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Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) constitute a steadily growing and 
vulnerable segment of population in India. Efforts by international bodies such as 
the United Nations are on-going to find durable solutions to the problems of IDPs 
and the IDP problem itself. However, the conceptual ambiguities inherent in the 
terminology lead to failure on the part of the state apparatus of the nations, 
especially the developing countries, where this problem primarily exists. The issue 
of IDPs becomes even more critical when it comes to internally displaced women 
and even more so in the case of conflict induced internal displacement of women. 
This study focuses on the issue of internally displaced women in the conflict zones 
of the Indian state of Assam situated in the North-Eastern region of the country and 
has attempted to bring forth the conceptual ambiguities attached with the term IDP 
and Highlight the international efforts being made to its solution. This paper 
presents a critical account of the present condition of the IDPs, especially women 
IDPs in Assam and the measures adopted by the state to solve their problems. 
Finally, this study attempts to make an argument stressing the need of a gendered 
approach to look at this problem and a much needed recognition of women’s 
agency for its solution. 

Keywords: Refugee, Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs), Women, Women’s 
Agency, Gender. 

IDPs of Internally Displaced Persons constitute a major segment of population in Assam who 
are vulnerable to multiple factors. According to the United Nations, "Internally displaced 
persons are persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or leave 
their homes or place of habitual residence, in particular, as a result of, or in order to avoid the 
effects of armed conflict, situations of generalised violence, violation of human rights or 
natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognised 
state border" (United Nations 1999). Following this definition, IDPs could be of many forms 
such as development induced IDPs, natural disaster/ environment induced IDPs (many 
preferred to call them Environmental Refugees) and conflict induced IDPs (Hussain and 
Phanjoubam 2007). While, the first two forms of IDPs present serious challenges, conflict 
induced IDPs represents the most vulnerable group in the state of Assam.  

Armed Conflict in India and especially North-East India has acquired a very 
dangerous and persistent form during the last few decades. Currently, the three major areas of 
conflict in India are in Jammu and Kashmir, in the North-eastern states and in central and 
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eastern India where Maoist rebels operate. A large number of armed groups are fighting in 
Kashmir since 1989 for independence, autonomy or integration into Pakistan leaving behind 
47,000-77,000 victims of conflicts in the state. Maoist insurgency in the eastern and central 
Indian states has resulted in at least 6,000 deaths. North-Eastern states (especially Assam, 
Manipur, Mizoram and Nagaland) have witnessed separatist group’s insurgency which has 
left 40,000 people killed in the fighting since 1979 (Drahoňovská 2010). 

Assam1 has been a victim of terrorism, insurgency and ethnic violence for decades 
now. The birth of United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) marked the beginning of 
insurgency in Assam. Its objective was to liberate Assam from the clutches of the illegal 
occupation of India (CDPS2 2008). However, the origin of ULFA lies in another issue, that is 
the deportation of illegal migrants from Bangladesh (previously East Pakistan) which 
threatened the local demography of Assam and popular sentiments against the ‘foreigners’ 
led to a mass movement seeking the detection of illegal migrants, their deletion from voter 
list and their deportation to Bangladesh. The movement commenced in July 1979 under the 
leadership of All Assam Student Union (AASU) (Sahni SATP3). AASU demanded that the 
names of all Bangladeshi immigrants must be removed from voter lists before the 1983 
election. But the failure of the government to do so resulted in violent conflicts. Official 
reports stated that approximately 4000 people died in those clashes. This movement, 
popularly known as Assam Agitation (Assam Movement)4 resulted in the emergence of 
Asom Gana Parishad (AGP), the political wing of AASU. The movement finally resulted in 
the signing of Assam Accord in 1985 (Bhattacharyya 2012). ULFA emerged in the backdrop 
of this movement. It was born on April 7, 1979 at Sibsagar5 under the leadership of Paresh 
Baruah. ULFA supported the cause of ousting illegal migrants from Bangladesh which 
helped it to gain popularity among Assamese people. But, later it completely changed its 
agenda and attitude. As M.C. Arunkumar writes, “United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) 
raised the issue of Assamese Nationalism and gave it a militant and radical turn” (Arunkumar 
2011). Apart from foreign infiltration and a fear of losing their regional identity; many other 
factors played the role of catalyst in providing fuel to insurgency and ethnic violence in 
Assam such as neglect of central government and failure to fulfil the expectations of the 
people, lack of local leadership to raise the people’s voice at the national stage and lack of 
economic development. Such factors have not only resulted in ULFA, but many other outfits 
in the state. The Bodos, a major tribe, among the earliest settlers in the state, initiated a 
second stream of insurgency on the issue of dispossession of their tribal lands by Bengali and 
Assamese people along with neglect of the Bodo language and culture. With the demand of a 
free Bodoland, the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) was formed in 1967. In 1988, National 
Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB) was formed which initiated ‘guerrilla wars’ with the 
demand of a separate state. Although in February 1993, the Bodo Accord was signed between 
Bodo Volunteer Force and Indian Government, a fraction of BVF opposed the Accord and 
formed a group known as Bodo liberation Tigers (BLT) (Sahni SATP). The struggle of BLT 
ended with a cease-fire agreement on March 29, 2000 and negotiations paved the way for the 
formation of Bodoland Territorial Council (BTC). Apart from ULFA and Bodo insurgency, 
Assam has also been affected by insurgent movements initiated by Karbi6 and Dimasa Tribes, 
the Adivasis and also the Islamists (CDPS 2008). Clashes between Bodos and Muslims, 
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which is another major group in Assam, have acquired violent forms more than once; in 2008 
which resulted in 55 deaths and 200,000 displaced people and very recently last year which 
has left 400,000 displaced people fleeing to the refugee camps and many dead (Bhattacharyya 
2012). The whole conflict situation has been further aggravated by failure of the government 
to understand the ground realities and state response which took military counter-terrorism 
measures as the primary weapon to curb insurgency in the state. The Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act is a clear example of it. Such armed violence has left hundreds of thousands of 
people homeless and uprooted from their early life in Assam. The Annual Report prepared by 
Amnesty International in 2013 states that 400,000 people have been temporarily displaced by 
intra-ethnic and communal clashes in Assam.  

Under such circumstances, the condition of women deserves due attention. Impact of 
armed conflict upon women is multidimensional. Sexual violence against women during 
armed conflict including rape, molestation and other forms of sexual abuse is a very 
important issue which has strong gendered connotations. It is a form of cultural violence 
against women which is committed by considering women as symbolic and physical markers 
of community identity (Manchanda 2001). Another important problem that conflict situations 
create for women is that it takes away the men.  This problem also has strong gendered 
implications. Men usually take care of the public sphere and perform the traditional role of 
bread winners. However, traditionally being in a secondary position in relation to men in 
terms of unequal gender relations, lack of education or training and lack of decision making 
power, women face a new set of previously unknown responsibilities in the absence of men, 
which increases women’s vulnerability during conflict situations. Another important issue 
raised by conflict situation for woman is conflict induced migration. Conflict blurs the 
distinction between public and private sphere for woman and in case of forced migration 
women are pushed into a whole new world of suffering. Rita Manchanda rightly observes 
that, “The women refugee/IDP represents the epitome of marginalisation and the 
disenfranchisement of the dislocated. Her identity and her individuality are collapsed into the 
homogenous category of ‘victim’ and community, devoid of agency, unable and incapable of 
representing herself, powerless and superfluous” (Manchanda 2004). Furthermore, living in 
relief camps after displacement creates further hardships for women and especially young 
girls as they have to live in conditions where food is scarce and the environment is unhealthy 
and prone to violent sexual abuses. Sexual abuse, forced prostitution, trafficking, abduction 
becomes common for women in these camps. Thus, internally displaced women stand as a 
very vulnerable segment of the population affected by any armed conflict situation.  

Statement of the Problem 

A brief note on the concept of IDP along with the conflict situation of Assam has been 
presented so far. With it the vulnerability of women IDPs has also been highlighted. Such 
grave problems are worsened by the ambiguities present in the concept of IDP itself. IDPs are 
distinguished from refugees in theory. However, in reality they live like refugees in their own 
country. However, being marked as IDPs make them loose the privileges that a refugee is 
offered. Again, as IDPs become the sole responsibility of the state, the failure of the state in 
providing proper help and security may result in grave degradation of the condition of IDPs 
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as international intervention becomes most improbable. Furthermore, all these factors 
increase the problems of women to a great extent as they are already vulnerable due to 
multiple factors in armed conflict situations. Hence, along with trying to highlight the 
problem of conceptual ambiguities related to the term IDP, this study has presented an 
analysis of the present condition of the IDPs in Assam focusing upon the women IDPs and 
their problems and have critically examined the role of state in this particular context. Finally, 
the study has also stressed the importance of women’s agency in addressing the issues 
pertaining to women IDPs in the state. 

Significance of the Problem 

Internally Displaced Persons or IDPs, as we know, represents one of the most vulnerable 
sections of any society where they exist. While, this stands true, women IDPs with their 
inherent vulnerabilities and incapability caused by their unequal status in society and 
gendered discriminations exerted by society; are the worst affected. In such a scenario, a 
careful analysis of the problems of these women IDPs are surely significant. Moreover, along 
with the peculiarity of the problems, the needs of women IDPs are also particular to their 
specific condition. Fulfilment of those needs might decide the quality of the lives of these 
women. Hence, a critical observation of the role that state plays in this regard becomes very 
significant. Moreover, if the women IDPs have to rise above the challenges that armed 
conflict situation throws at them they must be able to stand as an active body contributing to 
their own survival and prosperity along with the efforts towards conflict resolution. Hence, 
the significance of the women’s agency in this regard cannot be ignored.  

Objectives of the Study 

As it must have been very comprehensible from the discussion so far, this study has focused 
upon conflict induced IDPs and has taken up four primary objectives. First, this paper has 
attempted to highlight the conceptual ambiguities related to the concept of IDP. Secondly, the 
paper has tried to present a picture of the present condition of conflict induced IDPs in Assam 
highlighting the condition of women IDPs in the state. Third, this paper has attempted to 
forward a critical account of the role of state in terms of the IDP situation in the state of 
Assam and finally this paper has tried to present an argument in favour of building and 
strengthening the women’s agency in order to make them capable to face the challenges of 
armed conflict situation. 

Methodology 

This research paper is based entirely upon secondary sources. No empirical study has been 
conducted for this study. In terms of secondary sources, various books, journals, reports 
along with various materials collected from the internet have been used in this study. As this 
study focuses primarily upon the women IDPs, in order to stress their problems and make 
them more visible, a gendered theoretical approach has been employed in this study.  

Internally Displaced Persons: The Concept 

Defining the term ‘internally displaced persons’ brings forward many complex, interrelated 
issues. One of the most important problems arises with the nature of IDPs itself. Will the term 
cover all categories of IDP’s, irrespective of their cause of displacement or it will cover only 
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those who are the victims of human rights violations? If the definition is too broad, it pulls 
every category of IDPs inside it and if the definition is too narrow it will exclude too many 
people and will also reject protection and privileges to them. Internally Displaced Persons are 
generally considered to be those persons who are affected by environmental disasters, 
development projects or conflict situation. The essential element in this recognition is the 
placement of the IDPs within the state territory, that they have not crossed the border of their 
home state. The definition adopted by United Nations as has been mentioned earlier makes 
this explicit. The definition states: 

"Internally displaced persons are persons or groups of persons who have been 
forced or obliged to flee or leave their homes or place of habitual residence, in 
particular, as a result of, or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations 
of generalised violence, violation of human rights or natural or human-made 
disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognised state border" 
(United Nations 1999). 

The crossing of the border is also the key factor in demarcating IDPs from refugees. 
The term "refugee", of course, has a specific legal connotation. The 1951 United Nations 
Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol which expanded the 
temporal and geographic coverage of the Convention define a "refugee" as a person who is 
outside of the country of nationality (or place of last habitual residence for a stateless person) 
and who has a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opinion (Helton 1992). However, many 
scholars opine that internally displaced persons are refugees in all but name. Andrew 
Shacknove argues, “… alienage is an unnecessary condition for establishing refugee status. 
It… is a sub- set of a broader category: the physical access of the international community to 
the unprotected person. The refugee need not necessarily cross an international frontier to 
gain such access. Thus, I shall argue that refugees are, in essence, persons whose basic needs 
are unprotected by their country of origin, who have no remaining recourse than to seek 
international restitution of their needs, and who are so situated that their international 
assistance is possible” (Shacknove 1985). This statement rightfully argues that the essential 
characteristics of IDPs and refugees are the same.   

The unnecessary distinction between these two has also been contested 

byMaria
 
Stavropoulou. She argues that, United Nations uses certain confusing terminologies 

when it comes to displacement. She writes, “…"forced evictions,” population transfers,” 
“mass exoduses," and "internal displacement" are all used as if they mean different things, 
and constitute differentsubject matters of study, although theyall refer to thesame 
phenomenon (namely, removal from one’s home and/or land against one’s will)" 
(Stavropoulou, 1998). She also says that she fails to see the difference between displacement, 
forced evictions, and population transfers, insofar as they all refer to arbitrary, coerced 
movement of persons, irrespective of their number, and irrespective of the extent of the state's 
involvement in the process. IDPs have been largely neglected in international scenario. The 
issue of internal displacement had become centralto the lobbying efforts of a few NGOsby 
1991who felt that theinternally displacedneeded a similar type of protection and assistance 
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framework as that required by refugees. By 1997, internal displacement was firmly on the 
international human rights agenda, due to a large extent to the efforts of the Representative of 
the Secretary-General. However, no international body exists with the specific mandate to 
monitor displacement as a human rights violation or that monitors the rights of refugees and 
internally displaced persons (Stavropoulou 1998). Unlike the collection of refugee statistics, a 
task undertaken by UNHCR, no single UN agency has assumed responsibility for the 
collection of figures on internally displaced populations (Nair 1998). 

Talking about statelessness, D. Weissbrodt and C. Collins mentions the definition that 
1954 Convention provides that states that, a stateless person is "a person who is not 
considered as a national by any State under the operation of its law”. This definition of 
statelessness has been classified as de jure statelessness as it is a purely legal description. 
Some legal scholars, however, believe that the concept of statelessness should encompass 
more than just legal aspects of statelessness. They consider this definition too narrow as it 
excludes those persons whose citizenship is practically useless or who cannot prove or verify 
their nationality. D. Weissbrodt and C. Collins argues that de facto statelessness can occur 
when governments withhold the usual benefits of citizenship, such as protection, and 
assistance, or when persons relinquish the services, benefits, and protection of their country. 
In other words, as D. Weissbrodt and C. Collins write, “Persons who are de facto stateless 
might have legal claim to the benefits of nationality but are not, for a variety of reasons, able 
to enjoy these benefits. They are, effectively, without a nationality” (Weissbrodt and Collins 
2006). This very condition exists in Assam and many other states in India where state is 
unable, if not unwilling, to provide the required and rightful facilities to the IDPs which they 
should have as citizens. Under such a condition, the difference between the IDPs and a 
stateless person or a refugee becomes minimal, if not non-existent. 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reports 
over 17 million refugees around the world. There are up to 3 million additional persons 
displaced within their home countries who have not yet crossed a border to become refugees 
under international law with a fear of persecution upon return (Helton 1992). However, 
Helton argues that, “perhaps the largest group thus affected, even larger than the number of 
refugees in the world, are those who have yet to cross a border—the internally displaced”. 
Rita Manchanda, on the other hand, argues that the internally displaced, especially women, 
are at more risk than refugees as they are stuck within the state and unable to escape the ill 
effects of armed conflict. She writes, “Today's armed conflicts particularly internal wars, 
insurgencies, counter-insurgencies produceconditions of generalised violence and terror that 
target women to undermine support for the struggle; ethnic conflicts target women - the 
purveyors of group identity. While protection and care regimes are focused on the displaced, 
there is the twin phenomenon of the 'internally stuck', often the most vulnerable -women, 
children, the elderly and the disabled - those who cannot flee” (Manchanda 2004). 

Thus, we can see that although the concept of IDP is fundamentally different from 
that of refugees, there still exist considerable similarities between the two. But, considering 
IDPs distinguished from refugees on a legal basis has significant implications. First and 
foremost; defining IDPs as displaced persons within their national boundary means that their 
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own government bears primary responsibility for ensuring protection and fulfilling needs for 
them. However, it is important to consider that in many cases the government itself causes or 
tolerate activities that leads to internal displacement. Therefore, in most cases, the state stands 
either unwilling or unable to guarantee the basic rights and minimum needs of their internally 
displaced persons. A. Macklin writes, “The term IDP is descriptive and sociological. It does 
not designate a status recognised in international law, and does not confer specific or unique 
rights. (In contrast, refugee status entails a legal right against refoulement, or forced 
relocation to place of origin.) In the context of conflict-induced migration, the trauma, 
experiences and needs of IDPs may render them indistinguishable from refugees” (Macklin 
2008). It is seen that in most cases the reasons behind making a person into a refugee or an 
IDP are same. Hence, it seems illogical and unfair that declaring a person as IDP and totally 
different from a refugee, that person is deprived of international intervention and help in 
terms of protection of his/her rights.  

State sovereignty becomes a very important obstacle in addressing the problem of 
IDPs as they reside within the border of the state. However, distinguishing IDPs as a separate 
category provides states to ignore international human rights standards or their failure to meet 
such standards. United Nations has formulated certain Guiding Principles to be followed in 
terms of IDPs. However, these guiding principles are known as ‘soft law’ as they do not in 
themselves create binding legal obligation on states.  In spite of or because of that fact, the 
IDP Guiding Principles have attracted broad support and endorsement since their formulation 
(Macklin 2008). If we must understand the concept of IDP as essentially distinguished from 
refugees or other such categories, international bodies such as UN must ensure that the states 
remain answerable in terms of their measures taken for rehabilitation of IDPs in their states 
and in terms of ensuring their human rights and other rights which they deserve as a citizen of 
a particular nation. Francis Deng and Roberta Cohen write that, “The concept of sovereignty 
cannot be dissociated from responsibility. A state should not be able to claim the prerogatives 
of sovereignty unless it carries out its internationally recognized responsibilities to its 
citizens" (Macklin 2008). The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which is cited in 
the preamble to the 1951 Convention, provides the aspirational foundation for international 
human rights law. The declaration states, “All human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity in rights." (Helton1992). As Helton argues, the universal declaration of human rights 
applies equally to all people, regardless of whether they are living within or outside their 
home country. Hence, the issue of IDPs must be given its due attention and the conceptual 
inadequacies must be removed so that along with international efforts towards solving this 
problem, adequate steps on the behest of the states towards the problems of IDPs can be 
ensured.   

IDPs in Assam: The Condition of the Women IDPs 

Internally displaced persons constitute one of the most marginalised sections of society. 
Manirul Hussain writes that technically, an IDP is a citizen but empirically s/he is a refugee 
in his/her own country. Both the groups lack a voice of their own, and many a times they 
remain invisible. By and large, they remain outside the public "consciousness” or 
"imagination”, experiencing a high degree of alienation, marginalisation and exclusion from 
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thelarger society (Hussain 2006). Thousands of Bengalis, Hindus and Muslims, were killed 
and displaced all over Assam during the violence that occurred in the 1960s, 1970s and 
1980s, especially during the years of anti –foreigner’s agitation led by students and the 
dominant Asamiyas (Hussain and Phanjoubam 2007). During Bodo-Muslim violence in 
October 1993 in the area that is now Chirang District (which at the time was part of 
Kokrajhar District), about 18,000 Muslims were displaced. More than 10,000 among them 
took shelter in eight relief camps in Kokrajhar District. One of these camps is Bangaldoba 
camp, where almost 5,000 Muslim IDPs were staying as of July 2010 (IDMC 2011). The 
Muslims of Bengali origin victimised by the Bodo rebels in 1994 have been living in pathetic 
conditions in areas near Bijni on the National Highway where nearly 8,000 such Muslims live 
in huts on both sides of the National Highway 37 (Hussain and Phanjoubam 2007).  

The IDMC7report published in 2011 states that over 200,000 people were displaced 
by Bodo-Adivasi violence in 1996 and took shelter in 61 relief camps. As of November 2010, 
more than 9,000 Adivasi IDPs were living in Joypur, Sapkata and Kachugaon relief camps. In 
Chirang District, more than 150 Adivasi families displaced in November 1996 were staying 
in Bengtal. In May 1998, a new outbreak of violence between Bodo and Adivasi groups led 
to the displacement of almost 315,000 people. As of November 2010, almost 10,000 Adivasis 
were still displaced in various relief camps. Almost 10,000 more were staying in Serfunguri, 
Hazarkia, Anthaibari and Athiabari camps. More than 500 Bodo IDPs displaced in 1998 were 
staying in North Runikhata, Hirimba and Bhurpaar Balabari camps in Bongaigaon District as 
of March 2011 (IDMC 2011). In late 2005, the Karbi Anglong district was hit by a month 
long ethnic violence when two militant outfits - United People’sDemocratic Solidarity 
(UPDS) and Dima Halam Daoga (DHD) fought resulting in mass killing and violence in the 
district. The UPDS is the dominant Karbi militant group, while the DHD claims to represent 
the Dimasa tribe’saspiration for a separate homeland.  The ethnic violence of October 2005 
displacedmore than 60,000 tribal people belonging to Karbi and Dimasa tribes. Again, in 
November 2003, hundreds of Hindi-speaking people left Assam in thewake of the backlash 
that followed attacks on the train passengers of northeast Indiain various places of Bihar 
(Hussain and Phanjoubam 2007). Assam’s Udalguri and Darrang Districts saw upsurge of 
violence between Bodos and Muslims in August and October 2008 resulting from an all 
Assam campaign for the eviction of “illegal immigrants” which was organised by the All 
Assam Students’ Union, specifically targeting Muslims of Bengali origin. In response to the 
campaign, the Muslim Students Association of Assam called a bandh during which a Bodo 
youth was killed. About 215,000 Bodos and Muslims were displaced due to the violence that 
followed (IDMC 2011). Ethnic conflict between Dimasa and Zeme Naga people broke out in 
March 2009 in North Cachar Hills (now Dima Hasao) district of Assam state which left 
several thousand people from both communities displaced. By August 2009, more than 
16,000 IDPs were staying in 41 camps in the district (IDMC 2010). Between 31 December 
2010 and 10 January 2011, violence between Rabha and Garo people in Goalpara District of 
Assam and East Garo Hills District of Meghalaya led to the death of 12 people, burning of 
about 2,000 houses and displacement of 50,000 people. By 12 January about 35,000 IDPs had 
fled into 39 camps in Assam’s Goalpara District (IDMC 2011). The north-eastern region of 
India has seen many episodes of armed conflict and ethnic and communal violence since 
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independence. Some of these situations caused massive internal displacement, of hundreds of 
thousands of people. In 2011, more than 76,000 people remain in internal displacement in the 
region due to such violence (IDMC 2011) while in 2012 clashes between Bodo and Muslim 
communities caused displacement of 400,000 people who were forced to take shelter across 
270 relief camps (Amnesty International 2013). 

The condition of IDPs is very pitiful in Assam. Even though they are living within the 
boundaries of their own country, they live in a condition of enduring uncertainty and 
vulnerability. As Hussain and Phanjoubam writes, “Although the problem of internal 
displacement is similar with the refugee problem, the plight or status of the internally 
displaced is even worse than the refugees as the former cannot cross international borders and 
has to seek help fromthat authority which is very often responsible for their displacement.  By 
and large, this group of people remain outside the public “consciousness” or “imagination”, 
experiencing a high degree of alienation, marginalisation and exclusion from thelarger 
society.” (Hussain and Phanjoubam 2007). And again, it is with great ease and considerable 
confidence we can say that among the IDPs women and children constitutes the most 
vulnerable segment of the IDP population (Hussain 2006). In the context of Assam too this 
statement holds water. The IDMC Report, 2010, ‘INDIA: National and state authorities 
failing to protect IDPs: A profile of the internal displacement situation’ presents a very 
detailed and bleak picture of IDPs in Assam.  The basic facilities such as food and water in 
the relief camps for IDPs were scarce and in relief camps they had to face severe food 
shortage. IDPs in Joypur camp at Karigaon in Kokrajhar district, where most of the occupants 
were Santhals, only ten-day rations were provided which they had to manage over the whole 
month (The Hindu, 21 April 2009). Among the IDPs staying in Hapachara camp no. 2 in 
Garugaon of Bongaigaon district (housing people displaced in 1996 by Bodo-Santhal 
violence), only 658 of the total 1,350 families in the camp received rice rations. Such food 
shortage affects the women most as women’s role in a patriarchal social structure makes them 
the care providers to their family and custom dictates that they look towards fulfilling the 
need of their husbands and children before catering to their own.  

Shelter and sanitation were inadequate in these camps. IDPs had to live in small huts 
that did not provide much protection. They had to sleep on polythene sheets on the mud floor, 
and women did not have any privacy (ACHR, June 2009). Girls and women faced an 
increased risk of sexual abuse and exploitation as there were no toilets in the camps. Even if 
there were they had to go very far to reach the toilets and most often they had to defecate in 
the open field or in the bushes (ACHR, June 2009; The Hindu, 21 April 2009). In addition to 
the existing sanitary facilities, the Assam Public Health Engineering Department installed pit 
toilets. But the numbers of such toilets were very less and not nearly enough to fulfil the 
needs of the IDPs. As a result, many people had no access to closed toilet facilities which 
made open defecation common. This presented particular risks to women and girls in terms 
of sexual abuse and violence. Personal hygiene was also inadequate, especially for women 
and girls asthey did not have access to sanitary towels. Underage marriage of displaced girls 
was common, reportedly also to protect them from sexual violence (IDMC 2011).Access to 
drinking water was also limited. Very few wells and hand pumps were available to the IDPs 
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and the water was often found to be contaminated (The Hindu, 21 April 2009; ACHR, June 
2009). The National Commission for the Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) visited IDP 
camps in Chirang and Bongaigaon districts in September 2008. In the report, the state 
authorities were severely criticised for its failure in addressing the needs and rights of the 
IDPs in terms of food and water. The Commission further stated that IDPs had lack of access 
to safe drinking water which led to water-borne diseases in the camps. The precarious 
conditions prevailing in the relief camps where proper sanitation facilities were absent and 
the sources for drinking water and sanitation were located in close proximity to each other; it 
was very probable that it will lead to the outbreak of an epidemic (NCPCR, 24 September 
2008). Health problems were rampant in the relief camps. Chicken pox, malaria, diarrhoea, 
jaundice and iodine deficiency were common, and there was limited access to health care 
services. Malnutrition and mineral deficiencies were also common in the camps. 
Furthermore, many IDPs suffered from goitre (lumps on or swelling of the throat due to 
iodine deficiency). Children up to the age of six, adolescent girls, pregnant women, and 
elderly people are especially vulnerable to this disease. In addition to goitre, iodine 
deficiency was also observed among the IDPs which often leads to birth defects and delayed 
mental and physical development (ACHR, June 2009). Thus, the health problems in these 
relief camps not only affected women directly but also their children to be born.Children’s 
education was also affected adversely by displacement as there was a general lack of schools 
and teachers and displaced children were denied access to local schools as these were already 
crowded (NCPCR, 24 September 2008). Muslim migrant children displaced in 1993 and 
living in displacement in camps in Kokrajhar and Bongaigaon districts had no access to 
education between 1993 and 2003. In 2003, an education centre in Goroimari district was 
established under the initiative of the Sarva Siksha Abhiyan (SSA), the Government of 
India’s programme for elementary education. This gave some of the displaced children living 
in camps access to some schooling; however, most of those displaced children who failed to 
complete primary education were unable to pursue secondary education since they had to 
help their parents with providing livelihoods (WFS, 30 October 2009).Livelihood options 
were limited for these IDPs. IDPs in Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon and Udalguri districts worked as 
agricultural labourers, as day labourers in construction or had been hired as domestic workers 
by locals. Women going to work outside the camps were vulnerable to exploitation and 
sexual abuse in an alien environment as they did not belong to the localities where the relief 
camps were situated. Further, demand for their mostly unskilled labour was not constant 
which made them vulnerable financially. In camps in Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon and Chirang 
districts, families were forced to sell their young daughters into marriage due to poverty 
(WFS, 30 October 2009). Some women had to resort to prostitution in order to make a living 
(The Telegraph (India), 10 August 2009), and many IDPs were forced to let themselves be 
trafficked to other parts of India as well as Bhutan as sex workers and child labourers (IDMC 
2010). 

State and the IDP Situation: A Critical Inquiry 

As has been discussed before, the most important criteria that define IDPs is that the IDPs are 
those persons who have been displaced by Natural disasters, Development projects or conflict 
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who have not crossed their national boundary and this criterion also demarcates IDPs from 
the refugees who are the displaced persons who took refuge in another nation. Although, it 
has been argued that the origin of both the IDP and refugee problems is most often similar 
and so as their problems and their resultant condition; responsibility of IDPs are placed under 
the domain of the government of the nation where they reside which severely restricts 
international intervention as it breaches the sovereign authority of that nation. This makes the 
role of the state in terms of IDPs extremely significant. As IDP protection ultimately falls 
under the responsibility of the state in which they are displaced, while carrying out this 
responsibility solely under the shelter of sovereignty, states have violated human rights, 
denied protection to IDPs, and barred international assistance to IDPs in their territory (Rao 
2013).Displacement in India has been primarily caused by armed conflict and ethnic 
violence, often targeting civilians and vulnerable groups. India as a nation has accepted the 
responsibility only for those who have been displaced by the Kashmir conflict. Furthermore, 
India has denied the access to international agencies in several areas because the Indian 
government believes under the pretence of assisting the IDPs foreign powers might interfere 
in the affairs of the nation. In case of states of North-East such as Assam, Nagaland and 
Manipur, the government has placed restrictions on staff from humanitarian relief agencies 
(Rao 2013). Despite such restrictions, ICRC assisted the IDPs in Assam following the 
violence between Bodo and Muslim communities in October 2008. In 2009, it provided more 
than 17,000 of these IDPs with essential household items and implemented water, sanitation 
and habitat projects for more than 2,000 IDPs (IDMC 2010).  

The inadequacy of the Indian central government in terms of coming up with lasting 
solutions to the problems of the IDPs and protecting their rights becomes visible in the fact 
that the government of India has no central government agency responsible for monitoring 
the situations and numbers of people internally displaced by armed conflict or generalised 
violence in India. When an IDP camp is closed, its residents cease to appear in official 
statistics without considering whether they have been able to return home or their problems 
have been solved or not (IDMC 2011). Such a system makes it very difficult to estimate the 
total number of conflict-induced IDPs in India as there is no central government agency 
responsible for monitoring the numbers of people displaced and returning home. The 
Government of India also has no national policy to respond to internal displacement caused 
by armed conflict and ethnic or communal violence and the responsibility for protecting the 
displaced and providing assistance to them generally falls on state governments and district 
authorities. This has resulted in wide discrepancies between responses from one state to 
another and even from one situation to another within the same state (IDMC 2010). The lack 
of a federal agency to monitor displacement has caused significant coordination problems in 
responding to the needs of the IDPs.  As the state governments have been delegated the role 
of responding to human rights issues pertaining to conflict and IDPs in their own territories 
such responses are established at the state level (Rao 2013). However, the lack of a 
systematic response by various government authorities to internal displacement caused by 
generalised violence, and their failure to monitor the various situations of internal 
displacement in the absence of a national policy or legislation makes the condition of the 
IDPs very concerning. (IDMC 2011). 
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If we shift our attention to the specific context of Assam, the failure of the state 
government in terms of protection and providing assistance to the IDPs becomes evident. As 
has been discussed in the previous section of this research paper, the IDPs in Assam faces 
various problems such as food shortage, lack of proper drinking water, inadequate health 
facilities and proper sanitation, lack of proper shelters and many more. The children living in 
relief camps are suffering from malnutrition and lack of education facilities. Lack of 
sanitation has resulted in various diseases. Women suffer worst as they lack proper facilities 
in these camps along with lack of protection which makes them vulnerable to sexual abuse. 
The state government has also failed in providing the IDPs sustainable livelihoods. As a 
result, women and girls in the relief camps have been forced to resort to prostitution and 
trafficking of these women have become widespread.Apart from the failure of the state 
government in Assam in addressing the needs of the IDPs, the state governments’ heavily 
militarised responses have been a key contributor to displacement in the state through abuse 
of oppressive laws like AFSPA by armed forces (Rao 2013). Such role of the government in 
causing displacement in the state and North-east as a whole, has led to denial of the problem 
of IDPs by the central government. The immediate needs of IDPs have been compromised in 
light of the government’s unwillingness to provide compensation. Rao comments that the 
state response in Assam towards the IDP problem can be “characterised as the construction of 
makeshift temporary relief camps shortly following violence, the provision of Gratuitous 
Relief (GR) of rice, lentils and oil until these camps began to take the form of permanent 
structures and the cessation of GR in an attempt to force people from the camps to look for 
their own form of rehabilitation” (Rao 2013). The state government has placed importance on 
gaining control over the conflict situation in the northeast over providing rights to IDPs. The 
lack of acknowledgement by the central government regarding the existence of IDPs in India 
has provided the state governments the excuse in showing gross incompetence in terms of 
handling the IDP situation in the state. 

In Assam, the state government has also been accused of providing different levels of 
relief to different ethnic groups. IDPs in Kokrajhar have been provided with only rice, while 
those in Karbi Anglong have been provided with rice and lentils (Rao 2013). Again, people 
displaced from ‘revenue villages’ (where inhabitants have land and property titles) have been 
provided with grants in the amount of Rs. 10,000 while, people displaced from non-surveyed 
areas, who were considered by the state as ‘encroachers’, did not receive grants at all (IDMC 
2010). Thus, the failure of the state government in terms of ensuring protection and the rights 
of IDPs in Assam combined with an inadequate national response has resulted in worsening 
the IDP situation in the state which has resulted in devastating consequences for the internally 
displaced victims of conflict in Assam.  

Women IDPs: Arguing the Need for Building Women’s Agency 

The preceding discussion makes it abundantly clear that women constitute a very vulnerable 
segment among the IDPs. Their problems are peculiar and the origins of those problems are 
complex. While the harsh realities of displacement create precarious situations in terms of 
survival of women under armed conflict situations as IDPs, the inherent subordinated status 
of women in the patriarchal social structure renders them incapable of facing the challenges 
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that such a situation presents them with. Hence, while it is important to devise carefully 
formed plans and measures to protect the women IDPs and safeguard their rights; it is of 
paramount significance to provide them with the tools to empower themselves so that they 
can address the challenges of conflict situations and conflict induced displacement as well. 
This necessitates the building of women’s agency under conflict situation and conflict 
induced internal displacement. 

Literature on conflict so far is mostly gender blind which ignores the role of women 
in conflict completely (Behera 2006). Women are underrepresented and misinterpreted in 
terms of gendered causes, costs and consequences violence has on women’s lives (Behera 
2006). Traditionally history provided no chronicle of women’s experiences of conflict and 
organised political violence (Manchanda 2001). The experiences of women of armed conflict 
situations drastically differ from that of men. One prime reason for this difference is the 
existing gendered inequalities between men and women in society. Hence, the impact of 
conflict upon women has gendered connotations. Such findings shake the very foundation of 
conventional wisdom about women and conflict. However, now we know that women are not 
just a passive victim, but an active agent in conflict situations. In her study, “Women’s 
Agency in Peace Building: Gender Relations in Post-Conflict Reconstruction” Rita 
Manchanda argues the case for women to be considered as an active agent for peace building 
instead of a passive victim of violence (Manchanda 2005). Examples of such agency on the 
part of women are present in North-East India itself. Paula Banerjee, reflecting on women’s 
efforts for peace describes the success of Naga Mothers Association in working in 
collaboration with the state government (Banerjee 2001). Doing so, women in Nagaland in 
North-East India has become active agents of peace, instead of passive victims of conflict. 
While, it is true that conflict affects women adversely, at times the adverse conditions create 
certain opportunities for women too. Judy El-Bushra, in his study of impact of armed conflict 
on women in five African countries shows that the conflict situation in those countries 
(Uganda, Angola, Sudan, Mali and Somalia) brings clear changes to the existing gender 
relation, with women taking on greater and more extensive responsibilities in the households. 
However, institutional changes which can provide women with the decision making power 
are slow in coming (El-Bushra 2003). Rita Manchanda studying displacement of women 
under conflict in South Asia finds similar results (Manchanda 2001). Conflict here, leads to 
emergence of women headed households which provide women with certain decision making 
powers and independence in economic terms. Moreover, there are various studies that attempt 
to establish a relation between higher levels of gender equality and lower levels of 
international an interstate conflict (See Melander 2005; Caprioli and Boyer 2001; Caprioli 
2000). Thus we can see that women do not just passively bear the effects of conflict. Instead 
the relation between conflict and women is dynamic and mutual. 

Hence, it is evident that women are capable of not only working towards safeguarding 
their own rights but also contributing towards conflict resolution. Therefore, it is of utmost 
importance that steps are taken by state and civil society to strengthen the agency of women 
by providing them with the means to acquire the necessary abilities to survive and sustain 
conflict situations and conflict induced internal displacement. However, in the context of 
Assam, certain facts need to be carefully considered. As discussed earlier, Assam has 
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witnessed a long lasting and enduring situation of conflict. As we know that the impact of 
conflict upon women carries gendered connotations, a careful observation of the status of 
women in Assamese society becomes imperative. Women’s status depends mainly upon their 
rights and privileges and the roles assigned to them, most often on the basis of gender. In 
Assam too this follows. Although, in present scenario, Assam presents a positive picture in 
terms of education of women, their work participation as women of Assam are now absorbed 
in different avenues brought out by globalisation (Phukon 2009). However, household works 
is not regarded as valuable and as still most of the women are involved in household 
activities, the status of women is still below her salaried counterpart. Further, women still 
have limited access to resources because of which women in Assam are still far behind in 
reaching an equitable position with men. Political participation of women in the state is also 
minimal (NCW Report). Women in Assam took active part in various social movements 
historically, including in the Indian National Movement. However, this participation failed to 
ensure increased political participation for women (Banerjee 2001). Thus, we can see that the 
status of women in Assam is still far from being equitable. Conventional idea of gender roles 
is still strong and gender based social hierarchy is prominent. Such subordinated position in 
society is bound to have adverse impact upon women which is exacerbated by situations of 
armed conflict in the state and has devastating consequences in case of conflict induced 
internal displacement. 

Women in conflict situation in Assam are adversely affected by both insurgency, 
ethnic violence and state sponsored counter terrorism activities. Operation Rhino, Operation 
Bajrang and Operation Golden Bird are some of the major counter-insurgency operations 
initiated by the government in the state. These operations have left behind a long trail of 
sexual abuse and human rights violations by security forces on the part of women in Assam. 
A study by North East Network on Women in Armed Conflict Situations also suggests that 
women in conflict situations of Assam are not aware of the laws and rights that protect them. 
This makes their position even more vulnerable (NEN Study 2005). Another important 
feature of the conflict situation in Assam is the increase in the numbers of female-headed 
households. In conflict husbands are killed, abducted, people go missing; which compels 
women to come out to the public sphere and perform men’s roles. As mentioned earlier, 
women in Assam has very limited access to resources. This limitation increases women’s 
vulnerability when they try to live and survive on their own in a conflict situation. Monirul 
Hussain in his study, ‘Internally Displaced Persons in India’s North-East’ states that within 
the IDP communities it is the children and women who suffer most (Hussain 2006). Gender 
inequality and the gender gap that persists in society define women’s condition in the relief 
camps. Unknown to their rights and the laws that can protect them, they are bound to suffer 
sexually, physically and psychologically. Moreover, on the one hand gender inequality 
created through patriarchal society makes women vulnerable in conflict situations.  

Despite of such problems, women in Assam have attempted their own initiatives for 
peace. A number of women groups such as Matri Manch, The Sajagota Mahila Samiti, 
Mahila Shanti Sena (MSS), Bodo Women’s Justice Forum etc. came up in the state in support 
of peace. However, these organisations have yet failed to reach the level of success that has 
been attained by Naga Mothers Association in Nagaland. One of the prime causes for this 
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might be attributed to the very limited political participation of women in Assam because of 
which these organisations fail to succeed in public sphere. Hence, it is beyond doubt that a 
proactive initiative must be taken by the state for building and strengthening women’s agency 
in Assam in order to equip them with the capability to face the challenges that they face as 
IDPs. Such an initiative, however, must originate in eliminating the gender inequalities and 
the eluviation of women from the subordinated position which has been entrusted to her by 
an essentially hierarchical, dominating and coercive patriarchal society. The Guiding 
Principles for IDP devised by the United Nations are sensitive to many of the gender-specific 
dimensions of internal displacement, which include sexual and gender-based violence; 
sexual, reproductive and mental health risks; food insecurity; access to education and 
livelihood; non-recognition of women's independent legal personality, etc. (Macklin 2008). 
Recognising the specificity of internally displaced women's needs, the IDP Guiding 
Principles also recommend recognising and respecting women's agency by the state 
authorities. Principle 3(d) advises involving women in the planning and implementation of 
relocation and Principle 18.3 instructs ‘special efforts’ to ensure women's participation in the 
planning and distribution of food, shelter, clothing and medicine. However, as Macklin states, 
the main obstacles to implementation of these guiding principles are not directness or 
preciseness of words but it is hampered by inadequate resources, the exigencies of crisis 
management and perhaps political will (Macklin 2008). Hence, women’s agency building 
must be taken up by all state authorities that face the problem of internal displacement as a 
primary end and also as a primary mean to achieve this end. However, even though primary 
responsibility for IDPs resides with their state of nationality, International efforts must be put 
into women’s agency building when it comes to conflict induced internal displacement of 
women. 

Analytical Observations 

The primary objective of this research paper has been to evaluate the condition of the conflict 
induced women IDPs in Assam. While pursuing this objective this research paper has 
analysed the conceptual ambiguities that are attached to the term IDP and has critically 
examined the role of the state in terms of protection of IDPs and safeguarding their rights. 
Finally, this paper has concluded with an argument in favour of building women’s agency in 
order to equip them with capabilities to face the challenges that armed conflict and conflict 
induced internal displacement present to them. This study is based entirely upon secondary 
sources and no empirical investigation has been conducted to collect primary data. Hence, 
this study surely has certain limitations. However, these limitations have been attempted to 
overcome to a certain degree by referring to reports compiled by respectable agencies and 
scholarly articles written by various reputed authors. Many of the reports on the IDP situation 
in Assam are very recent which has helped in providing an accurate picture of the IDP 
condition in Assam to a fair degree. Moreover, as this study focuses upon the women IDPs, a 
gendered theoretical perspective has been employed in this study in order to highlight the 
specificities of internally displaced women in conflict situations.  

With the help of such works and theoretical perspective, this research paper has 
argued that keeping the concept of IDPs apart from refugees and the consequent lack of 
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international intervention in the context of IDPs has been proved to be very harmful as in the 
absence of international interventions, governments of the nations within the boundaries of 
which the IDPs reside are either unwilling or failing to protect the IDPs and providing them 
their due rights. Just crossing of a national boundary, which primarily demarcates the 
refugees from the IDPs do not and cannot refute the similarities between the two in terms of 
their origins, causes and consequences. While assessing the condition of the IDPs in Assam 
this study has shown that the IDPs in Assam are living in very precarious conditions and that 
they have been living in an enduring condition of uncertainty where they are vulnerable to 
multiple factors and deprived of even the basic human rights. This section also highlights the 
pitiable condition of women IDPs living in IDP relief camps in Assam who are vulnerable to 
sexual abuse, malnutrition, health problems any many more. This research paper, while 
attempting to examine the role of the state shows that the central government in India has 
been utterly neglectful in terms of dealing with the IDP situation. The absence of a 
centralised body to keep track of the IDPs and coordinate the initiatives taken to help them 
has given way to widespread ignorance and incompetence on the part of the state 
governments who are primarily responsible for providing the IDPs in their state with 
protection and help. While, there is no central mechanism to conduct relief work for IDPs and 
make the state governments and other bodies running these relief works answerable; the IDPs 
in Assam and India as a whole has very little hope in terms of finding durable solutions to 
their problems. Highlighting the peculiarities of the problems and condition of internally 
displaced women, this paper has brought forward the gendered inequalities present in our 
society as a major catalyst in exacerbating the effects of conflict situation and internal 
displacement upon them. Discussing the issue in specific context of Assam, this research 
paper has argued that in order to make women IDPs capable of facing the challenges of 
armed conflict and conflict induced internal displacement, women’s agency must be 
strengthened by empowering them with equal gender relations and status in society. This 
paper has also argued for international response in this regard if the state is unwilling or 
unable to take necessary steps for it.    

Concluding Remarks 

Internally displaced persons or IDPs constitute one of the primary segments of people in 
Assam who are the victims of an enduring situation of armed conflict in the state. Women 
among them are the worst sufferers. Their vulnerability under these conditions has been 
exacerbated by their unequal status in the social hierarchy produced by unequal gender 
relations and these inequalities are reproduced and sustained by a primarily patriarchal 
society. Further, the inability or unwillingness of the central and state governments to deal 
with their problems effectively has forced them to live in an extended and enduring state of 
vulnerability and insecurity. Such inadequate response from the state along with lack of 
international interventions or will to intervene has further aggravated their situation. Under 
such conditions, empowering them to become able to stand up on their own for their own 
sake remains a vital alternative and a promising solution to the problems of conflict induced 
internally displaced women of Assam and recognition and respect of women’s agency and its 
capabilities might be proven to be the first step in finding durable solutions to such problems. 
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NOTES 
 
1Assam is a state of India situated in the North-Eastern part of the country. 
2 CDPS stands for Centre for Development and Peace Studies. 
3 SATP stands for South Asian Terrorism Portal. 
4“Asom Aandolan” or Assam Agitation was a violent campaign spearheaded by the most influential student 
organisation in the state, the All Assam Student Union (AASU). This campaign was launched in order to get rid 
of and make Assam free from the grasp of illegal Bangladeshi immigrants. This campaign had huge popular 
support as the Bangladeshi migration to Assam started to threaten the peculiar regional identity of the Assamese 
people. 
5Sibsagar is a district in the state of Assam. This district is situated in the upper Assam region of the state. 
6Karbis are one of the oldest inhabitants of Assam. They are primarily located in the KarbiAnlong District of the 
state 
7IDMC stands for Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Norwegian Refugee Council. 
____________________________ 
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