
The violent stand-off� between
the Assam and Mizoram
armed policemen at Vai-

rengte in Mizoram, on July 26,
about six kilometres from Laila-
pur, Assam which took six lives
and left over 50 injured is the cul-
mination of a long-standing bor-
der dispute. 

History and a boundary
Almost one and a half centuries
ago and 17 years before the Lushai
hills was annexed to British Assam
in 1892, the ‘inner line’ boundary
of the Lushai hills was ‘fi�xed’ in
1875 on the southern border of As-
sam’s Cachar district. In line with
the colonial practice of ‘fi�xing’
borders, this boundary was ho-
wever not ‘precise’ as it was drawn
largely using natural markers such
as rivers and hills. In post-inde-
pendent India, the Mizoram go-
vernment has accepted this boun-
dary in preference over the
subsequent revisions made by the
colonial government when the In-
ner Line Permit under the Bengal
Eastern Frontier Regulation, 1873
was extended to the Lushai hills
district in 1930 and 1933. 

Unlike the 1875 boundary,
which involved a proxy of Suak-
puilala, one of the Lushai chiefs,
the Mizoram government per-
ceives that the boundary instituted
by these revisions sidestepped
them and amounted to unilateral
superimposition — driven as it
were by ‘administrative conve-
nience’. These revisions are also
seen to conspicuously fail to recog-
nise the Mizo’s long-standing his-
torical rights to use the un-demar-
cated southern border of Cachar
as their hunting ground, for jhum
cultivation, and as sites of their re-

source extraction including rub-
ber and timber. The enclosure of
about 509 square miles of the
Lushai hills under the Inner Line
Reserve Forest area via the Assam
Forest Regulation, 1877, is being
cited as one of the glaring exem-
plars of ‘encroachment’ by the As-
sam government into the Lushai
hills (now Mizoram). However,
considering that borders cannot
be driven by perception but by in-
stitutionalised rules and laws, As-
sam’s government continues to re-
fuse to accept Mizoram’s
standpoint.

Assam’s stand
Seen from this standpoint, the As-
sam government considers Mizo
plantation and settlements in the
Inner Line Reserve Forest areas as
an ‘encroachment’. Such a stand-
point is oblivious to the fact that
Seipuia, a Lushai chief, esta-
blished a village, Seidpur, on a hill
nearly 10 miles from Silchar, the
capital of Cachar. The Jalenga tea
estate located in Tlangpui village
and Paloi tea estate near Vairengte
— both in Cachar — took their
names after Zalenga and Palawia,
two Lushai chiefs. Given that the
Lushai (also known as old Kukis —
Hrangkhawl, Biete, Ralte, etc.) are
among the earliest settlers of Ca-
char, many villages in Cachar (and
Karimganj) have Lushai settle-
ments. Sporadic incidents of evic-
tions or arrests by the Assam offi�-
cials were reported in the 1970s
and 2000s. A recent allegation of
‘encroachment’ happened in Oc-
tober 2020 when Assamese offi�-
cials burnt down Mizo huts and
other settlements in the Singla Re-
serve Forest which led to border
clashes and a 12-day blockade of
National Highway 306. 

Although Assam Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma is partially
right in claiming that the dispute is
about ‘reserve forest’ and not
‘land’, what is at the heart of this
dispute is the contending ap-
proaches of the Assam and Mizo-
ram governments to ‘borders’,

namely ‘state-centric’ and ‘peo-
ple-centric’ approaches.

Mr. Sarma and the Assam go-
vernment represent a continuum
of the colonial ‘state-centric’ ap-
proach to borders which gives pre-
mium to legal, juridical and admi-
nistrative recognition and
protection of the border. Colonial
state-making and state-expansion
entail a ‘fi�xing’ of borders. The dis-
covery of oil, tea, rubber and coal
around the middle of the 19th cen-
tury in the ‘outer limits’ of Assam
proper and the concomitant at-
tempt to commercialise these
commodities impel the regulation
of trade and commerce between
the British and their competitors.
The enclosure of land in these
‘outer limits’ by declaring them
either as ‘forest reserve areas’ or
imposing an inner line permit raj
system stem from this. 

This development leverages a
new land-use regime which is
principally driven by eff�orts to
augment State revenues. Forest
conservation and the protection of
tribal/indigenous land interests
are peripheral concerns. One of
the unintended consequences was
the large-scale migration of labour
from various parts of British India
into Cachar, Hailakandi, and Ka-
rimganj. The ‘encroachment’ and
‘enclosure’ of their land and forest
‘commons’ reinforced the steely
resolve of the tribal groups such as
the Lushais to ‘protect’ their land.
The series of raids since the
mid-1840s, which culminated in
the famous raid of Alexandrapore
tea garden in Cachar in early Janu-
ary 1871, stems from this. In this
raid, James Winchester, a British

tea planter, was killed, and Mary
Winchester, his daughter, cap-
tured. The British launched the
Lushai Expedition (1871-72) partly
to secure Mary’s release. 

The recent overtures by Mr. Sar-
ma to approach the Supreme
Court of India, and raise a 4,000-
strong commando battalion to
‘protect’ the ‘forest reserve’ areas
need to be seen against this back-
drop. Parading a bullet-proof ar-
moured vehicle is intended to
drive home this message. The
muscular display of power also be-
comes fully evident in the way in
which a contingent of about 200
Assam armed policemen along
with Karimganj forest offi�cials
overran the central paramilitary
outpost, marched and ‘en-
croached’ deep into Mizoram’s
border at Vairengte a day after the
dispute had already fl�ared up.

Critics squarely blamed Mr. Sar-
ma for this misadventure and pol-
itical upmanship which cost the
lives of fi�ve of of Assam’s armed
policemen and a civilian and left
over 50 people injured. It remains
to be seen if the immediate valori-
sation, ex gratia payment of ₹�50
lakh and securing jobs to each fa-
mily of the ‘martyrs’, and ₹�1 lakh
relief to the injured edify his image
as a ‘decisive’ Chief Minister or ex-
pose him as a regional bully. The
last image has gained traction gi-
ven that Assam has a long-stand-
ing border dispute with Arunachal
Pradesh, Meghalaya and Naga-
land. 

Mizoram’s approach
In contrast to the above, Chief Mi-
nister Zoramthanga and the Mizo-
ram government advocate a ‘peo-
ple-centric’ approach which seeks
to give a premium to the historical
and traditional rights of the local
indigenous people on the one
hand and to the principle of uti
possidetis juris (‘as you possess un-
der law’, including customary law)
on the other hand. Mr. Zoram-
thanga and his predecessors have
made concerted attempts to forge

a consensus around this approach.
The two-member boundary com-
mittee report of 1973 and the
memorandum prepared by the
Joint Action Committee, non-go-
vernmental organisations and all-
political parties in Mizoram in
2018, which has been submitted to
the Prime Minister of India, are
pointers to this. 

At the negotiating table
Given that ‘borders’ are contested
social constructs, ‘mental maps’
which are given subjective mean-
ings and interpretations, the en-
deavours by Mr. Sarma and Mr. Zo-
ramthanga to ‘fi�x’ the
Assam-Mizoram border and re-
solve the dispute need to be sensi-
tive to the historical context in
which local land owners and pro-
tectors have transformed overtime
as ‘encroachers’ of land across the
two States. Such a resolution
should be sensitive to the possibil-
ity of fl�uid and overlapping sove-
reignty, where forest ‘commons’
are seen not simply as sites of reve-
nue-extraction but as powerful
symbols of identity and sustaina-
ble livelihood resources for the lo-
cal people. 

Deep historical knowledge, sen-
sitivity and an accommodative spi-
rit need to inform Mr. Sarma and
Mr. Zoramthanga even as they sit
down peacefully to enter into dia-
logue and negotiation under the
neutral supervision of the Centre.
It is about time that the Centre sets
up a permanent inter-governmen-
tal forum to involve important sta-
keholders in order to eff�ectively
manage border and territorial con-
fl�icts. Any quick-fi�x solution driven
by temporal electoral considera-
tions should be avoided if we were
to resuscitate and sustain interde-
pendent Assam-Mizoram borders
and beyond. 
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