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Research Proposal
Creation of the border in 1947 had two effects
. Willem van Schendel wrote ‘first effect is the fairly unobtrusive movement of settlers out of Bengal suddenly became international migration. New states came into being, claiming the right to decide who is a citizen or an alien and to grant or withhold authorization to cross the border. When it was declared illegal to move without papers, the movement continued underground. Secondly , Willem wrote,  ‘the throes of state formation after 1947 let to additional out migration, often in waves…… the border gave citizen’s who resisted migration settlement a new argument that eh state hardly could ignore, and the Indian narrative of ‘infiltration’ was constructed around that argument. To check ‘infiltration’ construction of fencing along the Indo-Bangla border soon became unavoidable by the state.  

Indo-Bangla border along the Meghalaya state took a different shape since the independence of the Bangladesh resulting in construction of concrete fencing along the border lands. Assam and Meghlaya share 577-km international border with Bangladesh. Around 364 km of this is fenced with concrete and wire. Indo-Bangla border in the Meghalaya is considered significant for various reasons. What makes the border region a ‘happening region’ is because of insurgency movement, smuggling of gold and cattle’s, migration of ‘illegal migrants’ etc. 

West Garo Hills district is 3714 sq. km in area with a population of about 2.3 million and has housed about 80% is tribal population. About 40 thousand Bengali speaking population mostly placed in the border areas of the district though included in the census report, is excluded form almost every literature coming out from the region.  

Matrilineal society among the major tribes of Meghalaya is widely celebrated as a symbol of gender equality. Unfortunately matrilineality has little to inspire a small sizable number of non-tribal communities consisting mostly Bengali speaking population that is still sedimented with the patriarchal values. Non-tribal or more accurately non-Garo community of West Garo Hills are mostly cornered themselves within a narrow strip bordering Bangladesh share an uncertain, hostile relationship with the Garo community. The presence of non-Garo community is considered a threat to the indigenous Garo community and hence is excluded from decision making process given the status of the district a ‘sixth schedule’ area.  

In such a situation, women face peculiar hardship and discrimination as evident from different aspects of a woman’s lives in the barbed zone of borderlands of West Garo Hills. A series of hard realities would exert pressure to make such a generalization.
Firstly, fencing construction along the borderlands has witnessed constant resistance from by the local population mainly who claimed they would lose farmlands as it extends beyond the zero line. This resistance is not unwanted or unreasonable. Fencing forced many women to loose their land resources. Due to patriarchal values in the society, women are often given only life time possession over the land. This arrangement is locally called ‘ek-kalin’. Ownership remains with the male members of the family. Hence any rehabilitation or compensation programme conducted by the state did not reach women. These women who were primary dependent on agricultural land have become daily wagers or got themselves absorbed into different other profession rather then the one they traditionally belonged. Employment choice of women in this area is further limited due to sixth scheduled status of the West Garo Hills district. Women are often forced to take smuggling as an alternate opportunity of earning in the black market popularly known as ‘Bangabandhu market’. 

Secondly, cultural discrimination against women cannot be overlooked in a barbed zone of the borderland. Women’s mobility is always restricted on the excuse of their own security. The presence of heavy deployment of BSF and enhanced militarization added much fuel to this excuse. The gravity of militarization can be assessed through the fact the he distance between the Border Outposts (BOPs) of the BSF was ‘reduced’ to 3.5 kilometres in 2006. Night curfew along the Indo-Bangla border to check insurgency movement is another barrier. ‘Tension’ along the border is another chronic excuse to restrict women’s mobility.
Thirdly, life in borderlands of West Garo Hills is not free from violence. Women in this area are the easy catch for all evils and are often targeted for the crimes committed by the family members. Two women were stabbed to death sometime back as their husband failed to pay the ‘due’ to the smugglers residing on the other side of the border. One newly wed woman was kidnapped and later she rescued herself with the help of locals in Bangladesh. Forced prostitution is not unheard or unpracticed. There is a popular punch line that ‘one woman is available in exchange of six cows’.  

Construction of fencing affects women’s life enormously and adversely. The heat of poverty,  lebensraum and the religious-sedimentation and polarisation unloads their ‘tears and wears’  only on  bodies of women. In a barbed zone, women have little space to breath. All kinds of artificial obstructions like fundamentalism, poverty and love for their dear ones force women to take up a life without dignity. They either shed or forced to shed all possessions like property, land and livelihood options. 

Research methodology: 

This research will seek to explore the different gendered impacts of constructing fencing at the border and build narratives of the experience of women in borderlines especially those whose lives were enormously impacted by the construction of fencing. The research will represent women’s understanding of fencing along the border and its consequences through first hand perspectives on the issues of nationalism and their longings will be captured through narratives of borderliners of West Garo Hills. Ethnographic descriptions of extra-national elements within the national interest will be looked into in detail. A comparative study of the women in borderland and non-borderland will be an integral part of the study. 

Time table: 

September: Literature survey

October: Field visit and data collection

November: Preparation of data base and transcripts etc

December: Preparation of the first draft of the research paper
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