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STRATEGIC ESSAY

Pankaj Kumar Sarmah and Jahnabi Devi*

The  Plight of Assamese Gorkhas in a
Contested Multicultural Society

Introduction

Arguably, for the
last  couple of decades,
the nature of violence

against the Assamese Gorkhas has
undergone a transformation, as
contemporary violent conflicts are
fast adopting alternative methods of
warfare, penetrating towns, villages
and even the homes of civilians
(Goswami, 2006, p 09). The politics of
space and identity has accelerated
the process of different resistant
movements in North East India in
general and in Assam in particular.
From the micro level perspective,
within the territory of Assam,
insurgent activities by the rebel
forces, violations of human rights,
armed violence sponsored by both

state and non-state actors etc. have
resulted in perpetuating fear and
insecurity and thereby dismantling
the emotional fabric of the larger
Assamese society. Majority versus
minority clashes among the smaller
social groups have built up an
environment of violence for which
the Assamese Gorkhas have had to
face a lot of trouble so far. It  is a truism
that violence must be minimised for
the stability of the society. In an
ethnically plural society, the feeling
of relative deprivation often
increases the aspirations and desires
among different communities and
leads to an intense environment of
competition, distrust and
dissatisfaction which could lead to
conflict and violence.



While analysing the status of
Assamese Gorkhas, it is to be
mentioned that this community face
more trouble from the militants
compared to state actors and other
civil society organisations. In a
contested multicultural society like
Assam, increasing violence
undermines the rights and security
of the marginalised groups like
Assamese Gorkhas. Hence the plight
of the peripheral groups is a recurring
phenomenon in the socio-cultural and
political history of this region.

This research work seeks to study
how violence has challenged the
very notions of security and
citizenship rights of the minority
groups like Assamese Gorkhas in
Assam and discuss how and in what
circumstances the Assamese Gorkha
community got marginalised.

Existing Literature

Regarding the question of identity
of the Gorkhas, Prof. Monirul
Hussain in his book ‘The Assam
Movement: Class, Ideology and
Identity’ has well illustrated the
demand of the Gorkhas those who
have been residing Assam since a
very long period and already
assimilated with the mainstream.
Prof. Nani Gopal Mahanta in his book
‘Confronting the State: ULFA’s Quest
for Sovereignty’ deals with the issue

of sustainable peace, violence,
insurgency, human security, and
quest for identity etc. The author has
discussed the process of
institutionalisation of violence
during the time of Assam Movement
from 1979 to 1985 and identified
conflict-induced displacement, arms
proliferation, rape etc. as the negative
effects of violent conflict.

Mon Bahadur Chetry in his
‘Asomiya Nepali Samaj aru Sanskritir
Ruprekha’ has beautifully depicted
the picture of cultural assimilation of
the Assamese Gorkhas with the
mainstream people of Assam.
Prakash Koirala in his book ‘Asomor
Gorkhasokolor Oitijyar Onneswan’
has illustrated the origin of Gorkhas
and their status in India in general
and in North East India in particular.
He has further elaborated about the
gazette notification of Government of
India, Ministry of Home Affairs
regarding the citizenship status of
Gorkhas.

It is to be mentioned that there is a
need for attempting more focussed
research on the status of Assamese
Gorkhas. Although the literature
reviewed above provides a
conceptual framework, the issue has
not received the scholarly attention it
deserves. This study proposes to
make a modest attempt to fill the
existing knowledge gap.
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Who are the Assamese
Gorkhas

The Assamese Gorkhas are
considered to be those sections of
Nepali/Gorkhali1 speaking people
who used to settle in different parts
of Assam long before independence
and were recognised by Gazette
notification of Government of India,
Ministry of Home Affairs on 23
August 1988.2 The Gorkhas of Assam
are only a smaller section of the total
number of Indian Gorkhas residing
in different parts of India. They speak
Nepali language included in the
Eight Schedule of the Indian
Constitution. The Gorkhas of India in
general and North East India in
particular, had been facing an identity
crisis with regard to their Indian
Citizenship, but the Indo-Nepal
Treaty of Friendship, 1950 ensured
and permitted the migration of people
from India to Nepal and vice versa.
However, the indigenous Gorkhas
maintained their distinct identity and
distinguished themselves from
people who came from Nepal after
this Treaty. It is worth mentioning here
that although this community has
been widely categorised as Nepali
since time immemorial and they
speak Nepali as their mother tongue,
now a days, especially in North East
India, they have claimed themselves
to be Gorkha rather than Nepali.

Gorkhas in North East
India in general and
Assam in particular

The Nepali-speaking people are
found in large number in all the North
Eastern part of India. The Gorkhas are
regarded as Nepalese because they
also speak the Nepali language. In
some regions of India, the Nepali
speaking Gorkha population became
critical actors in all aspects of decision-
making process with their increasing
numerical strength. By 1900, these
people, calling themselves Gorkhas,
formed more than 50 percent of the total
population in Sikkim and Darjeeling,
strong enough in the past century to
form a government in one and
demand a separate homeland in the
other (Nath, 2005, p. 63).

In addition to recruits in the Indian
army, the Nepalese people also
migrated for the purpose of labour in
tea plantations to North East India
during the colonial period. The Census
of 1941 recorded that Nepal provided
45 percent of the immigrants to India.
Historically, Assam had a socio-cultural
connection with Nepal. For instance, the
ancient Kamrup Kingdom known to
have its boundaries extended up to
eastern Nepal and the two Kamrup
Kings  Nildhwaj and Naranarayan
had married the princesses of Nepal
in the 1520s (Subba, 2003, p.17).
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While discussing the issues of
immigration and migration, R.P.
Mondol3 has mentioned about certain
‘push and pull factors’4 responsible
for migration of people from one
region to the other. The ‘Push’ factors
are: (i) decline in the national
resources; (ii) loss of employment;
(iii) Oppressive or repressive
discriminatory treatment; (iv)
alienation from a community because
one no longer subscribes to
prevailing beliefs, customs or mode
of behaviour within the community;
(v) retreat from a community
because it offers few or no opportunity
for personal development,
employment or marriage; (vi) retreat

from a community because of natural
calamities like flood, drought,
earthquake, epidemic etc.

Likewise, the ‘Pull’ factors are: (i)
better opportunities for employment in
one’s occupation to enter a preferred
occupation; (ii) opportunities to earn a
larger income; (iii) opportunities to
obtain desired specialised education or
training; (iv) preferable environment
and living condition- topography, site,
climate, houses etc.; (v) dependency
movement, such as migration of bride
to join her husband; (vi) the lure of new
or different activities, environment etc.
(Mondol, 1981, pp. 16-17). Migration
of people from Nepal to North
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Table-1

Annual Growth of Gorkha Population in Assam
(1901-2001)

Source: Economic Survey of Assam

Year
Nepali
Population
in Assam

Percentage

1901 21,347 0.35
1911 47,654 .67
1921 70,344 .94
1931 88,306 1.02
1951 1,01,338 1.26
1961 2,15,213 1.98
1971 3,49,116 2.38
1991 4,32,519 1.93
2001 5,64,790 2.30



Eastern Region of India was
influenced by some of the above-
mentioned factors.

This part of India, i.e. North East
India has provided means of livelihood
to a large number of people which has
attracted people to come to this region
including to what is today known as
the state of Assam and settle here. One
of the consequences of migration of
Nepalis has been their easy
assimilation with the greater Assamese
society and thus the Assamese
Gorkhas had always tried to reduce the
societal distance from the people of
Assam. Their assimilative behaviour
ensured peace and harmony in the
region.

In Assam, larger section of the
people did not oppose the migration
of the Nepalese to the region as they
met the labour requirements of the
region. But the scenario has changed
in the last five decades. In Northeast
India, the anti-Nepali feeling was first
observed during the Assam
Movement (1979-1985). Along with
the illegal migrants from
Bangladesh, the Nepalis were also
included in the anti-foreigner
discourse during the time of Assam
Movement (Nath, 2005, p. 65). The
Nepalese, as Prof. Monirul Hussain
writes, ‘irrespective of their length of
stay in Assam virtually became
dangerous unwanted foreigners,

who were threatening the socio-
cultural political identity of the
Asamiyas in their traditional
homeland’ (Hussain, 1993, p. 260).
During the time of Assam Movement,
the Gorkhas living in the
Brahmaputra Valley witnessed the
anti-democratic, violent and non-
secular character of the movement
which further galvanised their
situation and pushed them to the
relief camp resulting in internal
displacement of these people. In
certain places, the Gorkhas were
attacked while in some other places
they participated with the Assamese
people in the movement.

Assamese Gorkhas and
the Discourse on
Multiculturalism in
Assam

Globally, the conflict on ethnic
grounds came to the fore after the
Second World War and became more
prominent after the end of the war of
nerves or popularly known as Cold
War. With the breakdown of the
former USSR or Soviet Union, ethnic
demands based on right to self -
determination gathered momentum
in many parts of the world. North
Eastern part of India in general, and
the state of Assam in particular, also
faced contestations on ethnic grounds
during this period, and ever since,
there have been conflicts among
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majority and minority communities,
especially in Assam.

Today, the situation is such that it
appears as if there is a complete sense
of mistrust among succeeding
generations of people belonging to
different communities which
hampers harmonious relations
between them. This is applicable to
Assamese Gorkhas too in relation to
the other communities in Assam. It is
clear that the Gorkhas in Assam do
not pose a serious political threat to
the majority Assamese people, but
this community have seen lots of
vulnerable situations during the time
of the Assam Movement and the
subsequent Bodo Movement.

Assam is ethnically and
linguistically as diverse as the rest of
India. The Nepalese are one of the
major inhabitants in the North-east
India in general and Assam in
particular, at least since the second
half of the 19th century (Upadhyaya,
2009, p. 03). From the past century
onwards, the region including
Assam received immigrants as
refugees, economic migrants and
ecological victims from the
neighbouring countries of Nepal and
Bangladesh (Nath, 2005, p. 60). These
led to an inevitable increase in
population, which resulted in
competition for resources and jobs.
Many a times, this competition

created feeling of insecurities among
different communities and resulted
in violent conflicts. Political violence
and ethnic cleansing have become
the sad realities in many parts of the
world, which cause traumatic stress
upon linguistic and ethnic minorities.
The same has been the case with
minorities in Assam.

In the state of Assam, the Assam
Movement has been used as a
reference point by some smaller
nationalist groups who started the
process of ethnic cleansing to
establish their dominance over other
minority communities in areas
where they held sway. The Gorkhas,
being members of a peripheral
minority community, have had to face
a lot of trouble in the process of
establishing themselves in a
multicultural society like Assam,
where accommodation of diversity
has become a thing of the past.

Field Study

From the field work, it has been
observed that the Assamese Gorkhas
now feel more and more insecure in
the last three to four decades as a result
of conflict-induced displacement, crisis
of identity etc. During the time of the
Bodo Movement, a huge number of
Gorkha population had to flee to other
parts of India as a result of violence
and threat to life because of the policy
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of ‘ethnic cleansing’5 adopted by the
Bodo militants. Large scale inter-
district and inter-state displacement
of the Gorkhas has been witnessed
in Kokrajhar and Chirang districts
during the time of the Bodo
Movement. The militants often used
to demand money from the Nepali
speaking people which pressurised
them to leave the place and settle
elsewhere and in some case some of
them even went back to Nepal.6

These displaced Nepali Gorkha
populations have joined the earlier
refugees on the Indo-Nepal border
at Kakiribhita, Biratnagar, Darjeeling
or Siliguri, or remained internally
displaced in the camps set up around
Assam and North East (Nath, 2006,
p.144). Although in some cases, All
Assam Gorkha Student Union had to
join hands with All Bodo Students’
Union (ABSU) during the time of the
Bodo Movement, the Gorkha people
were mostly at the receiving end. The
then President of ABSU in 1990,
Urkhau Goura Brahma had made a
declaration about their joint efforts
towards the cause of the Movement
which had been condemned by then
MP from Gorkha Community, Purna
Narayan Singha. Being a peace-
loving community, the Gorkhas could
hardly become part of a radical
movement. The Gorkhas maintained
their distinct identity and had a

natural feeling of belongingness in
Assam.

At another level, the susceptibility
of the marginalised minority also
increases in the context of Assam due
to the existence of draconian laws of
the Central and State Governments
from time to time. As per the
information provided by the
Superintendent of Police, Biswanath
District to the President, Gorkha Justice
Forum of Assam, the numbers of
Gorkha people dying in the hands of
National Democratic Front of
Bodoland (NDFB) are as follows: one
in 2000(in Tinisuti Uriabosti under
Gingia Police Station), two in 2004 (in
Gelapukhuri under Gingia Police
Station), and eight in 2009, during
Bhimajuli incident under Biswanath
Chariali Police Station. Such kinds of
incidents prevailed in other parts of
Assam as well. From the Ulama
village of Udalguri to Routa and
Dhanashri, the indigenous Gorkhas
have lost money and wealth and they
tried to fulfil various demands of the
militants in order to secure their lives
during the time of Bodo Movement
(Thapa & Chetry, 2006, p. 15). It is to
be mentioned that although the
Gorkhas were facing security threats
from the militant groups during the
time of the Bodo Movement, civil
society organisations had a pro-
Gorkha attitude, which points to the
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residual accommodative character of
the plural society.

The field survey conducted in
Balichang and Gelapukhuri villages
of Biswanath District and Alupara
and Chatrang villages of Sonitpur
district found increased numbers of
evidences of attacks on Assamese
Gorkhas during the time of the Bodo
Movement. It is also observed that
the Nepali Gorkha community of
these regions were also affected
during the time of the Assam
Movement as well. The respondents
of the victims’ families explained that
the old memories of conflict and
attacks on them led to their forced
displacement and their year-long
settlement in the relief camps. The
study reveals that the Gorkhas of
Assam are not feeling secure
anymore and they would find their
rights and privileges contested in the
multicultural settings of the
Assamese society.

Various organisations formed by
Assamese Gorkhas like the Assam
Gorkha Sammelan, Nepali Sahitya
Parishad, All Assam Nepali
Students’ Union (AANSU), All
Assam Gorkha Students’ Union,
Gorkha Unnayan Parishad etc. are
the premier organisations, which
have contributed significantly to the
development of the Assamese
Gorkhas in Assam. Regarding the
constitutional safeguards provided to

the Gorkhas of Assam, AANSU had
submitted a memorandum to the
Prime Minister of India on 24th July,
1980 where they pleaded that:

The Nepalese of India are Hindu
by religion and as they inherit the
virtues and vices of the great Hindu
Society. There are traditionally
backward and neglected castes and
Tribes including ‘untouchables’
[among Hindus], who have their
counterparts among the Nepali
speaking people also, but [these
Gorkhas] are not enlisted as
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes. For example, Domoi, Kami,
Gainay, Bhujel and Sarki should be
enlisted as Scheduled Castes.
Similarly, Limbu, Rai, Mogar, Gurung,
Bhutia, Lepcha etc. are the
counterparts of the recognised
Scheduled Tribes of other Hindus.
The list is not exhaustive. We urge
upon the Government to prepare the
list of the Nepali-speaking social
groups who may be recognised as
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes after consulting the various
social organisations like Assam
Gorkha Sammelon, All India Nepali
Bhasa Samiti etc. (Newar, 2013, p. 11).

The AANSU stood for better co-
ordination with all the student
organisations of Assam like the All
Assam Students’ Union (AASU), All
Bodo Students’ Union (ABSU),
Takam Mising Porin Kebang
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(TMPK), All Tiwa Students’ Union
(ATSU), Students’ Federation of India
(SFI), National Students’ Union of
India (NSUI) etc. and emphasises on
mutual understanding on all issues
for the betterment of the state. In
1995, AANSU changed its name to
All Assam Gorkha Students’ Union
(AAGSU). Since then, various
Gorkha Civil Society organisations
along with AAGSU have become
more committed to change the
nomenclature of the Nepali-
speaking community of Assam from
the word ‘Nepali’ to ‘Gorkha’. But we
need to understand whether they
have become more vigilant in a multi-
cultural region like Assam or not. The

Assamese Gorkhas try to assimilate
themselves with the mainstream
Assamese people and the
indigenous people. But the conflict-
induced displacement, contested
multicultural settings tend to push
back their desires in Assam. It has
been observed during the course of
the survey that the Nepali speaking
people of Assam are ready to glorify
themselves as Gorkhas instead of
Nepali as the later makes them feel
like citizens of Nepal. As a welcome
step of the Government of Assam, the
Assam Cabinet on 7 July 2021
notified the Nepali Graziers and
Cultivators mentioned in the Assam
Land and Revenue Regulation, 1886
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Table-2

 Internal Displacement of the Gorkhas

Source: Lopita Nath, “Migrants in flight: Conflict-induced
internal displacement of Nepalis in North East India”, in Peace
and Democracy in South Asia, Volume 1, Number 1, January

2005, pp. 56-72.

Year Cause No of displaced
persons

1984 Choulkhowa Chapori,
Darrang, Gohpur incident

Unknown

1995 Massacre at relief camp at
Bansbari in Barpeta

2,000 (app)

1996
(May-June)

Ethnic Cleansing (Bodoland
Movement)

7,000 (app)

1998 Ethnic Cleansing (Bodoland
Movement)

2,000 (app)



as “Gorkha Community” in the Tribal
Belt and Blocks of Bodoland Territorial
Region (BTR).

There have been at least four major
cases of conflict induced internal
displacement of Gorkhas in Assam in
the fifty years of independence, which
also hamper the process of cultural
assimilation of Gorkhas with the
mainstream Assamese Society.

Conclusion

In a multicultural society like Assam,
the issues of majority and minority
need to be debated from a
humanitarian perspective. The
Gorkhas, being a peace-loving
smaller community in Assam,
deserve an equal status with other
neighbouring communities and
their rights to represent, preserve
and promote their culture and
identity must be protected by the
state.  The Gorkhas from the
neighbouring state of Nepal, who
had migrated to Northeast India
since the colonial times have long
integrated themselves into the multi-
ethnic and multi-cultural fabric of the
society in the region in different
states. In the contested multicultural

society of Assam, the Gorkhas,
instead of seeking a separate
identity, appear willing to go for
shared identity with other ethnic
groups which should be taken as a
better way of dealing with inter-
ethnic discord.

By taking the example of the
Assamese Gorkhas, the non-traditional
security dimensions in Assam need to
be re-emphasised. For developing a
participant political culture rather than
a patron-client relationship, cultural
recognition of smaller communities
is a must, which deserves attention
of the managers of the state, as multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic societies can
only progress by recognising and
claiming the wealth of values
represented by all. For co-operation
among all the people of Assam, each
and every community should be
allowed to decide their fate and build
their destiny. In an ethnically plural
society, we need to recognise and
respect the aspirations of each
community and care about the
livelihood concerns of all. Only then,
minorities like the Assamese Gorkhas
will feel secure and integrate
themselves more openly with the
multicultural ethos of Assam.
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Endn otes

1. It is the language of the Gurkhas. “Owing to the fact that the Rajput
rulers of Nepal came immediately from the town of the Gurkhas.
As the Rajput rulers belong to a place call Gorkha so they liked
their language to called Gurkhali” (Grierson quoted in Srivastava,
1962).

2. As per Gazette notification of Government of India, Ministry of
Home Affairs, New Delhi, dated 23rd August, 1988, Gorkhas were
recognized as citizen of India as defined in Article 1(2) of the
constitution of India. The gazette notification notified by then Joint
Secretary to the Government of India, Indra Misra stated that, “As
from the commencement of the constitution that is as, from 26-1-
1950, every Gorkha who had his domicile in the territory of India as
defined in Article 1(2) of the Constitution of India and-

(a) Who was born in the territory of India or

(b) Either of whose parents was born in the territory of India, Or

(c) Who had been ordinarily resident in the territory of India for not
less than five years before such commencement shall be a citizen
of India as provided in Article 5 of the Constitution of India.”

3. R.B Mondol in his edited book titled, Frontiers in migration analysis,
states that the magnitude of migration is considered to be highly
responsive to the “Push and Pull” factors.

4. The hypothetical explanation of ‘Push and Pull” factor basically
used to depict the real picture of many cross-border population
movements.

5. Ethnic Cleansing is considered to be an attempt on the part of a
community to overthrow or get rid of the members of an unwanted
community so that an ethnically homogenous geographically area
can be preserved. All the narratives of 20 th century nationalist
movement have been experiencing with this process of ‘ethnic
cleansing’.

6. Information collected from the respondent during the time of field
visit.
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