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A GUIDE TO RESOLVING THE ASSAM-MIZORAM ISSUE 
Historical knowledge, sensitivity and an accommodative spirit need to accompany  

any dialogue and negotiation 
 The violent stand-off between the Assam and Mizoram armed policemen at Vairengte in Mizoram, on July 

26, about six kilometres from Lailapur, Assam which took six lives and left over 50 injured is the culmination of a 

long-standing border 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 ‘fixed’ in 1875 on the southern border of Assam’s Cachar 

district. In line with the colonial practice of ‘fixing’ borders, this boundary was however not ‘precise’ as it was 

drawn largely using natural markers such as rivers and hills. In post-independent India, the Mizoram government 

has accepted this boundary in preference over the subsequent revisions made by the colonial government when 

the Inner 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 Suakpuilala, one of the Lushai chiefs, the Mizoram 

government perceives that the boundary instituted by these revisions sidestepped them and amounted to 

unilateral superimposition — driven as it were by ‘administrative convenience’. These revisions are also seen to 

conspicuously fail to recognise the Mizo’s long-standing historical rights to use the un-demarcated southern border 

of Cachar as their hunting ground, for jhum cultivation, and as sites of their resource extraction including rubber 

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 exemplars of ‘encroachment’ by the 

Assam government into the Lushai hills (now Mizoram). However, considering that borders cannot be driven by 

perception but by institutionalised rules and laws, Assam’s government continues to refuse to accept Mizoram’s 

standpoint. 

 

Assam’s stand 

 Seen from this standpoint, the Assam government considers Mizo plantation and settlements in the Inner 

Line Reserve Forest areas as an ‘encroachment’. Such a standpoint is oblivious to the fact that Seipuia, a Lushai 

chief, established 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 Cachar, many villages in Cachar (and Karimganj) have Lushai settlements. 

Sporadic incidents of evictions or arrests by the Assam officials were reported in the 1970s and 2000s. A recent 

allegation of ‘encroachment’ happened in October 2020 when Assamese officials burnt down Mizo huts and other 

settlements in the Singla Reserve 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 approaches of the Assam and Mizoram 

governments to ‘borders’, namely ‘state-centric’ and ‘people-centric’ approaches. 

 Mr. Sarma and the Assam government represent a continuum of the colonial ‘state-centric’ approach to 

borders which gives premium to legal, juridical and administrative recognition and protection of the border. 

Colonial state-making and state-expansion entail a ‘fixing’ of borders. The discovery of oil, tea, rubber and coal 

around the middle of the 19th century in the ‘outer limits’ of Assam proper and the concomitant attempt 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 efforts 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 Karimganj. 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 
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the mid-1840s, which culminated in the famous raid of Alexandrapore tea garden in Cachar in early January 1871, 

stems from this. In this raid, James Winchester, a British tea planter, was killed, and Mary Winchester, his 

daughter, captured. The British launched the Lushai Expedition (1871-72) partly to secure Mary’s release. 

 The recent overtures by Mr. Sarma 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 backdrop. Parading a 

bullet-proof armoured vehicle is intended to drive home this message. The muscular display of power also 

becomes fully evident in the way in which a contingent of about 200 Assam armed policemen along with Karimganj 

forest officials overran the central paramilitary outpost, marched and ‘encroached’ deep into Mizoram’s border at 

Vairengte a day after the dispute had already flared up. 

 Critics squarely blamed Mr. Sarma for this misadventure and political upmanship which cost the lives of 

five of of Assam’s armed policemen and a civilian and left over 50 people injured. It remains to be seen if the 

immediate valorisation, ex gratia payment of ₹50 lakh and securing jobs to each family of the ‘martyrs’, and ₹1 
lakh relief to the injured edify his image as a ‘decisive’ Chief Minister or expose him as a regional bully. The last 

image has gained traction given that Assam has a long-standing border dispute with Arunachal Pradesh, 

Meghalaya and Nagaland. 

 

Mizoram’s approach 

 In contrast to the above, Chief Minister Zoramthanga and the Mizoram government advocate a ‘people-

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 under law’, including customary 

law) on the other hand. Mr. Zoramthanga and his predecessors have made concerted attempts to forge a 

consensus around this approach. The two-member boundary committee report of 1973 and the memorandum 

prepared by the Joint Action Committee, non-governmental 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 meanings 

and interpretations, the endeavours by Mr. Sarma and Mr. Zoramthanga to ‘fix’ the Assam-Mizoram border and 

resolve the dispute need to be sensitive to the historical context in which local land owners and protectors have 

transformed overtime as ‘encroachers’ of land across the two States. Such a resolution should be sensitive to the 

possibility of fluid and overlapping sovereignty, where forest ‘commons’ are seen not simply as sites of revenue-

extraction but as powerful symbols of identity and sustainable livelihood resources for the local people. 

 Deep historical knowledge, sensitivity and an accommodative spirit need to inform Mr. Sarma and Mr. 

Zoramthanga even as they sit down peacefully to enter into dialogue and negotiation under the neutral 

supervision of the Centre. It is about time that the Centre sets up a permanent inter-governmental forum to 

involve important stakeholders in order to effectively manage border and territorial conflicts. Any quick-fix 

solution driven by temporal electoral considerations should be avoided if we were to resuscitate and sustain 

interdependent Assam-Mizoram borders and beyond. 

 

 sensitivity (noun) – consideration, care, tact, 

diplomacy, delicacy, subtlety. 

 accommodative (adjective) – cooperative, 

generous, helpful, good-natured. 

 spirit (noun) – attitude, intention, state of mind. 

 accompany (verb) – occur with, co-occur with, 

coincide with, coexist with, go with, go along with, 

appear with. 

 stand-off (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, impasse (in 

a dispute/conflict). 

 culmination (noun) – climax, conclusion. 

 long-standing (adjective) – deep-rooted, persistent, 

continuing (for a long time). 

 annex (verb) – take over, take possession of, 

appropriate, seize, occupy. 

 in line with (phrase) – in alignment with, in 

accordance with, conforming to. 

 colonial (adjective) – regional, state, territorial, 

local. 

 largely (adverb) – mostly, basically, generally, to a 

large/great extent. 

 Inner Line Permi (ILP) (noun) – an Inner Line Permit 

is a document that allows an Indian citizen to visit 

or stay in a state that is protected under the ILP 

system. The system is in force today in three 

Northeastern states – Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland 
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and Mizoram – and no Indian citizen can visit any of 

these states unless he or she belongs to that state, 

nor can he or she overstay beyond the period 

specified in the ILP. 

 Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation Act (BEFR), 

1873 (noun) – A regulation for the peace and 

government of certain districts on the Eastern 

Frontier of Bengal. 

 proxy (noun) – deputy, representative, substitute. 

 sidestep (verb) – avoid, evade/dodge, escape. 

 unilateral (adjective) – relating to a method of 

taking decisions (particularly on international 

relations) by a state (country) individually without 

considering other states (countries). In general, it is 

relating to the decision taken individually without 

consulting with the others concerned. 

 superimposition (noun) – placing one thing over 

another. 

 conspicuously (adverb) – prominently, mainly, 

importantly (to attract attention). 

 un-demarcated (adjective) – delimited, unmarked, 

undelineated. 

 jhum cultivation (noun) – shifting cultivation (a 

farming system in which relatively short periods of 

cultivation are followed by relatively long periods of 

fallow (uncultivated)). 

 cultivation (noun) – the act of growing something, 

especially crops. 

 the Inner Line Reserve Forest (ILRF) (noun) –  Inner 

Line Reserve Forest (ILRF) of Assam in the 

northeastern region of India came into existence in 

1878 through a notification under the Indian forest 

Act 1878 of the revenue department of the 

Government of Assam. This forest originally had an 

area of 1318.13 sq km. However, about 570.3 sq km 

went under the jurisdiction of Mizoram state Forest 

after the Lushai Hills district gained union territory 

status in 1972. 

 glaring (adjective) – obvious, visible, apparent, 

flagrant, blatant. 

 exemplar (noun) – epitome, perfect example, 

model. 

 encroachment (noun) – intrusion into, trespass on, 

invasion of. 

 institutionalised (adjective) – established. 

 settlement (noun) – an uninhabited place where 

people established a community/colony. 

 oblivious (adjective) – unaware, heedless, 

unconcerned, unmindful. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 blockade (noun) – barricade, barrier, roadblock. 

 sporadic (adjective) – occasional, infrequent, 

irregular, unpredictable. 

 burn down (phrasal verb) – destroy something 

completely by fire. 

 at the heart of (phrase) – at the most important 

part of. 

 contending (adjective) – asserting, maintaining, 

claiming. 

 namely (adverb) – specifically, in other words. 

 -centric (suffix) – based on a particular way of 

thinking. 

 continuum (noun) – a series of things with a 

particular quality, but differed by minute angles. 

 juridical (adjective) – judicial. 

 entail (verb) – necessitate, make necessary, 

require. 

 concomitant (adjective) – associated, related, 

connected, linked. 

 commercialise (verb) – take advantage of 

something (an activity) to make a profit. 

 commerce (noun) – business, dealing, trade. 

 stem from (phrasal verb) – originate from, 

arise/come from, emanate from. 

 leverage (verb) – use, make use of, utilize (to 

maximum gain). 

 regime (noun) – system. 

 augment (verb) – increase, intensify; improve, 

boost, enhance. 

 conservation (noun) – preservation, careful 

management. 

 indigenous (adjective) – native, original, aboriginal, 

ancient, primeval. 

 peripheral (adjective) – secondary, subsidiary, 

minor, unimportant. 

 unintended (adjective) – unplanned, unexpected, 

inadvertent, incidental/accidental. 

 migration (noun) – the movement of people within 

the borders of the same country or across 

international borders in order to find work or better 

living conditions. 

 commons (noun) – land or resources belonging to 

the whole of a community. 

 reinforce (verb) – support, strengthen, fortify, 

bolster up, underpin. 

 steely (adjective) – firm, fixed, single-minded. 

 resolve (noun) – determination, willpower, 

firmness of purpose, commitment, resolution, 

strength of character. 

 culminate (verb) – come to an end with, finish with, 

conclude with, terminate with. 

 overtures (noun) – suggestion, approach, proposal.  

 battalion (noun) – a military unit. 
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 hammer/drive something home (phrase) – to 

make someone clearly understand something by 

emphasizing it repeatedly. 

 muscular (adjective) – strong, powerful, vigorous, 

aggressive. 

 contingent (noun) – unit, squad, outfit. 

 overrun (verb) – invade, overwhelm, swamp, 

spread over (a place in large numbers). 

 paramilitary (adjective) – (of semi-militarized force) 

organized like a military force. 

 outpost (noun) – a small military camp/post. 

 march (verb) – move forward, advance, progress. 

 encroach (verb) – intrude, trespass, impinge, 

infiltrate, invade. 

 flare up (phrasal verb) – break out, burst out, start 

suddenly, burst forth, erupt. 

 critic (noun) – censurer, attacker, fault-finder. 

 squarely (adverb) – precisely, exactly, just, directly. 

 misadventure (noun) – misfortune; 

problem/difficulty, mishap/setback. 

 upmanship (noun) – one-upmanship; the way of 

behaving in which a person attempts to get an 

advantage by appearing superior to/better than 

another person (a friend/opponent); boastfulness, 

showing off, self-promotion, attention-seeker.  

 civilian (noun) – non-military person, ordinary 

citizen. 

 valorisation (noun) – validation; the increase in the 

value of something. 

 ex gratia (adjective) – Latin, literally ‘from favour’. 
An ex gratia payment is one that is given as a favour 

or gift instead of legal obligation/liability. 

 martyr (noun) – A person who is killed due to 

his/her beliefs. 

 edify (verb) – uplift, elevate, enlighten, cultivate. 

 decisive (adjective) – resolute, firm, determined. 

 bully (noun) – persecutor, oppressor, tyrant, 

browbeater, intimidator. 

 traction (noun) – popularity, appeal, purchase. 

 in contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to. 

 premium (noun) – importance, significance. 

 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to introduce 

the first of two contrasting different, points, facts, 

or ways of looking at something.  It is always 

followed later by “on the other hand” or ‘on the 

other’. 
 uti possidetis juris (noun) – Latin for “as you 

possess under law”; a principle in international law 

that territory and other property remains with its 

possessor at the end of a conflict, unless otherwise 

provided for by treaty.  

 on the other hand (phrase) – as an alternative. 

 predecessor (noun) – previous holder of the post; 

forerunner, precursor, antecedent. 

 concert (verb) – arrange or organize (something) by 

mutual agreement. 

 forge (verb) – form, create, establish, set up. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group. 

 memoranda/memorandum (noun) – a written 

message; message, communication, letter. 

 construct (noun) – idea or theory.  

 mental map (noun) – chain of thought. 

 subjective (adjective) – personal, personalized, 

individual, internal. 

 interpretation (noun) – explanation, elucidation, 

clarification, definition. 

 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit; aim/effort. 

 fluid (adjective) – subject to change; changeable, 

adjustable, variable, unsettled, uncertain, 

undecided, unstable. 

 overlapping (adjective) – coinciding. 

 sovereignty (noun) – sovereignty means the 

independent authority of the State, not being 

subject to the control of any other State or external 

power; independent authority/control, self-

government, self-rule. 

 extraction (noun) – squeezing, obtaining, taking 

out, withdrawal (something using force). 

 identity (noun) – a social category, a set of persons 

marked by a label and distinguished by rules 

deciding membership and (alleged) characteristic 

features or attributes; individuality, character, 

originality. 

 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, well-

founded (without disturbing the balance of nature 

and then without exhausting all of the natural 

resources). 

 livelihood (noun) – means of making a living with 

the basic necessities (food, water, shelter and 

clothing); means of support, subsistence, source of 

income. 

 inter- (prefix) – between. 

 stakeholder (noun) – a person with an interest in 

something. 

 in order to (phrase) – with the purpose/aim of. 

 quick-fix (noun) – temporary remedy, temporary 

expedient, temporary solution. 

 resuscitate (verb) – revive; rescue/save, breathe 

new life into. 

 sustain (verb) – continue, carry on, keep up, 

maintain, bolster up. 

 interdependent (adjective) – dependent on each 

other; supportive. 
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