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This month I introduced a Private Member’s Bill in the Lok Sabha proposing the enactment of a Refugee and Asylum 

law. The Bill lays down comprehensive criteria for recognising asylum seekers and refugees and prescribes specific rights and 

duties accruing from such status. It was made necessary by our government’s continuing disrespect for the international legal 

principle of non-refoulement — the cornerstone of refugee law, which states that no country should send a person to a place 

where he or she may face persecution — and even more, its betrayal of India’s millennial traditions of asylum and hospitality to 

strangers. 

 

A slew of examples 

The Government has shamefully expelled to Myanmar two batches of Rohingya refugees in the face of a grave risk of 

persecution in the country they had fled. In conducting this act of “refoulement” in violation of international law, the 

Government revealed both religious bigotry (the refugees were Muslim) and intolerance. It has attempted to do the same with 

Chakmas in Arunachal Pradesh and Myanmarese in Mizoram. Today, Afghan students stranded in India by the takeover of their 

country by the Taliban have not had their visas renewed, and could find themselves in a similar predicament. 

My Bill would put an end to such arbitrary conduct by the authorities. The right to seek asylum in India would be available to all 

foreigners irrespective of their nationality, race, religion, or ethnicity, and a National Commission for Asylum would be 

constituted to receive and decide all such applications. The principle of non-refoulement is clearly affirmed, with no exceptions, 

though reasons have been specified for exclusion, expulsion, and revocation of refugee status, to respect the Government’s 

sovereign authority but limit its discretion. 

When I use the word “refugee”, of course, I do so in the internationally-accepted definition of the term, which 

embraces people who have fled their home countries and crossed an international border because of a well-founded fear of 

persecution in their home countries, on grounds of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or 

political opinion. This means that people who cross borders in quest of economic betterment, or because they are fleeing 

poverty, anarchy or environmental disaster, do not qualify as refugees. Nor do those who flee from one part of their home 

country to another because of war, conflict or fear of persecution. 

India has been, and continues to be, a generous host to several persecuted communities, doing more than many 

countries, but is neither a signatory to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, nor does it have a domestic asylum framework. This is 

ironic, given that our record on asylum goes back millennia, from the Jewish people who fled to India centuries before Christ 

after the demolition of their Jerusalem Temple by the Babylonians and then the Romans, to the Zoroastrians fleeing Islamic 

persecution in Persia, to Tibetans, Bangladeshis and Sri Lankan Tamils in more recent years, as well as streams of Nepalis, 

Afghans and the Rohingya. (Indeed, so famed was our reputation as a land of asylum that a defeated Cleopatra thought of 

sending her son to the safety of India’s west coast, before killing herself. Alas, her son made the fatal mistake of turning back 

midway to stake his claim to the throne, and met with a gory end, or he might have lived happily ever after in India!) 

In fact, it is quite deeply embedded in the Indian psyche that nobody should ever have to face the predicament of 

being driven out of their home. Our great epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, both dwell at great length upon the 

injustice of the protagonists being forced into exile, and the nobility involved in extending support and succour to the exiles. 

And the fact that one of our most popular festivals, Deepavali, celebrates the homecoming of refugees after 14 years of exile, 

demonstrates fully how important the concept of home and the homeland is to an Indian. 

Given this history, India ought to be a natural leader on the question of refugee rights on the world stage. However, our present 

actions and our lack of a legal framework does our heritage no credit, shames us in the eyes of the world, and fails to match up 

to our actual past track record. 

 

No uniform law 

In the absence of a uniform and comprehensive law to deal with asylum seekers, we lack a clear vision or policy on 

refugee management. We have a cocktail of laws such as the Foreigners Act, 1946, the Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939, the 

Passports Act (1967), the Extradition Act, 1962, the Citizenship Act, 1955 (including its controversial 2019 amendment) and the 

Foreigners Order, 1948 — all of which club all foreign individuals together as “aliens”. Because India has neither subscribed to 

international conventions on the topic nor set up a domestic legislative framework to deal with refugees, their problems are 

dealt with in an ad hoc manner, and like other foreigners they always face the possibility of being deported. 

When we speak of refugee protection, we often limit ourselves to just providing asylum. We need a proper 

framework to make sure that refugees can access basic public services, be able to legally seek jobs and livelihood opportunities 

for some source of income. The absence of such a framework will make the refugees vulnerable to exploitation, especially 

human trafficking. In 2011 when India came out with a Standard Operating Procedure to provide Long Term Visas to asylum 

seekers, I had pointed out that in the absence of a law, the application of these notifications can be easily tampered with based 

on political and extraneous reasons. Our officials want the freedom to do as they please — for political or other reasons — 

without being confined by the limits of a law. 

We can, and must, do better. India must enact a National Asylum Law, such as the one I have been demanding for 

years and presented to Parliament earlier this month. India currently hosts more than two lakh refugees but the Bharatiya 

Janata Party government’s churlish attitude to the Rohingya and other “inconvenient” refugees risks putting us in the global 
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doghouse. My Bill, if enacted, will instead put India at the forefront of asylum management in the world. It will finally recognise 

India’s long-standing and continuing commitment to humanitarian and democratic values while dealing with refugees. 

It troubles me that a country with proud traditions and noble practices remains legally neither committed nor obliged 

to do anything for refugees, even if we behave humanely in practice. I think it is high time the Government reviewed its long-

standing reluctance to sign up legally to what we have already been doing morally. International law involves no obligations 

that we have not already undertaken voluntarily; to refuse to enact a refugee law that matches the highest standards of the 

international conventions, out of an anxiety not to be “bound” to the wishes of the international community, is unworthy of a 

major country like India. After all, we are increasingly moving from being a subject of the international system, a rule-taker as it 

were, to a rule-maker within it. 

Our judiciary has already shown the way forward on this: in 1996, the Supreme Court of India ruled that the state has 

to protect all human beings living in India, irrespective of nationality, since they enjoy the rights guaranteed by Articles 14, 20 

and 21 of the Constitution to all, not just Indian citizens. Based on this premise, the Supreme Court stopped the forcible 

eviction of Chakma refugees who had entered Arunachal Pradesh in 1995, in the landmark NHRC vs State of Arunachal Pradesh 

case. The Court held that an application for asylum must be properly processed and till a decision is made whether to grant or 

refuse asylum, the state cannot forcibly evict an asylum seeker. At the same time, with different judges, come different 

approaches — as we have seen in the Rohingya case. The enactment and enumeration of refugee rights will reduce our 

dependence on judge-centric approaches — or even worse, the whims of Home Ministry bureaucrats, police officers and 

politicians. 

 

Worthwhile aspiration 

We should build on the Supreme Court’s vision and pass my Bill, or something very like it. We should be among the 

most admired nations in the world, not one that, on refugee issues, has much to be ashamed of now. The problems of refugees 

worldwide are problems that demand global solidarity and international cooperation. India, as a pillar of the world community, 

as a significant pole in the emerging multipolar world, must play its own part, on its own soil as well as on the global stage, in 

this noble task. In so doing, we would uphold our own finest traditions and the highest standards of our democracy, as well as 

demonstrate once again that we are what we have long claimed to be: a good international citizen in an ever-closer knit and 

globalising world. This is a worthwhile aspiration for all of us who care about what India stands for, at home and in the world. If 

Mr. Modi’s government wants to be a Vishwaguru, it should behave like one. 

 

 refugee (noun) – displaced person, asylum seeker, exile, 

deportee, stateless person, émigré. 

 asylum (noun) – protection provided by a foreign country 

to somebody who is unable or unwilling to return to their 

home country due to fear of persecution (harm, 

harassment or oppression). 

 ought to (modal verb) – must, should. 

 Private Member’s Bill (noun) – A ‘Private Member’ is 

simply any MP who is not a minister. Thus, a member of 

the ruling dispensation who is not a minister or that of 

the opposition can be said to be a ‘Private Member’. 
When a minister introduces a Bill, it has the backing of 

the government of the day and is understood to be in line 

with its legislative goals. Such a Bill is known as a 

‘Government Bill’. But when an MP other than a minister 

introduces a Bill, it is called a ‘Private Member’s’ Bill.  

 lay down (phrasal verb) – formulate, stipulate, prescribe. 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm, specification 

(criteria is the plural form of criterion). 

 asylum seeker (noun) – someone seeking a foreign 

country to provide protection to him/her who is unable 

or unwilling to return to their home country due to fear 

of persecution (harm, harassment or oppression); 

displaced person, exile, outcast. 

 prescribe (verb) – stipulate, lay down, specify, impose, 

set down, determine, pronounce. 

 accrue (verb) – to receive something gradually over a 

period of time; accumulate, gather, build up, be added. 

 disrespect (noun) – contempt, scorn, disdain, dislike. 

 non-refoulement (noun) – the fundamental practice 

/principle of not forcing refugees or asylum seekers to 

return to a country in which they would be in likely 

danger of persecution based on “race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or 

political opinion”. 

 cornerstone (noun) – focal point, foundation, pivot. 

 persecution (noun) – oppression, victimization, 

harassment. 

 betrayal (noun) – disloyalty, breach of faith/trust, 

double-dealing. 

 millennial (noun) – relating to a period of a thousand 

years. 

 slew of (noun) – a large number of, lot, range. 

 in the face of (phrase) – despite, notwithstanding, 

regardless of; when confronted with. 

 fled past and past participle of flee (verb) – run, run 

away, take flight, make a quick exit, escape. 

 refoulement (noun) – expulsion, transportation, 

extradition. 

 violation (noun) – contravention, breaking, non-

compliance. 

 bigotry (noun) – prejudice, bias, partiality, injustice. 

 strand (verb) – get stuck, be in a place (unable to move). 

 takeover (noun) – gaining of control, change of 

ownership, capture, occupation, seizure, overrunning, 

annexation, annexing, invasion. 

 find oneself in (verb) – discover, locate, come across, 

come upon (oneself to be in a specific situation).   
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 predicament (noun) –  problematic situation, difficulty, 

quandary. 

 arbitrary (adjective) – discretionary, personal, 

unmotivated, unreasonable, unsupported, irrational, 

illogical, groundless, unjustified; tyrannical, autocratic, 

dictatorial, authoritarian, draconian, anti-democratic. 

 conduct (noun) – behaviour, performance, bearing. 

 seek (verb) – ask for, request, appeal for. 

 irrespective (adjective) – regardless of, without regard to, 

notwithstanding. 

 race (noun) – ethnic group. 

 ethnicity (noun) – a category of people who identify with 

each other based on common language, ancestral, social, 

cultural, or national experiences. 

 expulsion (noun) – expelling, banishment, banishing, 

exile; removal, debarment. 

 revocation (noun) – cancellation, repeal, annulment, 

abolition, invalidation, withdrawal/reversal. 

 sovereign (adjective) – supreme, absolute, unlimited, 

unbounded, boundless, infinite, ultimate, total, 

unconditional. 

 discretion (noun) – choice, option, preference, volition. 

 well-founded (adjective) – justifiable, legitimate, 

defensible, sustainable. 

 grounds (noun) – reason, factor, basis. 

 in quest of (phrase) – searching for, seeking, looking for, 

in pursuit of, on the track of.   

 betterment (noun) – improvement, advancement, 

upgrading. 

 anarchy (noun) – lawlessness, absence of government, 

disorder. 

 conflict (noun) – war, armed conflict, battle, fighting. 

 persecuted (adjective) – oppressed, victimized; 

troubled/suffering. 

 signatory (noun) – the person who signed an official 

document/agreement. 

 1951 refugee convention & 1967 Protocol (noun) – the 

United Nations Convention relating to the Status of 

Refugees, adopted in 1951, is the centrepiece of 

international refugee protection. (1) The Convention 

entered into force on 22 April 1954, and it has been 

subject to only one amendment in the form of a 1967 

Protocol, which removed the geographic and temporal 

limits of the 1951 Convention. The 1951 Convention 

consolidates previous international instruments relating 

to refugees and provides the most comprehensive 

codification of the rights of refugees at the international 

level. 

 ironic (adjective) – strange, unexpected, odd, 

paradoxical. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into account, 

bearing in mind. 

 babylonian (noun) – a native/inhabitant of ancient 

Babylonia or Babylon. 

 zoroastrianism (noun) – an ancient Persian (Iranian) 

religion that may have originated as early as 4000 years 

ago (founded in the sixth century B.C. by the prophet 

Zoroaster). 

 stream (noun) – a mass of people moving continuously in 

the same direction. 

 alas (exclamation) – unluckily, sadly, regrettably, 

unhappily. 

 turn back (phrasal verb) – go back, return. 

 stake a claim (phrase) – assert, declare, proclaim. 

 throne (noun) – a ceremonial chair; seat of state, royal 

seat; sovereign power. 

 gory (adjective) – gruesome, violent, bloodthirsty, 

bloody, brutal. 

 psyche (noun) – soul/spirit, essential nature/persona, 

individuality.  

 drive out (phrasal verb) – expel, evict, deport, exile, 

expel. 

 dwell on (phrasal verb) – to think, speak or write about a 

specific thing for a long time, (especially something that 

is a source of sadness or displeasure). 

 protagonist (noun) – supporter, advocate/champion, 

proponent. 

 exile (noun) – banishment, expulsion, deportation; a 

person who lives away from his/her native country. 

 nobility (noun) – virtue, goodness, honesty, decency, 

integrity. 

 succour (noun) – aid/help/support, assistance, relief 

(during difficulty). 

 credit (noun) – praise, commendation, acclaim, 

acknowledgement, recognition, kudos. 

 in the eyes of (phrase) – in the view of; in the opinion of. 

 match up to (phrasal verb) – be equal to, be as good as. 

 track record (noun) – previous performance, previous 

accomplishments, previous achievements. 

 in the absence of (phrase) – without. 

 lack (verb) – be without, be in need of, require, be short 

of. 

 cocktail (noun) – a mixture of different substances. 

 Foreigners Act, 1946 (noun) – An Act to confer upon the 

Central Government certain powers in respect of 

foreigners. (as per this Act, “foreigner” means “a person 

who is not a citizen of India”). 

 Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939 (noun) – An Act to 

provide for the registration of foreigners in British India. 

 Passports Act (1967) (noun) – An Act to provide for the 

issue of passports and travel documents, to regulate the 

departure from India of citizens of India and other 

persons and for matters incidental or ancillary thereto. 

 Extradition Act, 1962 (noun) – An Act to consolidate and 

amend the law relating to the extradition of fugitive 

criminals and to provide for matters connected therewith 

or incidental thereto. 

 club (together) (phrase verb) – join, merge or combine 

(together). 

 alien (noun) – migrant/immigrant, non-native, foreigner. 

 subscribe to (phrasal verb) – agree with, be in agreement 

with, accept, believe in, endorse, back, support, 

advocate, champion. 

 convention (noun) – norm, standard, rules of conduct, 

ordinance; agreement, accord, protocol, treaty, compact, 

pact. 
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 ad hoc (adjective) – impromptu, unpremeditated, 

unprepared, unplanned, unarranged, unconsidered, 

spontaneous, offhand, improvised, makeshift. 

 speak of (phrasal verb) – mention, talk about, refer to, 

remark on. 

 livelihood (noun) – means of making a living with the 

basic necessities (food, water, shelter and clothing); 

means of support, subsistence, source of income. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – endangered, unsafe, 

unprotected, unguarded, ill-protected; easily affected by, 

prone to, at risk of. 

 exploitation (noun) –  misuse, ill treatment, unfair 

treatment; enslavement, slavery, oppression; 

victimization. 

 trafficking (noun) – the activity of buying and selling 

goods/animal/people illegally; (illegal/illicit) trading, 

dealing. 

 come out (phrasal verb) – develop, work out. 

 standard operating procedure/protocol (SOP) (noun) – a 

detailed, written document consisting of step-by-step 

information on routine activities necessary to complete 

tasks in accordance with specific regulations or 

standards. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, show, call attention 

to, draw attention to, indicate, specify, mention. 

 tamper with (verb) – tinker with, interfere with, meddle 

with, mess around with, play with. 

 extraneous (adjective) – irrelevant, immaterial, 

inappropriate/pointless. 

 please (verb) – like, want, wish, desire, prefer. 

 churlish (adjective) – ill-mannered, discourteous, 

impolite. 

 in the doghouse (phrase) – in trouble; in a bad/awful 

situation. 

 at/in/to the forefront of (phrase) – be in a 

leading/front/important position in an important activity; 

spearhead, van guard, front line, leading position. 

 long-standing (adjective) – persistent, continuing (for a 

long time). 

 humanitarian (adjective) – compassionate, humane, 

socially concerned. 

 noble (adjective) – righteous, virtuous, good, honest, 

upright, moral, ethical, reputable, magnanimous, 

unselfish, generous, self-sacrificing. 

 oblige (verb) – compel, obligate, coerce, pressure, 

pressurize. 

 humanely (adverb) – compassionately, benevolently, 

considerately/thoughtfully. 

 in practice (phrase) – in reality, actually, in real life, 

realistically, practically, effectively. 

 it is high time that (phrase) – an appropriate time for 

something (should have been done earlier). 

 reluctance (noun) – unwillingness, disinclination, 

hesitation. 

 obligation (noun) – duty, commitment, responsibility, 

moral imperative; necessity, pressure, constraint. 

 bound to (adjective) – obligated, obliged, under 

obligation, compelled, required, duty-bound. 

 unworthy (adjective) – unbecoming, unsuitable, 

inappropriate, unseemly, improper, incongruous. 

 subject (noun) – participant, volunteer. 

 rule-taker (noun) – a person who obeys rules. 

 the way forward (phrase) – something (a plan/action) 

that leads to success in the future. 

 Article 14 of the constitution of India (noun) – Equality 

before law. The State shall not deny to any person 

equality before the law or the equal protection of the 

laws within the territory of India. 

 Article 20 of the constitution of India (noun) – Protection 

in respect of conviction for offences. (1) No person shall 

be convicted of any offence except for violation of the 

law in force at the time of the commission of the act 

charged as an offence, nor be subjected to a penalty 

greater than that which might have been inflicted under 

the law in force at the time of the commission of the 

offence. (2) No person shall be prosecuted and punished 

for the same offence more than once. (3) No person 

accused of any offence shall be compelled to be a witness 

against himself. 

 Article 21 of the constitution of India (noun) – Protection 

of life and personal liberty. No person shall be deprived 

of his life or personal liberty except according to 

procedure established by law. 

 premise (noun) – assertion, belief, thought, notion, 

proposition, assumption. 

 eviction (noun) – expulsion, banishment, 

ousting/removal. 

 hold (verb) – rule, decide. 

 enumeration (noun) – the action of establishing the 

number of something; counting, numbering, tally. 

 judge-centric (adjective) – relating to a particular judge 

and his/her approach of doing things. 

 whim (noun) – wish, desire, impulse, urge. 

 aspiration (noun) – ambition, hope, desire, urge, wish. 

 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance. 

 solidarity (noun) – unity, unanimity, harmony, 

cooperation, community of interest, mutual support. 

 pillar (noun) – mainstay, strength, tower of strength, 

bastion; backbone, support. 

 pole (noun) – post, pillar, support; extremity. 

 multipolar (adjective) – having many extremities. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be instrumental 

in, be a factor in. 

 uphold (verb) – maintain, sustain, continue, preserve, 

protect, strengthen, nurture; confirm, endorse, support. 

 knit (adjective) – united, unified, merged, combined. 

 stand for (phrasal verb) – mean, represent, signify, 

denote, indicate; advocate, champion, uphold, defend, 

stand up for, support, back, endorse. 

 Vishwaguru (noun) – a reformer and teacher/master to 

the entire world. 
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