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Introduction 

Mizoram, the State located to the North East of India and bordering the Chin State of Burma, has been the major recipient of migration of people from Chin State. Rough estimates suggest that there are about 1,000,000 Chin nationals living across the State. A host of factors are responsible, for instance, the drugs and liquor trade, the sheer number of people migrating, the allegations that the Chins are carriers of diseases such as HIV/AIDS etc. The Chins migrate for a variety of reasons, which has its roots in the larger context of militarization of all ethnic states after 1988. While, the Chins and the Mizos migrated to Mizoram and Chin state respectively, the recent wave of migration, especially those fleeing Chin State has been in the context of heavy militarization and the deteriorating economic conditions. 

The Indo Burma border thus, holds immense significance in the region for this continuing migration and the high level of cross border trade. While the trade is encouraged and supported, the migration of Chins is not always welcomed. India, on its part, regulates trade and the movement of people through its policy on foreigners which is mediated through its legal institutions and administrative structures. In contra-distinction to the States's policy of regulating the borders, in the South Asian sub-continent, borders are porous and at best, minimally regulated
. The fact that Mizoram (as also Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh) houses a large number of Burmese nationals, who then disappear in the society, is telling as to the extent to which borders may be circumvented by people. 

This research is intended to focus on the experiences of women crossing borders from across Chin State in the context of the political sitaution in Burma, and the response of both the State and the Central Governments in India to this phenomenon. 

The context

The legal frame offers a useful point of view to understand the regulation of borders and the politics of exclusion and inclusion. For the purposes of the study, it helps exploring specifically, how women who are forced to migrate negotiate the complex social, political and economic web of relationships as someone labelled as a foreigner and sometimes “illegal”.

The States response to migration 

States have sought in one way or another to restrict the ability of people to arrive in their territories. From European policies that have installed various laws to ensure that people do not flood their countries (unless the migration is considered a benefit to their economies), to countries closer home that have either devised ways to close their borders or illegalize people, the regulation of migration today is increasingly viewed from the perspective of national security, decline in employment or threat from the incoming population.  

The Government of India's policy on forced migration is non-existent. However, this lack of policy also signifies the Government's position in many ways. The Foreigners Act, 1946 regulates the entry, stay and exit of all foreigners in the country. Other than this legislation, the Government's policy is aided by administrative and executive ad-hocism. The ad-hocism is manifest in a number of ways, of which literature abounds
. While there is no recognition of refugees as a separate category needing a differing treatment, some refugee communities such as the Iranians, Burmese, Afghans etc can be said to be recognized by the Government through its policy of issuing Residence Permits. Agencies like the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) work under restricted conditions and a specific mandate to regulate the flow of foreigners by recognizing refugees and assisting them. 

Related to this, the Government's plan to issue
 Multiple National Identity Cards
 as well as the constant debates about the fencing and survellience of borders are further good examples of legal and administrative mechanisms that are employed to maintain the divide between foreigners and citizens.
The Social, Economic and Political context of Mizoram

The social, economic and political context of Mizoram is also important to comprehend its policies on cross border trade and cross border population flows. Mizoram is yet another example of how it seeks to “sanitize” its society through the restrictions on foreigners (including the Indians and other non-citizens). Voluntary organizations such as the Young Mizo Association, the Kristian Thalai Pawl (KTP), students organizations such as the Mizo Zirlai Pawl (MZP) are known to function as “instruments of 'systemic or structural control'”
, having a say in regulating every day lives of men and women.

The Mizo attitude towards foreigners, locally called the “vai” (foreigners) and poi (referring to the Burmese) are generally exclusionary, labelling them as a destabilizing factor, thus to be excluded
. As one report studying the Burmese population and border trade in Mizoram puts it, “The integration of Chins in Mizo society oscillates between rejection, solidarity and dependency, along a more or less typical pattern, in which the incoming population is welcomed as long as it serves  the locals’ needs – by providing, for instance, cheap labour – but becomes a nuisance as soon as it challenges local life through criminality, cultural, linguistic and religious ostentation and expansion
.” 

What is worth studying in detail is the conflicting signals on the conditions that make it acceptable for foreigners
 (and in this case the Burmese) to live in Mizoram and the positions that are taken by the Government and organizations such as the YMA in either allowing them to stay or making their presence illegal. Thus, for instance the Government's statement recently that the Chin refugees facing persecution are welcomed in Mizoram
 , on one hand, and its other forms of protest and intolerance such as the decision to undertake a census of the Burmese nationals
 following the publication of the report “We are Like Forgotten People” by the Human Rights Watch
 on the other, needs to be studied in detail. What does this tells us about the Mizoram society, its politics and what impact does this have on its borders, which also is a site of numerous other activities such as trade, other than the constant population flow?

The gender dimension of the research 

Conflict and the resulting migration affects men and women differently and understanding this helps in planning and implementing the policies, framing the law and providing assistance. It is only in recent times that the need to understand forced migration from a gendered perspective has gained prominence given that men and women respond to and are affected by conflict situations differently
. 

However, the law remains rooted in a patriarchal mindset, and inadequate in perceiving and responding to women's experiences. Women are central to the study for two reasons. A study of the forced migration and borders from a gender perspective helps engender the way we understand forced migration, where the law fails, and the barriers that women (and by extension, the family) often face in invoking the law for their security, livelihood and protection. 

In this particular context, while studies
 have been undertaken that highlight the overall dismal situation of Burmese (Chin) women in Chin State or after their arrival in Mizoram and Delhi, the studies have not focused on the specific ways in which the displacement or an alien environment have affected them. The studies have tended to be general in character, focusing on the overall social and economic situation and the impact of UNHCR policy and assistance or the absence of refugee law.

Central questions of the research and methodology

The research intends to be field based, with the primary respondents being women, local authorities (including the state and the central government bureaucracy) as well as local organizations such as the YMA, who play a significant role in dictating the terms of stay of all “foreigners” in Mizoram. 

In the context set out in the paragraphs above, some of the broad objectives of the study are the following:

1. Understand the context and reasons for women to cross over from Burma to India. 

2. Identifying the challenges and risks that women face in the process and the coping mechanisms that help them navigate the state and non state apparatus? 

3. Understand the context and the reasons for those fleeing persecution to refrain from seeking formal asylum for long periods of time? 

4. Understand the threat perception of the Burmese nationals in Mizoram. Considering that the Burmese nationals make a cheap and available work force, how does a factor such as this help us in understanding the Mizoram's anti-foreigner sentiment? 

5. Understanding how borders facilitate or limit women's opportunities to create livelihood options for themselves or their families? 

6. Lastly, understanding how women deal with the very real risk of deportation, threats of deportation or harassment and arrest by the police either personally or on behalf of their families? As local voluntary organizations have a role to play in “checking illegal activities”, how do and what do women negotiate?

Conclusion

The objectives and broad themes noted above, juxtaposed to the governmental's policy of understanding borders and migration would throw up insights into the every day lives of women and their negotiating mechanisms in the border areas. And in the specific context of Burmese migration into India and a proportion of them seeking asylum in Delhi, this study would also add to the existing understanding of the causes for people to flee, the existing protection policy and the challenges facing the refugee status determination mechanism. Lastly, it also help determine not only the contours of the law to protect refugees
 but also help us understand whether that debate needs to be articulated in a form other than that of “refugee protection”.
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