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ABSTRACT Ethnic clash between Boro tibe - one of the fargesi tribe i Assam and Ir North East India and Santhais
- descendents of indentured tea labors cru;::'cd in earty 1996, This paper is & humbietatiempt o réyiew and counter
argue the exisung hleratwre ghiight the hidden wuth of cibmic ciash hetween these communiiies. Avoilable
iiterature on ihis cthric *1a<'1 ss: s thai Boros are tryimg io 901\- the dc*rngw:r\n:c cquatiop in tbe northern bank of
Iuc Brahmapuira o cresie separai s‘mtc Bodoland i};rcug_,h ethnie cleansing’t Svpcmcsa}lv thig sdea holds very good
a1 eritical analysis of various s disproves this view. This siedy foond that infliction of the eiﬂmc clash betwees

ccmrs':uni!é-—:s was the lling of threg Bera la Hies. H‘ddf‘p .rm‘~ 5f ihe eihnic clash is
foresi, which caused heavy blow to.the coonamy of Santhals, besides conspiracy and
is noi denied.
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INTRODUCTION Hicrzﬂurei arg highly referred, due to either

) arcity Gfdierature or because those literature

Society in Assan: has histerically been multi ;}rm‘zde; people with expected way of views and
H
1q

racial, muiti religious, multt ethmc, multi€aste,  jgeas.
multi class, mult fingual and multi pdticnals.

Theough Assam was a good ground Mor  Bore Tribe and Santhals
germinating close assimilation betveen various e o Fe g o . B
ct-:n communities and rightly calle@ as “melting Bora s the largest tribe in Assam and the entire

; during post mds.p\.ndence era of five  northeast Inciia.‘Their population is somewhere
d dm Aszoim hacceen several ups and downs. between 12.21 lakhs (Census of India, 1991,
n.!s.e separation of varioussiates, ethnic violence ~ Longuage tabie), about 52 percent of total plains
etc. and such probleny arising in the Stafe roots  Uibalpopulation to 52 lakhs (Brahma etal., 2002},
heavily to poor govemance. To exacerbate the 1 ney are distributed mostly in the northern bank
existing social diversity, Assam has experienced 9% Brabmapuira and scattered in southern bank
{ Brabmapuira, adjoining states and found in

ew pockets in Nepal and Bangladesh. They
'-k Tibete - Burman Boro language and

"';'J
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influx of parittion refugees {from then East ¢
Pakistan current Bangladesh)@uning partition and
is experiencing illegal immigrants from

ey

r,/}

neighboring countries which ignites more fuel to ﬁ‘ this fanguage have been recognized as
the existing socio-political tensions. Assam have  ODEO official languages and included in the
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aisoy heen expeyienc:-—}ﬂ pr(sbge{n of internal f."ghi sC h;auie of the constitution of India. Thc\
isplacement of population due to such ethnic  foliow mainly three religions - Bathow, Brahma
i ish since i entered into the postcolonial era  and Christianity.

nd more 30 in last two decades. However, there Santhals or Adivasi {though literal meaning
1s dearth of Hierature, which hro\-‘cgbb causes of of Adivasi is aberiginai oF indigenez.ss p{:&)p}ﬁ', i
cthnic clash between two specific communities,  Assam Adivasi means the descendents of
which is leading to internal displacement of  indentured {ca labours including all the
population. The cxisting literature on the ethnic conymenities within #, like b'mthai Oraon,
conilicts are mostly of unscientific nature. which  Munda, Khamer eic.) are the descendents of
are simply based on some pre conceived ideas,  indentured tea labour brought by the British India
or based on media reporis, which poses guestion  during ninetéenth century. Though they were
of authenticity of such literature. However, those  broughi only fo work intea garden, in later course

...) f"J



»flife, they started settling i and arcund the tea
gar den and slowly ¢rept inte far off places. "iom‘
their population is not exac ti} known, boweve
some of the *sl,_ﬁd £s ow their population to
be not lessthan 16 perc between 27 - 30lakhs)
>f Assamy's population \' E pitiil, 1999; Phukan,
396«» p1&; Harlatka, 1975: Borgohai, 1970; Ta.n'.i.
969). The ethnic clash was only with Santhal

\»\-hﬂ are outside tea garden, and had nothing to
do with Adivasis of tea garden who constitute
almost the entire labor force of the tea garden till
today.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

This paper 1s 2 humble attempt to critically
review and counier argue the existing literature
on causes of ethnic clash between the Boro tribe
and Santhals in Assam and highlight some of the
hidden causes of this ethnic clash, which led to
mass internal displacement of population. Forthe
present study, various literature relating o Bore
-- Santhal ethnic clash bave been critically
reviewed and arguments are forwarded and
miormation have been collecied from fow eminent
Boro people, politician, government officials
working i reliet branch and police officer through
mdepzh mterviews and focus group discussions
by the researcher for doctoral study duging the

ear 2003,

ETHNIC CONFLICT AND MASS
POPULATION DISPLACEMENT
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The contlict betwegntwe communities is one
-of the greatest tragedies in h@inan ciwitization. It
causes even the comimon men 10 take partin it as
well as makes a vietim. Displacement of popula-
tion due to ethnic clash causgs more havoe o
111\. population than the d}:p}a"ﬁms.nt due to the
evelopmental activities. As in the former Labt,
;wnpk have to move for live without prior notic
whereas m the later La\», people are well mmn""‘
before they are to'move. When an ethnic clash
“erupts, many a times people have to run for their
live only with whatever is attached to their body,
ieaving ‘behind evervthing. As one of the IDPs in
‘aaialbm\ relief camp said, in one of the evenings
vaer I was I‘«.I:H‘f?t?lf‘ mn,ﬁ' from p:.zam Fi f;’
::z.'dd(‘.u}- ! sa
wifrer "r'?-’aszf-_, sa § also ,}‘az:ou&f ,_;, e, Om’* H
the next noon | conld find my wife and childre:
aind 17 now I am staving in relief camp. So how

can i improve my economic condition! The Boro

home {*’umi af kaaam ’ille f'rxi spcii of im
cthrm class made about one fourth of the distric
populfation an Internally Displaced Person aﬂa‘i
by the second spell about 40 percent of the
district population was Internally Displaced. This
figure however must be much more alarming, as
some of the people fled their home because of
fear, and retumed back home within a week, two
or a month! The official figure might be only of
those people who remained in the relicf camp at
least upto the head counting operation of the
relief officials, Besides, from some of'the villages
only theihildren and women fled, but the men
folk guarded their yillage. Children and women
took shelier in other v uiaﬂe schools, or any other
nublic batlding/hotse and returned within two-
three davs, buiithis exercise continued for many
tirnes. This type of displacement must have also
not heen Accounted in the official figure, of
course, which is definitely a very difficult task to
Keep record of such displaced persons.

Critical Review and Counter Arguments

The avatlable literature periaining to Internal
Displacement in North East India and particularly
in Assam, says that Boros are going for Ethnic
Cleansing Process in order te solve the
demographic equation in the northern Bank of
Brabmaputra in Assam {Hussain, 2004, p.39&:
Bhaumik 2004, p. 407; Gopal, 2004, p. 20;
Chaudhurni, 2603, p.48; Baruah, 2003; Chaudhur,
2002: SAHRDC, 2001; Hussain 2000, p. 4521;
Hussamn {-—-}: LISCR, 2000); so that they could
create long standing democratic demand -
Bodekand state. However, knowingly or
unknowingly, no Hierature ‘F'-‘iks of indepth causes
which m:_ﬂzhz have inflicted this ethnic clash.
Further more, Iiteratures pertaining t¢ Boro -
Santhal cthnic clash always favours Santhals
without understanding and not knowing the
indepth cause of such a vielent ethnic clash
between two highly inter dependent communities.

This forwarded idea scems 1o be true and
holds good superficially especially for those who
do not have adequate kzzow iedge about Assam
and particularty about the Bore tribe and Santhals.
However, crit 'ca naiysis of various facts
mdicates that, if this is the reason, cthaic clash
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would have crupted and or spitled over to other
districts of proposed Bodoland where other
commumiy {including Santhals) constitutes large
proportion of p };:mcman and where Boros are
proportionately lesser; not in the district where
Horo population constitutes about 70 percent of
the dismict popm'mon Secondly, they would have
targeted the rival ruling commmunity, who are
believed to be sappressing, oppressing and
coercing Boros and other tribals through various
ways. Third, they would have not restnicted to a
single comumumity. They would have tried to cleany/
vanish otber smaller non iribal migrant
communities. Fourth, they would have mned 1o
clean/vanish other commauniiies, which are
strongly opposing creation of Bodoland
Territorial Council. Fifth, ethnic cleansing applics
when a larger group tries to vanish the smaller
group, but if we accept the Census of India figure
of Boro population (12.7 lakhs about 5.5% of state
population in 1991) and Hgure of Santhals {(about
30 lakhs that is 16% of state population of state
population in 1970s} as put forward by various
scholars, Boro is much smaller group than Santhat
thus the question ‘of ethnic ezem%rng: does not
arise. But still if we use the term ethnic ¢
it would indirectly mean that Boro population
given by Census of India which is widely used
for political purpose in relation to Bodeland
Movement is extremely underestitiated andithe
population figure put forward by Boro peopigis
indirectiy nearly accurate. And this conclusion
ieads to the fact that people are using the different
figures for Boro population according to their
suitability. -

The northern bank of Bralmaputra, where
Boros are majority mostly falls under the tribal
beit and block created immmediately after
independence. This tribal Belt and blocks were
created to safeguard the tribals from various ways
of coercion from othef advance communities
(Under the provision of VI schedule and Arnticle
18(35) of Indian Constitution}. One of the most
important provisions of the same is that in‘such
demarcated belis and blocks, non-tribals cannot
have tmmovable property. But today in most of
this belts and blocks, non-tribals have occupied
pienty of land and have legal documents of the
same for which today tribals are becoming
minority in the tribal belts and blocks itself
{Assami; Hand Book of Govt. Circulation 1981-
1990). Under such scenario, the idea put
forwarded by the various scholars - Boros are

cansing,

Ui
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solving éemog:apiz:;z: equation through ethnic
cieansing, in order to become majority and create
separate Bodeoland state within the Indian
Temitory holds good. But sad part is that vers
fow scholars raises the issue why and how tribals
are becoming minority in the ‘mb‘u belts and
blocks! How could non iribals hold landed
property and become majority in tribal belts and
blocks? In the absence of any strong legal
authority 1o look after such a serious matter, 1t
remained an unheard tragic story or hidden trutt
especially to the people outside the region and
remains hard fact of lifg for tmbals and especially
for Boros. Then 181t not the government itself
responsible for ieading to such ethnic clash! Is it
not just like letting gwo people fight and later on
say that these people are fighting and of course
not forgetting to blame one of them.

Dur‘nc the late §970s and early 19805, All
Assam Students” Union {AASLD agi itated against
illegal immigrantss During the agitation, many
Muslims iliegal :mmi_,mmq and or ‘eam residents

_were massacred by assumning that they are illegal

mmmugrants or encroachers. During “those days
oo the similar stiuation, what happen;d between
Beros and Santhals happened between Assames
and Muslims. AASU agitation came to a halt on
the’agreement with central government with the
formutation of llegal Migrants (Determination and
Tribunal)y Actin 1983, popularly known as IMDT
Act This Act ensured to identify illegal inymigrant
and deport back. Now, if new jegal Act can be
formulated and implemented (although at present
not very effective), why the already existing legal
provision under the Indian Constitution cannot
be implemented (safeguearding tribal land
alienation}? Then how can one trust the state or
central government? For which Boros are
demanding for separate Bodoland State within
Indian Territory and one of the Boro insurgent
groups {(National Demeocratic Front of Bodoland)
even went to the extent of demanding sovereign
state. )

Other argumeent is that, superficiaily and from
theoretical point of view it may be said that
migrants are not well accepted by host communmity
that is why the Boro and Santhal ethnic clash
crupted. This idea however does not hold good
at ail in this contexi. Because, though Santhals
arrived in Assam in nineteen century and crept
mte Bodo dominated areas in late nineicenth
century only: Boros and Santhals became bighly
assiniilated, intertwined and dependent on cach
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; U i the commumtzes h:v mng p}erm«
of choice in asriage market. They dehend ed
on cach other in various matters. Many people
from both the communities could speak each
other’s language very well. There were no

instance of hostilities and no instance of

communal violence between the two congnunitie
prior to 1996 ethnic clash. Under such cohere t
existence for about a century, how did the ethnic
clash between two communities erupted is a
serious matter and needs to be investigated
deeply and should not \lnlp.{)' say that one group
went for ethnic cleansing.

Boros are peace im‘m" tribe. However, they
do not want to be ruled b\, others, on the other
hand i ey do not want to rule others. It is also

1 the slogans of ABSU (Al 'Bode
f;m;n iz im ‘Live and let live’. Indeed
in the recent decades, Assamese community had
ethinic clash with Mushim, recently. with Hmc‘x
speakin g pex 3p3<: and also they tied to clean Boros
from various parts of the state like Gohpur
Silafwthar, N Na athari ete during the Bodoland
movement. During the wake of Bedoland
Movement some of the Assamése vouth§ used
{0 accompany Assam Police Force to raid Bero
village and loot rich Bore househelds. Beyond
that they alse used to kill innocentBeropeople
in various paris of thestaie. Ngt saiisfied with
such activities, in 1989 the Chauvinist Assamese
and Assam Police Force massagred more than 500
Boro people and rendered about 60,000 Boro
peopie homeless tn Gohpuritself {The North East
Sun, News C‘iip yings wmtBodoland Movement

1986-2001, A Dream and Reality™). Although,
plenty of B{}m neople were also killed and many
viliages burnt down here and there, dunng tHose
davs, no body said that Assamese community is
going for ethnic cleansing; and though it was the
clear sion of ethnic cleansing. Another testimony
about Borce people’s peace loving attitude is
clearly apparent from the recent {2003) Assamese
and Hindi Speaking clash in the state. During
those days, except few minor incidences carried
out by Assamese Chauvinist or miscreant, the
Beda, and arsa was peaceful. In this clash Boro
peaple killed no Hindi Speaking person, rather
various Bodo organizations distributed leaflets
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neacef&} and even warned

HiddenTruth

Many emminent Borop ‘pgf, from Gossaigaon
in;urmcfd that, bd!}?ﬁ.‘lib in lower Assam were
silently preparing for chasing the Boros from
Santhal localitics since early 1980s, indeed Bore
people from many localities and police efficials
also supported this fact. It s also imformed that
Santhals got inspiraggen dor such plans from their
brother Santhals from Jharkhand. One of the
Member of Parhiaments said that during 1980s,
even some Santhals started faking back their land
without pa\"nv baek meney, which were in
mortgage with Boro peeple. But Boro people did
not resist, thinking that 1t may effect or divert
Bodoland movement to other destiny.

Boro miass mevement - democratic movement

under the provision of VI Schedule of the Indian
Constitution, for the creation of separate

Bodoland state led by ABSL, canie to suspension
in eavkyA990s for wi-party talks with Central govt.,
State govt. and ABSUL It came to complete halt
with the Bodoland Autonomous Council Accord
i 1993, Since then Boros paved the way for peace
and harmony and stopped preparing hand made
bombs, guns, bows-arrows ete, which ones were
prepared for self defense and to fight agamnst
4\5.‘ am government. Taking this opportunity, it
was informed by many people that gradually
Santhals started speaking openly that, that Mr. X
Basumatary’s land, that Mr. X Khakhlari’s
building. that Mr. X Hajwary's garden would be
mine cic. They also started having freguent
meetings in the night. The Santhal maid servants
who were staying in Bore fanmuly would often go
to their village for mestings. it was aiso heard
that every body was instructed to prepare as many
bows-arrows as they can. Inthe evening Santhals
WEre seen coiiectmg'}{}ts of small bamboo
branches which is used for prepaning arrows. In
the night some sound of hitting iron were also
heard, which might have been of preparing arrows
OF guns.

But Boros took it hghily: as Santhal
population is small in the arca and they were
closely assimiiated with Boros. But it came to
timelight in 1996 March, when Santhals organized
Birbantha Opera (live play under the closed
curtains in the night). This Theatre party came
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‘""om ’zhﬁrkﬁanv {origmal hom eia d of Santhals
{ i - :: ihand State

they were
an for chasmc
was full prove
chasing Boros,
n open secret. hz was also a
signal that Sdmhais were preparing for chasing
Boros from their focalities with full spirit. Heme
Boras could evidently smeil fishy and became
aware of the latest development. In this context,
one of the Boro eminent persons and ABSU
worker told that, I had a close Santhal fidend.
asked him to take me to the Theatre, but he plainly
refused. If it were only a simpie theatre, he would
have definitely taken me there.

In 1996 April, three Bore ladies were killed
and lefi in Satvapur under Gouma Forest, one of
the Santhal focality of Gossaigaon sub-division.
Howewe or, W hao kilied those Boro ladies, why, how
and where was {is) not known. Due to this
incident, self conscicus Boros got furious.
Thousands of Boros, espectally v "U{he gathered
to see the death bodies of those ladies. In the
gathering some of the Boro vouth got furious
and sml ted beating few Santhals in Gossalgaon
town itselfl Then in later few days, somé villages
from both communities were converted into
ashes. So the Boro insurgent groups took this
opportunity 1o show their patrictism towards
Beoros and started burning down Santhal villages
with more ease, power and Kilied many Santhals.
In retaliauon half prepared Sanibals mught back
with bows and arrowsy@nd burnt some of the
Boro villages and kifled few Boros. Today, as of

Was isz it;\‘. sEn u? E

re pr “mrtﬁg

21.10.2003 {District relief camp Report}, these ~

ethnic clash affected people numbered about 1.23
takhs (20% from Bora semmunity and 80% from
Santhal community), are stitl in 38 relief camps in
hand i¢ mouth condition, and whenever
somebody talks of Santhal Bore ethnic clash
effected 1DPs, they mean mainly the Santhal IDPs.
As per the information from the Gossaigaon
xeopie, even one of the Intemational Organization
- MSF s working only in Santhal relief camps.
They Qi*’;‘—p‘v ignore such a huge percentage of
Boro IDPs who are also suffering the sanmie agony
of social pathology. Indeed, as mmany Boro people
said, economically and socially Boros are the more
sufferers, because Boros were richer and had
better sccial set t up. They also said that one rich
Boro family’s property would have been
equivalent to property of one entire Santhal
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village, though it may be litile b\aggerati{m.
Another e;‘zg‘r_rbau prove ¢f the Santhals were

preparing for chasing Boros was gjver; by one of
the police ofticials who have been working since
its start says that Santhals fought against “Boros
with pleniy of bows and arrows. He argues, if
Santhals were not prepared, from where did these
thousands and thousand of bows and arrows
suddeniy came! Similar views were given by many
Bore people of the Gossaigaon locality. Yes, 1tis
custornary for Santhalsto k\_x.p bows and arrows
but is 1t customary to keep thousands of b{}\x.\.
and arrows normaliyvi@ertainly not. They never
Keep even tens ind familvithey just keep foew of
them for hunting birds or smali animals.

?nf'ormatmn gatbered {rom the various Boro
peopie further says that, the possible hidden
reason niay be banmingentry into the forests in
the lower Assam by NIEB-one of the extremist
sroups of Boros. Santhals who are closely
asSociated with ihe forest for their survival got
frustrated at such activities of NDFB, which they
could not skow indeed directly to NDFB. On the
other hand they started suspecting that NDFB
aliows Boros to enter the forests, but actually
they were also banned. This led to internal hatred
towards NDFB and Boros in general and atartui
ﬂreﬁmrma for fighiing against Boros and it was

vell harnessed by other anti social slements.

In one of the group discussions it also came
out that government in some respect 1s aiso
pairon of this Ethnic clash, mainly to weaken the
Boro Santhal unity, to divide and rule and also to
defame the Boro community. From the group
discussants, it also came out that to hide the real
culprit of socio cconomic backwardness of
Santhals - obviously culprit is not Boros, because
Boros never ruled Assam in post colomal era,
Assam government played tricks. The
gov»mmem stroked the iron when it was hot, it
tock the advantage of Santhal’s aspiration to
chase Boro and it worked out well.

Another important issue is, it is not knowxn
who killed those three Boro ladies, which was the
cause of sparking this Ethnic Clash. But as the
dead bodies were found in the Santhal loealities,
it was taken into granted that Santhals have killed
them and there was no second thought in that
moment. This killing however, could be due to
personnel motives, or conspiracy of some third
party wha knew about the germinming hatred of
Santhals towards Boros. Proper investigation of
that killing couid really fhmxx some hcm on the



62
ot e § vy iy e o e P,
actual start of the cthnic ciash hetween Boros

N Q el

and Santhals

pertaining {o Bor'\—§
that the forwarded viev
cthnic cleansing pmws;\t to solve the
demographic equation in the Bore dominated
areas’ is wrong and only supe'ﬁciai view. Main
hidden reason for this cthnic clash may be the
banning of entry into forest, which generated mis-
unde rsi,andmo in the mindset of Santhals for
which Santhals were alre *ady preparing for chasing
Boros. As internally displaced persons are niore
prone to vanous social and economic problems

than refugees due to the lack of access of

inzemaiiﬁnai agencies, proper understanding of
causes of internal displacement to stop further
displacement is very essential. Plans and policy
makers should deeply investigate the actuad
cause of such a bloody communai clash and bring
out to hight.

The forwarded vie w, Boros are going for
‘Ethnic Cleansing Process’ is creating mis-
understanding even in the mindset @i other
community ms.mburx and sending wrong Signals.
This again may form the germin: atmg ground for
another ethnic conflict and agmall incidence may
inflict and spark other ethnic clashiThus proper
investigation of cthniesglash 18 the state and

egion 13 urgently fit. Alse beforeidiscussing
db{)ut any cthnic ¢lash, it should be bu,piv
analyzed and instead of ready-made notion and
perception the aciual fagi should be highlighted.

Thus paper has no intention to target any paper
published earlier nor has any intention to blame
any community on any ground, rather it has just
been tried to bz‘mw out Lh\, hidden truth, which
has so far rcmamed hidden for whatsoever reason.
Further, researcher could not collect information
irom Santhal community, which might have
thrown some more or and better h,_.,bt on the
Ethnic Clash between these communities.
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