 486,000 were regarded to be 
refugees from West Bengal. Chatterji, Joya, op. cit., p.166. 
36 Chatterjee, Nilanjana, op.cit.http://www.pstc.brown.edu/chatterjee.pdf accessed on June 15, 2004 
37 Assam is one of the easternmost states of India, having a triangular region of 30,408 square miles and is bordered on the northwest by Bhutan; on 
the northeast, east, and southeast by the small mountain states of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura, and Meghalaya; and on 
the west by Bangladesh. A narrow corridor popularly known as ‘Chicken Neck’ running through the foothills of the Himalayas in West Bengal 
connects Assam with the rest of the Indian Union. 
38 Being disturbed by the repeated Burmese invasions the Ahom king sought assistance from the British East India Company which was based in 
Calcutta. The British responded to the request of the Ahom king and defeated the Burmese. The war ended with the treaty of Yandaboo in 1826. 
According to this treaty the Burmese agreed to withdraw from Assam and the Ahom king ceded a part of his territory to the East India Company as a 
reward. However, the British annexed the Ahom kingdom in 1838 and administered it as a part of Bengal until 1874 when Assam became a separate 
Province governed by a Chief Commissioner. However, in the subsequent period Assam was named as Assam Province and was directly 
administered by the Governor-General of the same. After Independence Assam (excluding the Sylhet District as it went to East Pakistan through a 
Referendum) along with the whole north-east India became integral part of India. 
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administration. Thus, by the beginning of the twentieth century, the doctors, lawyers, teachers, and journalists, railway and post office 
workers in Assam had practically been the Bengali Hindu migrants. In 1831the Government of Bengal designated Bengali as Assam's 
official language and this opened the flood gate of the Bengali servants in government schools as the local teachers having knowledge 
in Bengali were not in adequate numbers to impart lessons in that language. The British administration had also encouraged hundreds 
of thousands of Bengali peasants to settle on the vast uncultivated tracts of Assam. Thus, immigration of the land hungry Bengali 
peasants, mostly the Muslims, started in Assam from the erstwhile East Bengal districts of Mymensingh, Bogra, Pabna and Rangpur. 
These early Bengali Muslim migrants cut off all links with their former homeland and got assimilated into the Assamese language and 
culture. The process of assimilation however, came to an end after the Bengalis started arriving in larger numbers. The massive influx 
of the East Bengali settlers in Assam and their attempt to occupy lands owned by the indigenous people led to an open conflict 
between the East Bengali immigrants and the local population including the Assamese Muslims. Thus, in order to stop the 
indiscriminate settlement of the migrants, the British Government initiated the ‘Line System’ which was introduced first in the 
Nowgong district in 1920. According to this system certain segregated areas were marked for exclusive settlement of the 
immigrants.39 However, due to the corrupt practice of some of the revenue officials and selling of patta land by the indigenous people 
to the immigrants who were ready to pay a handsome price for that made the system defunct one. In such a situation, the British 
inaugurated a ‘colonization scheme’ in 1928 and according to the general policy of the new scheme, ‘a small immigrant family was to 
be given about 20 bighas of land on payment of a premium which was fixed at Rs. 25 a bigha but reduced to Rs. 10 in 1935’.40 Neither 
of these systems, however, successfully prevented immigrant encroachment onto Assamese-held lands nor mitigated the conflict 
between the indigenous Assamese populace and the East Bengali immigrants in the decades before Partition, and independence. 
Besides, the opening up of the tea industries in Assam in 1821 attracted immigrants, mainly the tribal people, from the Chhotonagpur 
region of Bihar. The 1931 census indicated that there were 1,400,000 tea garden laborers in Assam.41 Besides, a considerable number 
of migrants also entered Assam from Nepal, Rajasthan and Bihar. In this way, different ethnic groups migrated to Assam and formed a 
heterogeneous population.  

 
However, in the Post- independence period the effect of migration to Assam was the highest. Accordingly, the issue of 

immigration became the heart of conflict in north-east in general and Assam in particular. Large scale migration took place in Assam 
in the year between 1951 and 1971 and it included both the Hindus and the Muslims. It is estimated that between the period 1951 and 
1971 the total population of Assam increased by 82.16 percent against the national average of 51.81 percent for the same period. 
Besides other factors, the influx of the sizeable number of the Hindu refugees from East Bengal /East Pakistan must have contributed 
to such high growth of population during this period.42 After 1947, about 53 lakhs refugees entered India out of which 13 percent or 
about 7 lakh Bengali Hindu refugees took refuge in Assam.43 The continuous influx of the refugees and ‘illegal migrants’ from 
Bangladesh led to the demographic transformation in Assam and generated a feeling of linguistic, cultural and political insecurity in 
the mind of the indigenous people of Assam.44 

 
Initially after independence, efforts have also been made on the part of the Government to prevent illegal immigration in 

Assam. Accordingly, in 1950, the Indian Parliament passed the Immigrants (Expulsion from Assam) Act, that empowered the Central 
Government to remove immigrants from India or Assam whose stay in Assam was harmful to the economic interests of India. The Act 

 
39 According to this system villages in such areas were broadly divided into (a) villages exclusively reserved for the immigrants; (b) ) villages 
exclusively reserved for the local people; (c) villages available to immigrants as well as to local people. And no immigrant family could procure land 
more than a ceiling of 16 bighas and the Assamese were not allowed to (a) sub-let their lands to the immigrants and (b) employ them as agricultural 
labourer. See: Sharma, Bhupen, ‘Immigration and politics in Assam: questions relating to human rights’, in Roy, Sanjay K., (ed.), op. cit., p.365. 
40 Ibid. p.366. 
41 Das, Samir Kumar, ‘Conflict and Peace in India’s North-East: The Role of Civil Society’ source: www.eastwestcenterwashington.org 
42 According to one Bangladeshi scholar there are approximately 5 million missing Hindus in Bangladesh and the Hindu population of that country 
has grown by a bare 2 million in 40 years, from 1951 to 1991.  Hazarika, Sanjoy, ‘Illegal Migration from Bangladesh-Problem and Long-term 
Perspective’, in Kumar, B. B (ed.), (2006), Illegal Migration from Bangladesh, Delhi: Astha Bharati, p.29. 
43 Sharma, Bhupen, op.cit, in Roy, Sanjay K., (ed.), op.cit, p.368. And in the post-1971 era though the influx of the Bengali Hindu refugees is said to 
have thinned down but the migration of the illegal Muslims from Bangladesh seemed to be unabated as Muslim population of Assam has shown a 
rise of 77.42 percent in 1991 from what it was in 1971 whereas the Hindu population has risen by nearly 41.80 percent during the same period. 
Pandey, Onkareshwar, ‘ISI and New Wave of Islamic Militancy in the North-East’ in, Kumar, B. B (ed.), op. cit., p.106.  
During the period 1981-1991 three border districts of Assam i.e., Dhubri, Cachar and Karimganj registered respectively 71 percent, 56 percent and 58 
percent increase in terms of Muslim population. Singh, Prakash. ‘Management of India’s North-Eastern Borders’, in Ibid. pp.73-74. 
44 Though there is difference of opinion regarding the numerical strength of the illegal migrants in Assam yet Hiteswar, Sikia, the then Chief Minister 
of Assam, announced that ‘the immigrants who came to Assam after the 1971 cutoff date number 49 lakhs’ Das, H.N. ‘A Note on the Economic 
Consequences of Immigration of Bangladeshis into Assam’ in Ibid.  p.135. 
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however, allowed immigration to Assam only for those Pakistanis who were displaced due to civil disturbances.45 In 1964, the Central 
Government adopted the PIP (Prevention of Infiltration of Pakistanis to Assam) plan and under this scheme- (a) hundreds of border 
watch posts were built up (b) a Border Security Force was set up and (c) the infiltrators who were arrested were expelled from India 
immediately. However, this scheme within a short span of time, fell prey to corruption and inefficiency.46 

 
As the influx from Bangladesh became an alarming issue the Assamese people became apprehensive that the swamping of 

Assam by foreigners and non-Assamese Indians would lead to the Assamese being reduced to a minority group in their own state. And 
accordingly, it would lead to the subordination of their language and culture, loss of control over their economy and politics, and 
finally, the loss of their very identity. Being convinced to such apprehension the Assamese people, long before, started the Assam 
movement and the focus of the nascent Assam movement was to establish Assamese supremacy over the state services and the official 
state language.47 ‘The targets of the early movement were the tribal minorities as well as the settled Bengali population, who 
continued to dominate Assam's bureaucracy, professional positions, and agricultural economy.’48 

 
Though the issue of illegal migration had surfaced as a political matter several times since 1950, yet it burst as a major 

problem in 1979 when it came to the light that the names of a large number of illegal immigrants from Bangladesh had been enlisted 
in the voter list in the state. As a result, over the issue of the large-scale influx of ‘foreigners,’ the All-Assam Students Union (AASU) 
and All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP) started a vehement agitation in 1979. The leaders of the movement asked the 
Central Government to seal Assam's borders to prevent farther inflow of migrants, to identify all illegal aliens and delete their names 
from the voters list and to postpone elections till this was done and to deport or disperse to other parts of India all those who had 
migrated to Assam after 1961. In the face of six years of continuous agitation on 15th August 1985, under the initiative of Rajib 
Gandhi, the Assam Accord was signed between the Government of India and the leadership of the movement in New Delhi. 
According to the provisions of the Assam Peace Accord of 1985, 1st January 1966 was fixed as the base date and year for the purpose 
of the detection of the foreigners i.e., only those who migrated before 1st January, 1966 could qualify for Indian Citizenship. Besides, 
the leadership accepted the decision to allow the entrants between 1966 and 1971 to stay in Assam and to defranchise them for ten 
years first and then again to give them the voting rights after a gap of ten years. The Accord divided the immigrants into three 
sections- (a) citizens i.e., those who entered Assam before 1st January 1966 (b) permanent residents i.e., those who entered Assam in-
between 1st January 1966 to 24 March 1971 (c) non-citizens or the foreigners i.e., immigrants coming to Assam on or after 25 March 
25, 1971. Furthermore, the Illegal Migrants (Determination by Tribunal) Act, 1983 was accepted for detecting, deleting and expelling 
the foreigners who came to Assam on or after 25 March 1971.49  

 
 One of the direct outcomes of the Assam Accord was that a large number of the people lost their voting right. And in order 

to escape the possible harassment many of the non-Muslim-Bengali refugees who lived in Assam for so many years migrated to the 
northern districts of West Bengal in a big way.50 On the other hand, in the states like Tripura and Meghalaya the Bengali refugees met 
with the hostility from the indigenous ethnic communities. 

 
On the issue of the foreign nationals the AGP (Asom Gana Parishad) which came into being on 10th October, 1985 came to 

power in December 1985. But its performance over the issue of the deporting of non-Assamese remained dismal. Thus, the issue of 
the foreign infiltration remained unsolved. And the dichotomy between the ‘citizens’ and ‘foreigners’ which was the central theme of 
the Assam Movement, continues down to this day. The IM (DT) Act, 1983 which is applicable in Assam only is considered to be 
deterrent for detection and deportation of the illegal migrants as it could, so far, identify a very small number of illegal migrants and 
deport them from the state. Thus, the IMDT Act, 1983, has been regarded by a section of Assamese intelligentsia ‘as a bad piece of 

 
45The Parliament however, repealed the law in 1957 considering that this legislation discriminated against Muslims in favor of Hindus. 
46 190,000 illegal immigrants were identified, arrested, and deported during the first three years of the plan's implementation.  In 1975, the Border 
Security Force could intercept only 405 persons and in 1976 it could detain only one person.  See: Robert G. Gosselink, ‘Minority Rights and Ethnic 
Conflict in Assam’, India, 14 B.C. Third World L.J. 83(1994), Source: http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu /twlj/vol14/iss1/5 
47 IbidSource: http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu /twlj/vol14/iss1/5 
48 Ibid Source: http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu /twlj/vol14/iss1/5 
49 Sharma, Bhupen, op.cit, in Roy Sanjoy K., (ed.), op.cit. p.370. 
50 During the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, particularly during six years of anti-foreigner’s agitation thousands of Bengalis-Hindus and Muslims were 
displaced all over Assam. During the worst phase of violence in July-September 1960 almost 50,000 Bengalis, mostly Hindus, crossed over to West 
Bengal in search of safe shelter there. Again, in 1972-73, when riots broke-out over language issue, 14000 Bengalis fled to West Bengal and 
elsewhere. However, the real figure of displacement is far more than mentioned here because government account includes only those people who 
took refuge in the camps of West Bengal. Hussain, Monirul, Phanjoubam, Pradip, ‘A Status Report on Displacement in Assam and 
Manipur’,http://www.mcrg.ac.in 
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law since it shifts the burden of locating and establishing the identity of the illegal migrant to private citizens.51 And again the 
individual citizen can complain only about somebody within the jurisdiction of a police station.52 Thus, there appeared a demand for 
the repeal of that Act. An emphatic recommendation has been made by the Task Force on Border Management that the IMDT Act 
should be repealed and action against immigrants should be taken uniformly under the Foreigners’ Act. On September 20, 1999, the 
Supreme Court expressed concern over the continuous influx of Bangladeshi refugees into the North-Eastern States and directed the 
Union Government to undertake “honest and serious” attempts to stop this influx.53 

 
Following an order of the Supreme Court of India in 2013 the process of updating the National Registration of Citizenship 

got momentum in Assam. The people of Assam, numbered nearly 33 million, were asked to prove that the names of the applicants’ 
family were either be in the first NRC which was prepared in 1951 or in the electoral rolls prior to March 24, 1971. The process of 
receipt of NRC application commenced in May 2015 and the final NRC was published on 31st August 2019 which included a total of 
3,11,21,004 numbers of persons in the final NRC and a total number of 19,06,657, including those who did not submit their claims got 
excluded from the final NRC.54 

 
In the concluding phase, it may be said that the division of the British India in 1947 and thereby of Bengal and Assam along 

the religious line, as a consequence of which a major portion of Bengal, Sylhet District of Assam and some portion of Tripura55fell in 
the share of East Pakistan, had created such an unprecedented human misery in the history of mankind. This changed the age long 
relation between the majorities and minorities in the Eastern and North-Eastern India as well as in East Bengal/East Pakistan and 
Bangladesh remarkably. Thus, in both these parts of lands the ‘minorities’56were subjected to both physical and mental tortures. These 
compelled the minorities to leave the land of their fore fathers and undertake an uncertain journey towards an unknown world for the 
sake of safe shelter. And the process that ultimately paves the way for the displacement of people from the land of their origin is 
loaded with the elements of violation of human rights. In the host countries also, the refugees are to go through a long course of 
inhumane treatment before their rights are finally established. However, in this process of the establishment of the human rights of the 
refugees, there often appears the necessity of the long struggle by the refugee groups themselves or interference of the international 
agencies like UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). Though, in January 1951 the General Assembly of the UN 
established the UNHCR yet as it was by then in its nascent stage thus it could not look beyond Europe. Thus, the Bengali refugees in 
the eastern India, for having proper relief and rehabilitation started a vehement agitation under the leadership of the UCRC (United 
Central Refugee Council) spearheaded by the left parties during 1950s and 1960s and 1970s. And this movement left a lasting impact 
on the political atlas of West Bengal. Alongside, the UCRC opposed sending the refugees outside West Bengal and kept on putting 
pressure on the central as well as the state Government to regularize the refugee colonies and granting the refugees citizenship right. 

 
However, in the northern part of West Bengal there appeared a different situation over the issue of the refugee and migration. 

Though the flow of the refugees was by and large towards the districts of South Bengal especially Calcutta and its adjoining districts 
yet a considerable number of them entered into North Bengal. Furthermore, when the anti-foreigner movement started in Assam, as it 
already noted, a large number of Bengalis who once entered that state with the hope of rebuilding their lives anew, fled this region and 
sought refuge in West Bengal. This caused unprecedented hike in land price in and around Siliguri and other such townships in the 
districts of Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling. Thus, this part of Bengal, popularly known as North Bengal57, witnessed a series 
of ethno-political movement such as ‘Uttar Khand Dal’ 58 , ‘Uttar Banga Tapashili Jati o Adivashi Sangathan’ 59 , ‘Kamtapur 

 
51 Sharma, Bhupen, op. cit., in Roy Sanjoy K., (ed.), op.cit. p.371. 
52 Bezboruah, D. N., ‘Illegal Migration from Bangladesh’, in. Kumar, B. B (ed.), op. cit., p.53. 
53 Singh, Prakash,‘Bangladeshi Immigration: Are we Heading for Another Partition?, in Ibid., p. 167. 
54 www.nrcassam.nic.in   
55 DhanyaManikya expanded Tripura's territorial domain well into Eastern Bengal and established control over entire Comilla district and parts of 
Sylhet, Noakhali and Chittagong districts of Bangladesh. This large tract of fertile land which yielded most of princely Tripura's revenue was a part 
and parcel of the state till1947 when India was partitioned. Source: http://www.tripurainfo.in  
56 In Assam though the Hindu refugees belonged to the same religion of the majority community however, their language varied from the host 
community, as Assamese is the language of the majority of the host community while Bengali was the language of the most of the new comers. Thus, 
though from the point of religion they belonged to the fold of the majority community but because of their language they were turned out to be 
linguistic minority.   
57 North Bengal or the Northern part of Bengal constitutes six districts i.e., Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, North Dinajpur, South Dinajpur and 
Malda. 
58 The ‘Uttarkhand’ as an organization for a separate state was first used in a conference held in Darjeeling in 1949. However, in July 1969 a new 
Uttarkhand Dal (henceforth UKD) came into being in the complex of the historic Jalpesh temple situated in the Maynaguri police station of Jalpaiguri 
district. The UKD expressed its concern over the refugees through its election manifesto in 1972 and suggested for ‘Vesting of surplus houses or 
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Movement’ 60  etc., led by the so called ‘son of the soil’ i.e., the Rajbangsi-Kshatriyas. Though the principal agenda of these 
movements was to form a separate state out of the six districts of North Bengal but the detection and deportation of the refugees and 
deleting of their names from the voter list has remained one of the principal demands of these movements.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
homestead plots of the city owners to solve the refugee problems’ Ray, Haripada, ‘The Genesis of Uttarkhanda Movement’ in Barma, Sukhbilash, 
(ed.),(2007), Socio-Political Movements in North Bengal, Vol. 1, New Delhi: Global Vision Publishing House, p.121.  
And over the citizenship issue in a charter of demands in 1989 the UKD demanded ‘…Following the Indira-Mujib agreement, 1971 should be the 
base year for citizenship…’ Ibid., p.131 
59 The UttarbangaTapashiliJati O AdivasiSangathan (UTJAS) was established with a view to opposing the socio-economic, political and cultural 
discrimination in this area of North Bengal. And over the issue of refugees and migrants it demanded ‘Immediate stoppage of foreigners’ infiltration’, 
‘Exclusion of the names of foreign nationals from the voter list’, ‘Distribution of the refugees throughout the nation’, and ‘Creation of homeland 
within Bangladesh for the Hindus/indigenous people if the Bangladesh government fails to protect them from the racial torturing’. Das, Naren, ‘Uttar 
BangaTapasiliJati O AdibashiSangathan (UTJAS): A Dalit Student Movement’ in Ibid., pp.158-59. 
60 The Kamtapur People’s Party (KPP) was formed on 7th January, 1996. The main motto however behind the formation of the KPP was to create a 
separate state of Kamtapur, at a point of time comprised the area from Rangpur-Ghorghat of Bangladesh to the Koshi river, jhapamorung area of 
Nepal and the entire North-east, within Indian Union and the recognition of the Kamtapuri language. It however, included in its charter of demands 
that ‘North Bengal has become a den of refugees from all directions and this has to be stopped’. Debnath, Sailen, (2009), West Bengal in Doldrums, 
Siliguri: N. L. Publishers, p.195. 
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