The Assam Movement: Causes and Consequences

The Assam Movement (1979-1985) was one of the most significant socio-political movements in
post-independence India. It was primarily an anti-foreigner agitation led by the All Assam
Students’ Union (AASU) and the All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP), demanding the
detection, disenfranchisement, and deportation of illegal immigrants from Assam. The
movement, which lasted for six years, had deep-rooted causes and far-reaching consequences,

reshaping the political landscape of Assam.
Causes of the Assam Movement
1. Unchecked Influx of Foreigners

e The migration of people from East Bengal (later Bangladesh) into Assam had been
occurring since the British period. The British had encouraged migration to increase
agricultural production and revenue collection.

o After independence, the problem continued, and the influx of Bangladeshi immigrants
became a critical issue for the Assamese people, leading to concerns about demographic
change and loss of indigenous identity.

2. Electoral Manipulation and Illegal Voters

e The immediate trigger for the Assam Movement was the by-election in the Mangaldoi
parliamentary constituency in 1979. The sudden increase in the number of voters raised
suspicion that a large number of illegal immigrants had been included in the electoral
rolls.

e The AASU demanded the removal of all foreigners from the electoral rolls before the

elections, which was denied by the government, leading to widespread protests.
3. Identity Crisis and Fear of Marginalization

e The Assamese people feared that the continuous influx of immigrants, particularly from

Bangladesh, would turn them into a minority in their own homeland.



e There was a growing perception that Assamese culture, language, and political control

were under threat from the increasing number of Bengali-speaking migrants.

4. Economic Struggles and Unemployment

e Economic underdevelopment and limited job opportunities in Assam created resentment
against outsiders who were seen as taking away local jobs.
e The presence of illegal immigrants in government jobs and businesses intensified the

agitation, with the Assamese youth feeling economically deprived.

5. Political Instability and Government Apathy

e The Congress-led government was accused of using illegal immigrants as a vote bank,
leading to distrust among the Assamese people.
e The government's failure to implement strict measures to control illegal migration fueled

mass protests.

Consequences of the Assam Movement

1. Widespread Violence and Loss of Lives

o The movement, which initially started as a peaceful protest, later turned violent. Clashes
between Assamese nationalists and immigrant communities led to large-scale bloodshed.

e The infamous Nellie Massacre (1983) was the deadliest incident, where over 2,000
people, mostly Bengali Muslims, were killed.

e Government crackdowns and police firings resulted in further loss of lives, destruction of

property, and communal tensions.

2. Assam Accord and Its Impact

o After six years of agitation, the Assam Accord was signed on August 15, 1985, between
AASU and the Government of India, bringing the movement to an end.

o Key provisions of the Accord included:



o Cut-off date for citizenship: March 24, 1971, was set as the deadline for
detecting and deporting illegal immigrants.

o Protection of Assamese Identity: Constitutional safeguards were promised for
the protection of Assamese culture and language.

o Detection and Deportation: A process was to be set up to identify and expel

illegal immigrants.

3. Rise of Regionalism and the Formation of AGP

e The leaders of the Assam Movement formed the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) in 1985, a
regional political party that later came to power in Assam.
e The movement gave birth to a new wave of Assamese nationalism, emphasizing self-

governance and the protection of indigenous rights.

4. Lingering Ethnic and Communal Tensions

e The movement deepened communal divisions between Assamese Hindus and Bengali-
speaking Muslims, leading to long-term mistrust and periodic clashes.
o Organizations like the All Assam Minority Students' Union (AAMSU) were formed in

response, representing the interests of Bengali-speaking Muslims.

5. Legal and Administrative Reforms

e The Illegal Migrants (Determination by Tribunals) Act, 1983, was passed to deal with
illegal immigrants, but it was later scrapped in 2005 due to its ineffectiveness.
e The National Register of Citizens (NRC) update was undertaken in 2019 to identify

legal citizens and detect illegal immigrants.

6. Unfulfilled Promises and Continuing Controversies

o Despite the Assam Accord, illegal immigration remained a contentious issue, with many
Assamese feeling that the government had failed to implement the agreement effectively.

e« The NRC process and the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) reignited protests in
Assam, showing that the issues raised during the Assam Movement are still unresolved.



Conclusion

The Assam Movement was a historic and defining moment in Assam’s socio-political landscape.
While it succeeded in bringing attention to the issue of illegal immigration, it also resulted in
violence, communal divisions, and political upheaval. The Assam Accord, though a significant
achievement, has not fully resolved the concerns of the Assamese people, and immigration
remains a sensitive issue in the state even today. The movement’s legacy continues to shape

Assam’s politics, identity discourse, and regional aspirations.
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