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ABSTRACT: 

This paper delves into the profound impact of border disputes on indigenous 

communities in North East India, shedding light on the multifaceted consequences that 

these conflicts have on the lives of the region's original inhabitants. By combining 

historical analysis, ethnographic studies, and an examination of government policies, 

the study aims to comprehensively understand the ramifications of border disputes on 

the livelihoods, socio-economic conditions and cultural fabric of indigenous 

communities. The paper employs a conceptual framework that intertwines the 

complexities of border disputes with the unique characteristics of indigenous societies, 

emphasizing the inter-connectedness of land, identity, and well-being. 

Through a meticulous exploration of displacement, changes in agricultural 

practices, economic marginalization, and threats to cultural heritage, the study uncovers 

the challenges faced by indigenous communities. It also investigates the coping 

strategies employed by these communities, highlighting their resilience in the face of 

adversity. The paper also attempts to critically evaluates government policies in 

addressing the concerns of indigenous communities affected by border disputes. 

This paper will not only enhance scholarly conversations but also provide 

policymakers with insightful information that supports inclusive and culturally aware 

approaches to conflict resolution. In light of this, this study emphasizes the necessity of 

developing effective policies that protect indigenous peoples' rights and advance 

sustainable development by having a thorough grasp of the complex linkages that exist 

between boundaries and these communities. 
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01. INTRODUCTION: 

The North East region of India, characterized by its diverse landscapes and rich 

cultural tapestry, has been marred by persistent border disputes that have far-reaching 

implications, particularly for its indigenous communities. The historical context of 

these disputes is rooted in colonial legacies, princely states, and post-independence 

territorial re-configurations, contributing to a complex web of geopolitical and socio-

cultural challenges. 

The main focus of this study is to delve into the profound and often overlooked 

consequences of border disputes on the indigenous communities of North East India. 

The region's borders are shared by China, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Bhutan, and other 

nations, therefore the complexities of these disputes transcend national lines and have 

an impact on the lives and well-being of the region's indigenous population. 

This study builds upon existing literature on the historical evolution of border 

disputes in North East India, emphasizing the need for a nuanced understanding of their 

impact on indigenous communities. Previous works, such as Das (2017) and Baruah 

(2005), have offered insightful explanations of the political and historical context of 

these conflicts. However, this research contributes a comprehensive analysis of the 

socio-economic, cultural, and environmental consequences faced by indigenous 

communities as a result of unresolved border issues. 

The conceptual framework employed in this study integrates the complexities 

of border disputes with the unique characteristics of indigenous societies. Scholars like 

Pathak (2018) have highlighted the inter-connectedness of land, identity, and 

livelihoods in the context of indigenous communities, providing a theoretical 

foundation for this research. The conceptualization of borders as not merely political 

boundaries but as dynamic spaces influencing the daily lives of indigenous populations 

is a central theme in understanding the multifaceted impact of border disputes. 

This research is important because it has the ability to influence policy-making 

and scholarly discourse. The study aims to fill knowledge gaps and promote more 

inclusive and culturally aware methods of resolving disputes by illuminating the 

difficulties faced by indigenous people. This is consistent with the increasing amount 

of writing that supports the acknowledgement of indigenous rights and emphasizes the 

value of including indigenous viewpoints in the creation of public policy. 

The paper will unfold the historical perspective of border disputes, explore the 

diversity of indigenous communities in North East India, analyze the impact on 
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livelihoods and socio-economic conditions, and assess coping strategies employed by 

these communities in the face of adversity. Additionally, the study will critically 

evaluate government policies and the role of international organizations in addressing 

the concerns of indigenous communities affected by border disputes. 

02. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY: 

a. To examine the historical evolution of border disputes in North East India, 

tracing the roots since time immemorial. 

b. To analyze the multifaceted impact of unresolved border issues on the 

livelihoods, socio-economic conditions, and cultural practices of indigenous 

communities in the region. 

03. INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES: 

Indigenous communities are distinct social groups with historical ties to specific 

territories predating colonial expansion. They exhibit a unique cultural, linguistic, and 

socio-political identity, often characterized by communal land ownership, traditional 

governance structures, and sustainable resource management practices. Indigenous 

communities maintain a close symbiosis with their environments, relying on traditional 

knowledge systems for sustenance and maintaining spiritual connections to the land. In 

order to define indigenous peoples, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues highlights the importance of self-identification, historical continuity, and 

collective attachment to ancestral territories. This study adopts a holistic understanding 

of indigenous communities that encompasses their cultural diversity, customary 

practices, and their intricate relationship with the lands they inhabit. 

04. UNDERSTANDING BORDER DISPUTES IN NORTH EAST INDIA: 

The intricacies of border disputes in North East India are deeply embedded in a 

historical tapestry, influenced by colonial legacies, princely states, and post-

independence geopolitical re-configurations. The region shares boundaries with China, 

Myanmar, Bangladesh, and Bhutan, leading to a complex interplay of historical, 

cultural, and geopolitical factors. 

Colonial-era demarcations, often arbitrary and devoid of consultation with 

indigenous communities, laid the foundation for many contemporary border disputes. 

The redrawing of borders during the partition of India in 1947 and the creation of 

Bangladesh in 1971 further compounded the complexity. The absence of clearly 

defined borders and historical grievances contribute to the volatility of the situation. 
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Additionally, the region's topography, characterized by dense forests and 

difficult terrains, poses challenges for demarcation and surveillance, creating 

opportunities for border-related tensions. Strategic geopolitical interests of neighboring 

countries further complicate the matter, as evident in China's claims in Arunachal 

Pradesh and the India-Bangladesh land exchange agreements.  Understanding 

these disputes necessitates an acknowledgment of the intricate relationships between 

borders and the diverse indigenous communities inhabiting the region. The fluidity of 

these borders affects not only political demarcations but also the daily lives, cultural 

practices, and economic activities of indigenous populations. The consequences extend 

beyond national boundaries, impacting the very essence of the communities' existence. 

05. LINKING BORDERS AND INDIGENOUS LIVELIHOODS: 

The nexus between borders and indigenous livelihoods in North East India is a 

complex interplay of historical, economic, and cultural factors. The region's porous 

borders, shaped by colonial legacies and post-independence geopolitical dynamics, 

directly impact the daily lives and sustenance activities of indigenous communities. 

The fluidity of borders has profound implications for indigenous livelihoods. 

Access to traditional lands for agriculture, hunting, and gathering becomes contested in 

the absence of clearly defined boundaries. The resultant uncertainty hampers economic 

activities crucial for the survival of indigenous communities (Baruah, 2005). Disputes 

over resource-rich territories exacerbate challenges, leading to disruptions in 

agricultural practices and a decline in the availability of natural resources vital for 

sustenance (Das, 2017). 

Moreover, the militarization of border areas for security reasons further disrupts 

indigenous livelihoods. Restricted movement and the imposition of security measures 

create impediments to traditional practices, impacting not only economic activities but 

also cultural ceremonies and interactions essential for community cohesion (Goswami, 

2017). 

The inter-connection between borders and indigenous livelihoods is deeply 

rooted in the cultural identity of these communities. Land holds spiritual and cultural 

significance, and the disruption of territorial integrity affects the very essence of 

indigenous identity and heritage (Pathak, 2018). Traditional knowledge systems, passed 

down through generations, are intricately linked to specific landscapes, emphasizing 

the inseparable connection between land and cultural practices. 
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To comprehensively address the challenges faced by indigenous communities, 

it is imperative to recognize the symbiotic relationship between borders and livelihoods. 

The study is an attempt to unravel this intricate relationship, exploring the nuanced 

ways in which border disputes impact indigenous economic activities, cultural practices, 

and overall community well-being. 

06. INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES IN NORTH EAST INDIA: 

North East India is a mosaic of diverse indigenous communities, each 

contributing to the rich cultural tapestry of the region. These communities, with their 

unique languages, traditions, and social structures, form an integral part of the socio-

cultural landscape. The region is home to numerous tribes, including but not limited to 

the Naga, Mizo, Khasi, Garo, Bodo, and Assamese communities, each with its distinct 

identity. 

Culturally, indigenous communities in North East India share common threads, 

emphasizing a deep connection to the land, communal living, and vibrant oral traditions. 

The significance of land is paramount, not merely as a physical space but as a repository 

of cultural heritage, spiritual beliefs, and economic sustenance (Baruah, 2005). 

Socially, indigenous communities often have well-defined kinship structures 

and traditional governance systems that have sustained their societies for centuries. 

These structures play a crucial role in decision-making processes, conflict resolution, 

and the overall cohesion of the community (Das, 2017). 

Economically, indigenous communities in the region have historically engaged 

in sustainable practices such as shifting agriculture, handicrafts, and trade. However, 

the impact of border disputes has disrupted these economic activities, leading to 

challenges in livelihoods and economic sustainability (Goswami, 2017). 

Despite this diversity, indigenous communities face common challenges, 

including marginalization, inadequate access to education and healthcare, and the threat 

of cultural erosion in the face of modernization. The preservation of their unique 

identities is intricately linked to the protection of their ancestral lands and the 

maintenance of traditional practices (Pathak, 2018). 

Understanding the diversity and nuances of these indigenous communities is 

crucial for formulating inclusive policies that respect their cultural integrity and address 

their specific needs. This paper intends to shed light on the cultural richness, societal 

structures, and economic activities of these communities, providing a holistic 

understanding of their role in the broader context of North East India. 
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07. ITS IMPACTS: 

Border disputes in North East India have profound and multifaceted impacts on 

the indigenous communities that have inhabited the region for generations. These 

impacts extend across various dimensions, encompassing socio-economic, cultural, and 

environmental aspects. 

◼ Socio-Economic Impacts: 

 Displacement and Relocation 

The fluid nature of border demarcations often results in the displacement of 

indigenous communities, disrupting established social structures and communal ties 

(Baruah, 2005). Forced re-locations impact the access to traditional lands, leading to 

challenges in agriculture, a primary source of livelihood for many indigenous groups 

(Das, 2017). 

 Economic Marginalization 

Border disputes contribute to economic instability by hindering trade and 

commerce in affected areas. The militarization of borders further restricts economic 

activities, limiting the economic opportunities available to indigenous communities 

(Goswami, 2017). 

 Access to Resources 

Indigenous communities heavily rely on local natural resources for their 

sustenance. Border disputes often lead to restricted access to forests, rivers, and other 

vital resources, affecting traditional practices and economic activities such as hunting, 

fishing, and gathering (Das, 2017). 

◼ Cultural Impacts: 

 Threats to Traditional Practices 

The disruption caused by border disputes poses a threat to the continuity of 

traditional practices, including rituals, ceremonies, and cultural events. The loss of 

access to sacred sites and disruption of cultural activities erode the cultural fabric of 

indigenous communities (Baruah, 2005). 

 Impact on Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

The intimate connection between indigenous communities and their land is 

reflected in their knowledge systems. Displacement and the changing landscape disrupt 

the transfer of traditional knowledge from elders to the younger generations, risking the 

loss of valuable cultural heritage (Pathak, 2018). 

◼ Environmental Impacts: 
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Deforestation and Ecosystem Disruption: The militarization of border regions 

often results in deforestation and habitat destruction, impacting the delicate ecosystems 

on which indigenous communities depend. Disruptions to the natural environment 

further contribute to the loss of biodiversity and threaten the delicate balance of local 

ecosystems (Goswami, 2017). 

 Displacement of Wildlife 

The alteration of landscapes due to border disputes leads to the displacement of 

wildlife, affecting the delicate ecological balance. Indigenous communities, whose 

cultures are often intertwined with nature, witness disruptions to traditional practices 

related to wildlife and resource management (Das, 2017). 

Understanding these multifaceted impacts is essential for crafting policies that 

address the unique challenges faced by indigenous communities in North East India 

due to unresolved border issues. This research aims to provide a comprehensive 

analysis of these impacts, contributing to the broader discourse on sustainable 

development and the protection of indigenous rights. 

08. COPING STRATEGIES OF INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES: 

In the face of the challenges posed by border disputes in North East India, 

indigenous communities have demonstrated remarkable resilience, employing various 

coping strategies to navigate the complex socio-economic, cultural, and environmental 

disruptions. 

 Adaptive Measures 

Indigenous communities often adapt their traditional practices to the changing 

circumstances. This includes modifying agricultural techniques, altering migratory 

patterns, and adjusting resource management strategies to maintain a semblance of 

stability in the face of border-related challenges. 

 Community Initiatives 

Indigenous communities frequently come together to form collective initiatives 

aimed at addressing common challenges. Collaborative efforts in resource management, 

cultural preservation, and economic activities serve as a means of mutual support, 

reinforcing community bonds and resilience. 

 Preservation of Cultural Heritage 

Despite the disruptions caused by border disputes, indigenous communities 

actively engage in preserving their cultural heritage. Initiatives such as oral history 
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projects, cultural festivals, and inter-generational knowledge transmission play pivotal 

roles in safeguarding cultural practices and identities. 

These coping strategies reflect the ingenuity and adaptability of indigenous 

communities, showcasing their ability to confront adversity while striving to maintain 

the integrity of their ways of life. Understanding and acknowledging these coping 

mechanisms is crucial for developing policies that respect and support the resilience of 

indigenous communities in North East India. 

09. CONCLUSION: 

In conclusion, the impact of border disputes on indigenous communities in 

North East India is a complex tapestry of socio-economic, cultural, and environmental 

challenges. This paper has provided a comprehensive examination of the historical 

evolution of border disputes, the diversity of indigenous communities, and the profound 

impacts on their livelihoods. 

The socio-economic impacts are evident in displacement, economic 

marginalization, and restricted access to resources, which disrupt the traditional 

practices and economic activities crucial to the survival of these communities. The 

cultural consequences include threats to traditional practices, loss of indigenous 

knowledge, and disruptions to cultural heritage, posing a risk to the very identity of 

these communities. Environmental impacts, marked by deforestation, habitat 

destruction, and displacement of wildlife, further exacerbate the challenges faced by 

indigenous populations. 

In the face of these challenges, indigenous communities exhibit resilience 

through adaptive measures, community initiatives, and the preservation of cultural 

heritage. These coping strategies underscore the agency and resourcefulness of these 

communities in navigating adversity. 

However, the role of government policies is pivotal. Recognition of land rights, 

inclusive development initiatives, and cultural preservation policies are essential 

components. Yet, the effectiveness of these policies is often hindered by challenges in 

implementation and alignment with the customary practices of indigenous communities. 

This paper calls for a reevaluation of government policies, emphasizing the need 

for more inclusive, culturally sensitive approaches that prioritize the rights and well-

being of indigenous communities. Furthermore, international cooperation and dialogue 

are crucial to resolving border disputes and mitigating their impact on vulnerable 

populations. 
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As we move forward, it is imperative to adopt a holistic understanding of the 

intricate relationships between borders and indigenous communities. This involves 

recognizing the inter-connectedness of land, identity, and livelihoods, and crafting 

policies that not only address immediate challenges but also foster sustainable 

development and the preservation of cultural diversity. By doing so, we can contribute 

to the empowerment and flourishing of the indigenous communities in North East India, 

ensuring a more just and inclusive future. 
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