Demographic Changes in Assam
Introduction

Assam, a land of rich cultural heritage and ethnic diversity, has undergone significant
demographic transformations over the past century. These changes have been primarily driven
by migration, a factor that, alongside fertility and mortality, plays a crucial role in shaping
population dynamics. While migration has historically contributed to Assam’s economic and
social fabric, the unchecked influx of people, particularly from neighboring Bangladesh, has
profoundly altered the state's demographic composition, impacting its cultural identity, political
stability, and national security.

Historical Background: The Seeds of Migration

Migration into Assam has been a continuous process, dating back to ancient times. However,
large-scale migration gained momentum following British annexation, when the colonial
administration encouraged the movement of people from Bengal and Bihar for economic
purposes. The development of the tea industry in Assam saw the influx of laborers from Bihar,
Odisha, and Bengal, as the indigenous Assamese population, primarily agrarian, showed little
interest in plantation work.

Simultaneously, British authorities facilitated the migration of Bengali Muslim peasants from
East Bengal (present-day Bangladesh) to settle in Lower Assam and cultivate virgin lands. This
migration pattern, initiated for agrarian expansion, persisted even after independence and
significantly contributed to altering the demographic landscape of Assam.

The partition of Bengal in 1905 further intensified migration, merging Assam with the newly
created Muslim-majority province of East Bengal. Though this partition was annulled in 1911,
the Assamese people's fear of being outhumbered by Bengali settlers—both Hindus and
Muslims—took deep root. This concern was further exacerbated during the tenure of Sir
Mohammad Sadulla’s Muslim League ministry, which actively encouraged Bengali Muslim
migration under the pretext of agrarian expansion, infamously described by Viceroy Lord Wavell
as a policy of ""Grow More Muslims.**

Partition and Its Aftermath: The Changing Nature of Migration

India’s independence and partition in 1947 introduced new dimensions to migration patterns.
Assam, which had been targeted by the Muslim League as part of Pakistan, remained with India
due to the determined opposition of Lokapriya Gopinath Bordoloi, supported by Mahatma
Gandhi. However, the new international border did little to curb migration. Initially, Hindu
refugees fleeing religious persecution in East Pakistan constituted the majority of migrants. The
Hindu population in East Pakistan declined from 27% in 1947 to 14% in 1971, and further to
10% by 1991, forcing many to seek refuge in Assam.

Alongside Hindu refugees, however, a continuous stream of Muslim infiltrators entered Assam,
driven by economic hardship. This trend has continued post-1971, with illegal migration from



Bangladesh becoming predominantly Muslim, significantly altering Assam’s demographic
balance.

Demographic Shifts and Population Growth
The demographic transformation of Assam is evident from the significant population growth

recorded over the decades. While India’s overall population growth rate remained relatively
steady, Assam experienced a disproportionate increase due to migration.

Year Assam (%) India (%)

1901-1911 16.99 5.75

1911-1921 20.48 -0.31
1921-1931 19.91 11.00
1951-1961 34.98 21.51
1961-1971 34.95 24.80
1991-2001 18.92 21.34
2001-2011 16.93 17.64

During 20012011, inter-district variations further highlighted the impact of migration. While
the state’s overall growth rate was 16.93%, districts such as Dhubri (24.40%) and Goalpara
(22.74%) recorded significantly higher increases, indicating the influence of migration.
Religious Demographics: The Growing Imbalance

Assam’s religious composition has undergone notable shifts in the past few decades:

Year Hindu (%) Muslim (%)
1951 72.51 24.68
1991 67.13 28.42
2001 64.90 30.90
2011 61.41 34.22

By 1991, four districts—Dhubri, Goalpara, Barpeta, and Hailakandi—had already become
Muslim-majority areas. By 2001, Nagaon and Karimganj joined this list, and by 2011,
Morigaon was also on the verge of becoming Muslim-majority. The steady rise in the Muslim
population has been attributed to higher fertility rates and continued illegal migration from
Bangladesh.

Political and Socio-Cultural Implications

The demographic changes in Assam have led to several socio-political concerns:



Crisis of Identity: The indigenous Assamese fear being reduced to a minority in their
homeland. The rapid increase in Muslim-majority districts has intensified concerns about
cultural assimilation and political representation.

Electoral Manipulation: A sudden rise in the number of voters over the last two decades
(1983-2011) has raised suspicions of electoral influence through illegal migration.
Between 2009 and 2011 alone, Assam’s voter count increased by 1.6 million (13.38%),
far beyond natural population growth.

Security Concerns: Intelligence reports indicate that Pakistan’s ISI has been active in
Bangladesh, supporting militant organizations in Assam. There are concerns that
unchecked migration could lead to separatist movements or demands for territorial
integration with Bangladesh.

The Consequences: A Looming Crisis

The long-term consequences of unchecked migration from Bangladesh into Assam are far-
reaching:

Cultural Erosion: Indigenous Assamese traditions, language, and cultural heritage are at
risk as migrant populations maintain distinct linguistic and cultural practices.

Political Displacement: With shifting demographics, political control could gradually
slip from indigenous groups to migrant communities.

Economic Strain: lllegal migrants, often willing to work for lower wages, create
economic disparities and reduce employment opportunities for local Assamese people.
Geostrategic Threats: The demographic transformation of Lower Assam, particularly
bordering districts, raises fears of potential separatist movements and demands for
integration with Bangladesh.

Conclusion: An Urgent Call for Action

Assam stands at a critical juncture. While migration has historically shaped its cultural and
economic landscape, unchecked demographic shifts now pose a serious threat to the state’s
identity and national security. Urgent measures, including stricter border control, better
enforcement of immigration laws, and a well-defined refugee policy, are essential to
safeguarding Assam’s heritage and demographic balance.

If left unaddressed, the silent transformation of Assam’s demographics could lead to irreversible
consequences. The state must act now to preserve its cultural, political, and social integrity,
ensuring a future where all communities can coexist harmoniously while maintaining Assam’s
unique identity.
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