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Abstract: 

Ethnic assertion and growing ethnic activism of the different ethnic groups in this region has been found 

to generate inter-ethnic conflicts in different parts of North-East India. Now it is well-known that North-

east India is plagued by inter-ethnic conflict and violence. Inter-ethnic conflict has asumed serious 

problem of human rights violation in North-east India. The elites of the different ethnic group‟s articulate 

values and interests and the articulation of such interest generate a lot of conflict because many of these 

groups compete with each other for share of valued resources in society. These conflicts are very often 

connected with the movements of the groups to protect, safeguard and maintain distinct ethnic identity as 

well as to attain political and economic gains within the existing power-structure which also extends to 

separatist and secessionist demands. It has been observed that the ethnic activism of the different ethnic 

groups and the growing inter-ethnic conflicts has been found to create human rights violation. Now the 

inter-ethnic conflict has assumed serious problem of human rights violation in North-east India. Violation 

takes a pre-dominantly physical toll of human lives, public and private property. Most of the ethnic 

conflict in North-east India violates the right to life, liberty and property of human lives resulting death, 

destruction and displacement.  This paper tries to explore the ethnic conflict dynamics and human rights 

violation with special reference to the BTAD conflicts in Assam.    
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Introduction:  

North-East India has a significant from the viewpoint of human rights is concerned as it is 

ethnically, linguistically and culturally distinct from the other states of India.  Within the diverse socio-

political landscape of North-eastern region, ethnicity, tribal identity, autonomy, ethnic insurgency etc. has 

always been issues of much contestation. Conflict dynamics in North-east India revolves around basically 

the issues of the assertion of ethnic identity, autonomy, insurgency, inter-state border disputes and so on. 

For more than half-a-century, the North-east India has seen an unending cycle of violent conflicts 

dominated by insurgencies with demands ranging from outright sovereignty to greater political autonomy. 

Now it is well-known that North-east India is plagued by inter-ethnic conflict and violence. The elites of 

the different ethnic group‟s articulate values and interests and the articulation of such interest generate a 

lot of conflict because many of these groups compete with each other for share of valued resources in 
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society. These conflicts are very often connected with the movements of the groups to protect, safeguard 

and maintain distinct ethnic identity as well as to attain political and economic gains within the existing 

power-structure which also extends to separatist and secessionist demands leaded by armed insurgent 

movements.  

Conflict dynamics in North-East India revolves around basically the issues of the assertion of 

ethnic identity, autonomy, insurgency, inter-state border disputes and so on. For more than half-a-century, 

the North-East India has seen an unending cycle of violent conflicts dominated by insurgencies with 

demands ranging from outright sovereignty to greater political autonomy leads to the issues of human 

rights both from state and non-state actors. It has been observed that the ethnic activism of the different 

ethnic groups and the growing inter-ethnic conflicts has been found to create human rights violation. Now 

the inter-ethnic conflict has assumed serious problem of human rights violation in North-east India. 

Violation takes a pre-dominantly physical toll of human lives, public and private property. Most of the 

ethnic conflict in North-east India violates the right to life, liberty and property of human lives and also 

creates the problem of human displacement.  This paper intends to focus the ethnic conflicts and human 

rights violation in North-East India with special reference to the BTAD conflicts in Assam.  

Theoretical Discourse on Ethnicity and Human Rights: 

            Though the international concept of human rights has its origin in twentieth century yet the 

western idea of rights can be traced back to the ancient Greek period. Human rights are those inherent and 

inalienable rights which are due to an individual by virtue of 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. These rights are the basic minimum requirement for 

survival of human being. It based on the assumptions that human beings are born equal in dignity and 

rights. Ethnicity has emerged as a strong force among the different ethnic groups through which the 

different ethnic groups try to fulfill their aspirations, protect their ancestral soil or ethnic homeland, 

safeguard and maintain their distinct ethnic identity as well as to create a political space for upliftment of 

their socio-economic and political status within the existing system. Ethnicity and growing ethnic 

activism among the different ethnic groups to safeguard and maintain their distinct identities has changed 

the socio-political structure in contemporary democracy around the globe. 

           The growing ethnic assertion and ethnic activism of different ethnic groups has been found to 

generate inter-ethnic conflicts in different countries in contemporary world which has become a serious 

problem to human rights violation in the contemporary democratic landscape. Inter-ethnic conflict may 

emerge when an ethnic group competes with other ethnic groups for valued socio-economic and political 

resources as well as other opportunities in societies undergoing social mobilization, industrialization and 

bureaucratization (Brass: 1991).
 
In a system of ethnic stratification in which one ethnic group is dominant 

over the others, some members from one ethnic group may seek to move into privileged socio-economic 

or political position occupied by the rival groups and if they fail to do so, they are likely to protest against 

the system of ethnic stratification as a whole and seek to mobilize their own ethnic group. On the other 
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hand, the privileged group may mobilize to defend its interests and may also use ethnic sentiments in 

doing so. Such mobilization and counter-mobilization may lead to emerge inter-ethnic conflict (Brass: 

1991). It has been observed that the inter-ethnic conflicts cause to human rights violation by resulting 

death, displacement and deprivation of important rights relating to life, liberty and property. It is also 

significant to be stated that certain recognized human rights violations are linked with the emergence of 

ethnic assertion and inter-ethnic conflict, because discrimination and violations of socio-economic, 

political and civil rights of an ethnic group creates grievances among the group and such decline of group 

rights motivate and force the group to rise up against government or other power holders or rival groups 

using different strategies which may also extends to violence to redistribute wealth, reclaim dignity and 

establish identity which may facilitate the rise of inter-ethnic conflict (Thoms & Ron, 2007). Such inter-

ethnic conflict in turn may result to human rights violation. 

          In addition to these, North-east India has experienced numerous inter-ethnic conflicts during the 

post-independence period in different inter-state boarders and also within different states which have been 

seen to cause human rights violation in the region. Now it is well-known that North-east India is plagued 

by inter-ethnic conflict and violence. The elites of the different group‟s articulate values and interests and 

the articulation of such interest generate a lot of conflict because many of these groups compete with each 

other for share of valued resources in society. These conflicts are very often connected with the 

movements of the groups to protect, safeguard and maintain distinct ethnic identity as well as to attain 

political and economic gains within the existing power-structure which also extends to separatist and 

secessionist demands. It has been observed that the ethnic activism of the different ethnic groups and the 

growing inter-ethnic conflicts has been found to cause human rights violation. Now the inter-ethnic 

conflict has assumed serious problem of human rights violation in North-east India. Violation takes a pre-

dominantly physical toll of human lives, public and private property. Human rights violation, as a result 

of ethnic conflict, increasingly attracts attention of the national as well as international press too (Phukan, 

2005).  

           However, considering the gravity of the problem is concerned it has been observed that the 

movement for political autonomy as well as the demand for ethnic homeland of the different indigenous 

tribal groups in different locations in North-East India is the root cause of ethnic conflicts in North-East 

India. The demand for political autonomy also extends to the secessionist or separate statehood demands 

under ethnic insurgency in North-East India which resorts massive violence and ethnic conflicts in North-

East India. The demand for exclusive homelands among a growing number of ethnic groups in the North-

east India is posing a serious challenge to the multicultural socio-political landscape of the region. The 

roots of these demands can be traced to the colonial cartographic principles which driven by the colonial 

strategic imperatives had fixed particular ethnic identities with definite territories. This flawed policy has 

been further perpetuated by the postcolonial Indian state generating ethnic divisiveness with disastrous 

consequences for the region and its people. However, rather than contesting this policy in principle, the 

ethno-nationalist leadership also have engaged themselves in a violent space-centric politics that is often 

informed by an overarching rhetoric of self-identity. In a historically multi-ethnic landscape as northeast, 
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the emerging principle of recognizing an identity only on the basis of its linkage with a particular 

territorial space is  not only divisive in nature but also is divested from the ground reality (Sharma, 2012). 

           The Indian polity under Article 244(2) of the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution of India has 

granted territorial autonomy to 10 major tribes in 4 states in North-East India and among which 3 are in 

the present recognised Assam (Sarmah, 2011). The Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council (KAAC) and the 

North Cachar Hills (Dima Hasao) Autonomous Council (DHAC) were created in 1952 under the 

provision of the 6
th

 Schedule of the Constitution of India. In 1993 the Congress-led Government initiated 

the policies of ethno-exclusivity instead of maintaining an inclusive policy, by creating Bodoland 

Autonomous Council (BAC) followed by another six ethnic-based autonomous councils in 1995 under a 

State act. The creation of such ethno-exclusive councils in these ethnically mixed areas has generated 

inter-ethnic tensions, mistrust and inter-group rivalry among the ethnic people in these autonomous 

entities. Though basically the constitutional provision of Sixth Schedule was granted to the hill tribes and 

there are already two autonomous hill districts under the 6
th

 Schedule of the Constitution of India in 

Assam and the creation of Bodoland Territorial Autonomous Districts (BTAD) by the NDA Government 

under the amended 6
th
 Schedule in 2003 generated more inter-ethnic tensions and conflicts and brought 

more instability instead of stability in Assam‟s socio-political scenario (Saikia, 2012). The creation of 

such exclusive councils has generated mistrust and inter-group rivalry among the ethnic groups, which 

needs serious and systematic academic attention to ensure true autonomy and democracy in the 

contemporary democratic landscape. Besides, in Assam, The Govt. has also granted ethnic autonomy in 

the form of non-sixth schedule autonomous councils to its 6 plain tribes such as: the Rabhas, the Tiwas, 

the Misings, the Deoris, the Sonowal Kacharis, and the Thengal Kacharis. These ethnic minorities are 

already struggling through their socio-political organizations, for the demand of the 6
th
 Schedule status to 

their councils, that is, the granting of territorial autonomy to these ethnic minorities. The constant 

assertion of these ethnic communities for territorial autonomy has also generated inter-ethnic tensions, 

mistrust, and inter-ethnic rivalry among the people. The groups which overlap each other and forms a mix 

population pattern in these areas, now, creates a unstable social condition.  It has been observed that it has 

been passing through a series of predicaments explicitly exemplified by competing ethno-nationalist 

dissents. Within the contemporary socio-political landscape, a series of identity mobilization and counter-

mobilization has been observed in these areas, which deepen the sense of self-identification and self-

security in the region. The result has been cycles of mobilization and counter-mobilization which has 

eventually aggravated ethnic relations and has created inter-ethnic tensions and has generated inter-ethnic 

conflicts.  

Genesis of Ethnic Conflict in BTAD and Issues of Violation of Human Rights:   

Though the constitutional provision of Sixth Schedule was granted mainly to the hill tribes in 

North-East India, but the politico-administrative device of Sixth Schedule fueled the movements for more 

autonomy under the 6
th
 Schedule of the Constitution of India among the different marginalized plain tribal 

communities in North-East India as well as in Assam. The provisions of the Sixth Schedule of the 

Constitution of India were formulated basically to retain tribal customs, traditions and traditional 
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administrative norms in the hills of North-East India. With the creation of the Bodoland Territorial Areas 

District (BTAD) and its inclusion within the Sixth Schedule of Constitution of India (which is essentially 

a plains tribal area) in 2003 the Sixth Schedule comes down from hills to plains. Among them, the Bodos 

of Greater Indo-Mongoloid origin was prominent. The political movement launched by the Plains Tribal 

Council of Assam (PTCA) in 1973 emerged as a unique platform among plain tribes demanding 

“Udayachal” as the proposed autonomous region in Assam.   

By 1987, the entire PTCA movement was sidelined by the All Bodo Students‟ Union (ABSU) 

demanding a separate and exclusive homeland for the Bodos. The Udayachal movement for all the plain 

tribals was hijacked by the Bodo extremist group for a Bodoland state. The parochial and exclusive 

attitude of the Bodo extremist leaders isolated and confined the movement only the Bodos only.  

Subsequently, the other plains tribal leaders distanced themselves from the Bodoland movement and thus 

the inclusive Udayachal movement aimed for autonomy for all the plains tribals was lost forever. In 1993, 

an accord was signed an accord was signed and Bodoland Autonomus Council (BAC) was formed 

without a contiguous territorial jurisdiction. Later, due to failure to earmark the territorial jurisdiction, the 

BAC became defunct.  

By 1996, the Bodoland movement became more violent with the formation of the Bodoland 

liberation Tiger (BLT). The non-Bodos were not only the victims of the Bodoland movement, slowly, 

ethnic chauvinism engulfed the Bodoland movement and even moderate and liberal Bodo leaders, which 

included two Bodo Sahitya Sabha (BSS) and one ABSU president, were killed by the Bodo extremists. 

Since the Bodos are not confined in a contiguous area and to carve out a territory of a Bodo homeland led 

some of the extremist leaders resort to ethnic cleansing campaign ever since 1993, targeting migrant 

Bengali Muslims, Koch-Rajbongshis, Bengali Hindus and Adivasis who constitute a substantial 

population in BTAD. The 2012 Bodo-migrant clashes are also a part of a systematic campaign to drive 

out the migrants to form a homogenous Bodo territory. The Bodo milita used automatic weapons and 

hence the ex-BLT leaders are the main suspects because they still possess a huge cache of illegal arms 

even after their surrender ceremony in 2003. In the same year, another accord was signed between the 

government and the BLT leading to the formation of the Bodoland Territorial Autonomous Council 

comprising the newly carved-out districts of Kokrajhar, Chirang, Baksa and Udalguri. The BLT and the 

ABSU rejected the demand for a separate Bodoland state and was supported by all the national 

democratic organizations of Assam. Accordingly, a council was formed known as the Bodoland 

Territorial Council (BTC) in which the disproportionate representation of the substantial portion of the 

non-Bodos in the BTC created discontents among the non-Bodos in BTAD (Khan: 2012). This uneven 

distribution of power in the council generates much tension between the Bodos and non-Bodos in BTAD. 

The Bodos form the largest tribal group in Assam and constitute 6% against the total population of 3.1 

million in BTAD. But the Bodos constitute less than a million against the total population of 3.1 million 

in BTAD. The Bodos constitute only 33% of the total population in BTAD. In the name of Bodo 

Territorial Autonomy in the exclusive BTAD, a number of revenue villages have been included in which 

non-tribal as well as non-Bodo population is dominant and certain villages are inhabited by less than 50% 

Bodo people. Under the exclusive Bodo territorial council, the non-Bodos are depriving their basic civil, 
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political rights as well as land rights. After all, the non-Bodos are feeling discrimination and deprivation 

in terms of rightful place and status and dignity in the entire BTAD. The movement for Greater Bodo 

autonomy as well as the demand for separate Bodoland state has created discontents among the non-Bodo 

people inhabiting in the BTAD and they have been facing a continuous threat to their lives, rights, 

property as well as the co-existence with the Bodo people in the BTAD.  

The emerging and continuous happening of massive violence and inter-ethnic turmoil between 

the Bodos and non-Bodos has clearly and seriously reflected this phenomenon. The killing of innocent 

non-Bodo people by the Bodo milits with their illegal arms, continuous incidents of kidnapping, extortion 

of the non-Bodo people by the Bodo milita has become a serious issue to peace and human rights in the 

BTAD. As the recent Bodoland movement has posed serious threat to the peaceful co-existence of the 

non-Bodos in terms of their lives, rights, property, security etc., the non-Bodo people have formed Non-

Bodo Security Forum and organized the non-Bodo people under this organizational banner and launched 

a massive movement against the movement of the Bodos in BTAD and they have submitted 

memorandums demanding to exclude more non-Bodo dominated revenue villages from the purview of 

the BTAD, seizing of illegal arms operating in BTAD as well as demanding security of the lives, rights, 

lands and property of the non-Bodo people residing in the BTAD.  It has been observed that the 

mobilization of the Bodos and the counter-mobilization of the non-Bodos in BTAD has created massive 

violence and generated inter-ethnic tensions and conflicts between the Bodos and non-Bodos in the 

BTAD and the recent inter-ethnic turmoil of BTAD has led to massive human rights violation, socio-

political instability and the recent BTAD crisis on ethnic lines has transformed the entire BTAD a 

turmoil-zone. The civil society and the state machinery should give serious attention to resolve the crisis 

with immediate effect in order to ensure and restore peace, human rights and inter-ethnic harmony in 

BTAD.  

Conclusion:  

Undoubtedly, every democratic country is governed by rule of law and it should be obliged to 

ensure practical realization of human rights by all without any distinction and should provide for an 

effective mechanism to protect these rights from the both state and non-state actors.  The conflict 

dynamics in BTAD is rooted in the movement for ethnic autonomy for ethno-exclusive homeland for the 

plain tribe Bodos and also separatist and secessionist demands for Bodoland under Bodo ethnic 

insurgency since the ages resulting death, destruction and displacement among the non-Bodos residing in 

BTAD since the ages. The creation of ethno-exclusive BTAD has threatened and undermined peace, 

security, human rights of the non-Bodos inhabiting in BTAD since the ages co-existingly with the Bodos 

and also has challenged to ensure and restore the true democratic order in BTAD. The creation of 

territorial council in the home of different other ethnic communities including a substantial portion of 

non-tribal people in BTAD and this ethno-exclusive policy of the Central and State government has posed 

a serious threat to peace, human rights and democracy in BTAD. The divisive policies based on ethno-

exclusivism in Assam has generated ethnic conflict and massive violence which has threatened ethnic 
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harmony, peace, and human rights as well as true democratic order in the multiethnic socio-political 

landscape in Assam. Hence, both the Central and the State Government should abandon the policy of 

division which creates mistrust and inter-ethnic rivalry in the name of ethno-excluvism and should pursue 

an inclusive policy for greater stability and integrity of the multi-ethnic state of Assam.  
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