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Abstract 

Citizenship, both in theory and practice, has emerged as the enduring link between the 
principles of public sovereignty and the exercise of individual capacity (Balibar, 1988) and 
has hence become a central component of contemporary political life. Paradoxically though, 
despite its centrality in modern political life, it has gained a precarious status too. The 
dimension of precarity hereby, is associated with both the content (rights) and the status 
(membership) of citizenship and it refers to the uncertainty faced by different sections of the 
global society in terms of calming citizenship as a legal status and/or rights (Lori, 2017).This 
proposal intends to investigate a location where the precarity of rights and precarity of status 
become competing articulations of citizenship. For this purpose we propose a multi 
stakeholder analysis of citizenship based on the historical and the contemporary political 
developments in Assam: which is a location that has faced an influx of displaced population 
and ‘illegal’ migrants and understand how the presence of both these categories informs the 
perspectives on statelessness, desirability and anxieties of various hues. 

The state of Assam has had to accommodate a section of the people displaced during the 
partition of 1947 and also during the war of 1971. Simultaneously, sections of the Assamese 
society have long complained of illegal migration into the state, which they claim to be a 
threat to their citizenship rights. These claims to precarity were accepted by the Indian state 
in the Assam accord, which was a politically negotiated settlement between the leaders of the 
Assam movement1 and the Indian government, ultimately leading to the 1986 amendment to 
the Indian citizenship law. More importantly, in the contemporary context, the process of 
updating the National Register of Citizenship in Assam, something that required active 
participation of the people of the state2, was a long standing demand of certain sections of the 
Assamese society. The state, on the other also saw large scale mobilisations against the most 
recent amendment to the Indian citizenship law3. The roots of this opposition regarding 
granting of refugee status to a section of the presumed ‘illegal’ migrants are embedded in the 
same articulation of precariousness that has been accepted by the Indian state on multiple 
occasions. This is not to say that the recent amendment to the citizenship law is without 
precedent, especially in the case of Assam4.      

Citizenship has historically been inexorably tied to the process of state formation and has 
hence been intertwined with governmentality directed towards the visualisation and the 
affirmation of state power (Roy, 2010, p. 11). Given the specific context of state formation in 

                                                           
1The Assam movement refers to the prolonged struggle in the state of Assam which had at its core the issue of outsiders in Assam (Roy, 
2010)  
2See section 4A of citizenship rules 2003 
3See citizenship amendment act of 2019 
4See Illegal Migrant (Expulsion from Assam) act of 1950 



South Asia, where each post-colonial entity is plagued by a crisis of distinction due to the 
juxtaposition of distinctive and indistinctive traits, it can be claimed that cartographic 
anxieties become a prominent signifier of the post colony (Krishna, 1994, p. 509) and post-
colonial citizenship. The category of the citizen in most cases is defined or validated by the 
policies and decisions of the state that are directly influenced by cartographic anxieties.  
Given these factors, it is unsurprising that most accounts on precarious citizenship have taken 
a critical look at the role of the state in creating conditions for precarious citizenship. But the 
decisions and the policies emerging out of the anxious impulses of the state need not always 
be exclusive. The idea of cartographic anxiety relates not only to the territorial form of the 
nation state but also to the manner in which they are articulated and visualised. Hence, 
decision making influenced by these anxieties may also be influenced by geo political, racial, 
religious and ethnic dynamics. The most recent amendment to the Indian citizenship law and 
the discussions regarding the ‘desirability of refugees’ in context of the European scenario 
are also signifiers of these anxieties. In essence cartographic anxieties not only influence 
norms of exclusion and statelessness but also direct norms of inclusion and desirability. 

The primary objective of this proposal is to understand the varied articulations of precarious 
citizenship that have emerged out of the Indian state of Assam and how these varied 
experiences and articulations of precarity respond to the dual impulses of the state. For this 
purpose we propose a multi stakeholder case study in the multilingual/ethnic state of Assam 
to highlight the unique and antagonistic articulations of precarious citizenship and how these 
articulations are essentially related to the politics of place making (Roy, 2010).The fact that 
the Indian state has historically tried to accommodate varied and antagonistic articulations of 
precariousness highlights that the state in effort to articulate a coherent discourse of 
citizenship has to navigate different dimensions of precarious citizenship to create desirable 
categories i.e. citizens, refugees, labour etc. This proposal thereby intends to look at how 
differing articulations of precarity influence the state’s understanding of citizenship. This will 
allow us to formulate a layered and descriptive perspective on precariousness of citizenship 
by addressing the role of mobilisation and the agency of different groups and their claims vis- 
a- vis the state. In a nut shell, this analysis may also lead us to a newer conceptual 
understanding as well.     

Summary  

This proposal investigates a location (Assam) where the precarities of rights and status 
become competing articulations of citizenship. While, one can find a significant quantity of 
academic literature on the emergence of precarious citizenship, there remains a gap 
concerning the relationship between precarity of rights and status. This proposal thereby 
intends to look at how differing articulations of precarity influence the state’s understanding 
of citizenship. This will allow us to formulate a layered and descriptive perspective on 
precariousness of citizenship by addressing the role of mobilisation and the agency of 
different groups and their claims vis- a- vis the state.         

 



Statement of Intent  

This proposal investigates a location where the precarities of rights and status become 
competing articulations of citizenship. For this purpose, we propose a multi stakeholder 
analysis of citizenship based on the historical and the contemporary political developments in 
Assam - a location that has faced an influx of displaced population and ‘illegal’ migrants and 
understand how the presence of both these categories informs the perspectives on 
statelessness, belonging and associated anxieties. This will allows us to formulate a layered 
perspective on the precariousness associated with citizenship by addressing the role of 
mobilisation and the agency of different groups and their claims vis- a- vis the state.  

For this study we intend to document the perspectives of the two geographically and 
politically distinct locations, namely, the Brahmaputra Valley and the Barak Valley. In this 
project we intend to understand how the dimensions of location and domicile affect the 
articulation and the perspectives on citizenship. In addition to these two locations we also 
consider the Guwahati high and the various Foreigner Tribunals as part of our field. This 
approach allows us to break free of the majority- minority dynamic that has been a dominant 
theme in the academic literature on citizenship by investigating the link between precarity 
and location. To gain a varied perspective on citizenship we will conduct semi structured 
interviews with political/human rights activists, lawyers, journalists and individuals accused 
of being foreigners. The questions/ points of discussion in this project will be centred on two 
related themes. The first theme will relate to the long history of mobilisation in the state of 
Assam against the influx of outsiders and how our participants, who belong to two distinct 
locations, remember and relate to these movements. The second theme looks at the role of the 
judicial, quasi judicial and the policing institutions/agencies involved in the process of 
validating one’s citizenship status from the perspective of the participants. Additionally, 
given the salience of various government and legal documents, this project will also involve 
extensive content analysis.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Estimated Budget & Schedule 

As this project intends to cover both the Brahmaputra and the Barak valley the field work 
would be conducted in two different stages. In addition to this we will also require a month 
for the collection of legal and government documents that are not available online. Based on 
these considerations and the stipulated time period the project is scheduled as follows: 

Task Number of Months 
Literature Review and Framing the 

Research Questions 
1 month 

Field work 1st leg 1 month 
Field work 2nd leg 1 month 

Collection of legal documents 1 month 
Data Analysis 2 months 
Report Writing 2 months 

 

Based on the above schedule the estimated budget is as follows: 

 

Expenses Cost 
Travel (Kolkata-Silchar-Guwahati-

Kolkata) 
15,000 

Field Expenses (in several locations of 
Barak valley and Brahmaputra valley) 

10,000 

Living Expenses (during fieldwork) 25,000 
Lodging (during fieldwork) 20,000 

Other Expenses (stationary, photocopy, 
scan, printing etc.) 

10,000 

Total 80,000 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography  

1) Anderson, B. (2006). Imagined Communities: Reflection on the Origins and the 
Spread of Nationalism. London, New York: Verso 2)  

2) Balibar, E. (1988). Propositions on Citizenship. Ethics, 104, 257-289 
3) Baruah, S. (2001). India Against itself: Assam and the Politics of Nationality. New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press 
4)  Dutta, N. (2012). Questions of Identity in Assam: Location, Migration and Hybridity, 

New Delhi: Sage Publications India  
5)  Dutta, B. (2018). The Illusive Indian. East Wind, 15(1), 16-27 
6) Dutta, B. (2020). Recovering the ‘Other Side of Silence’: Citizenship Amendment 

Act, 2019 and the refugee versus immigrant discourse of post-colonial Assam. Asian 
Confluence: Engaging the Third Space, AsCon Monograph 005 

7) Goswami, M. (2004). Producing India: Form colonial Economy to National Space. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 

8) Guha, A. (1984). Nationalism: Pan Indian and Regional an Historical Perspective. 
Social Scientist, 12(2). 42-65 

9) Kimura, M. (2003). Memories of Massacre: Violence and Collective identity in the 
Narratives of the Nellie incident. Asian Ethnicity, 4(2), 225- 239 

10) Lori, N. A. (2017). Statelessness, ‘In-Between’ Statuses, and Precarious Citizenship. 
In Ayelet Shachar, Rainer Bauböck, Irene Bloemraad, and Maarten Vink (eds), The 
Oxford Handbook of Citizenship. 

11) ) Mehta, P.B. (2007). The Rise of Judicial Sovereignty. Journal of Democracy, 18(2), 
70-84  

12)  Mouffe,C. (2000). The democratic paradox. London, New York: Verso  
13)  Nag, S. (2018). Ethnic cleansing through constitutional means. Analytical Monthly 

Review, 16:6, 53-63. 
14) Roy, A. (2010). Mapping citizenship in India. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
15) Samaddar, R. (2016). Rule, Governmental Rationality and Reorganisation of state. In 

Asha Sarangi and Sudha Pai (eds), Interrogating Reorganisation of states: Culture, 
Identity and Politics in India. Routledge India 

16) Schendel, W.V. (2004). The Bengal Borderland: Beyond State and Nation in South 
Asia. London: Anthem 

17) Schendel, W.V. (2007). The Wagah Syndrome: Territorial Roots of Contemporary 
Violence in South Asia. In Amrita Basu and Srirupa Roy (eds.), Violence and 
Democracy in India (pp.36-82). London: Berg Publishers; Kolkata: Seagull Books 

 


