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How language issue led to one of Assam’s most volatile conflicts

Rahul Karmakar
GUWAHATI

Decades after blood was
spilt on the streets of
southern Assam’s Silchar, a
new academic study exa-
mines how language, pow-
er and identity converged
to produce one of the
State’s most  volatile
conflicts.

The study, published in
Contemporary South Asia,
analyses the 1961 violence
to argue that the crisis was
not inevitable but the re-
sult of political choices,
policy failures and deep-
seated historical anxieties.

It contends that lan-
guage in Assam has never
been merely a means of
communication but has
functioned as a marker of
belonging and, at times, a
trigger for violence.

The authors of the study
are Md. Chingiz Khan of

the Centre for Compara-
tive Religions and Civilisa-
tions at Jamia Millia Isla-
mia, New Delhi, Ravi
Shankar of the School of
Global Affairs at B.R. Am-
bedkar University, Delhi,
and Bharti Shokeen of Sri
Karan Narendra Agricul-
ture University, Jobner,
Rajasthan.

The study traces the
flashpoint to 1961, when
the Assam government
amended its Official Lan-
guage Act to recognise As-
samese as the sole official
language, while allowing li-
mited use of Bengali in
parts of the Barak Valley.
The decision triggered wi-
despread protests across
the region.

Firing by security forces
at demonstrators in Silchar
left 11 people dead on May
19, 1961, a moment that re-
mains deeply etched in the
collective memory of the

Barak Valley.

The study argues that
reducing the episode to an
“Assamese versus Bengali”
conflict obscures its deep-
er complexity. Assam, it
notes, has long been a mul-
tilingual and multi-ethnic
society, home to diverse
communities, whose coex-
istence was disrupted by ri-
gid language policies.

Colonial policy
“An intersectional ap-
proach, considering tem-
porality, ethnicity, region,
culture, and politics, offers
a more nuanced under-
standing [of the issue]. As-
sam’s identity has been
shaped by centuries of mi-
gration, cultural exchange,
and layered histories, mak-
ing rigid categorisations re-
ductive,” the study
observes.

The study underlines
the decisive role of colonial

Study revisits 1961
Silchar violence

to examine how
policy, identity and
power shaped
linguistic conflict

policies in shaping linguis-
tic hierarchies. British ad-
ministrators classified and
ranked languages through
censuses and surveys,
transforming fluid identi-
ties into rigid categories.
The imposition of Ben-
gali as the language of ad-
ministration in 19th centu-
ry Assam marginalised
Assamese  speakers in
courts and government
employment. When Assa-
mese later regained official
status, the balance shifted,
fuelling resentment among
Bengali speakers, particu-
larly in Bengali-majority
regions such as Cachar.

According to the study,
language became closely
tied to access to power. Of-
ficial recognition translat-
ed into employment op-
portunities, control over
land records and political
influence. Communities
that felt excluded came to
view language policy as an
existential threat.

In Cachar, where Benga-
li speakers formed an over-
whelming majority, the en-
forcement of Assamese
was perceived as cultural
domination. In the Brah-
maputra Valley, conces-
sions to Bengali speakers
were seen as undermining
Assamese identity.

The study notes that the
violence of 1961 reflected
both popular anger and in-
stitutional failure, with the
Centre and the Assam go-
vernment underestimating
the depth of the crisis. In-
terim measures such as the

Shastri Formula failed to
address underlying ten-
sions. Political parties were
divided, bureaucracies
were paralysed, and sec-
tions of the media, particu-
larly newspapers pu-
blished from Calcutta,
were accused of aggravat-
ing the situation.

The study rejects the no-
tion that the movement
was communal in nature.
Protesters on all sides in-
cluded Hindus, Muslims
and tribal groups, under-
scoring that language soli-
darity often cut across reli-
gious lines.

The authors conclude
that the fault lines exposed
in 1961 continue to shape
contemporary debates
around citizenship, be-
longing and indigeneity,
particularly in the context
of the National Register of
Citizens and the Citizen-
ship (Amendment) Act.
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Recasting sanitation with urban-rural partnerships

hen the Swachh Bharat Mission
w (’Clean India Mission’) was launched

in 2014, its vision was both simple and
transformative; to ensure that every household in
India had access to a toilet. In just a decade, this
vision has become reality. More than 12 crore
household toilets have been built in rural India,
and every village has declared itself Open
Defecation Free (ODF). This achievement has
improved public health, reduced indignities faced
by women and vulnerable groups, and marked a
turning point in India’s development journey.

Focus on waste management

Yet, the success of the sanitation mission has also
revealed the next frontier. Toilets are only the
starting point. The real challenge lies in managing
the resultant faecal waste. In most rural
households, septic tanks and pits serve as the
primary form of containment. Over time, these
fill up and must be desludged at regular intervals.
Without safe systems for collection, transport,
and treatment, the gains of the ODF movement
risk being undermined. It is this challenge that
defines the transition to Swachh Bharat Mission
(Grameen), or SBM-G, Phase I, with its focus on
ODF Plus.

ODF Plus goes beyond toilet construction to
ensure the sustainability of outcomes through
solid and liquid waste management, behavioural
change, and safe sanitation service chains. The
progress has been encouraging. As of October
2025, more than 5.68 lakh villages, nearly 97% of
India’s total, have been declared ODF Plus. But
faecal sludge management remains one of the
most critical gaps in the sanitation chain,
especially in peri-urban and rural areas.

Maharashtra has been at the forefront of
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The model in
Satara district in
Mabharashtra is
an innovative
experiment
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experimenting with innovative approaches to
address this gap. The State has invested in more
than 200 faecal sludge treatment plants in urban
areas and encouraged co-treatment in 41 sewage
treatment plants. These facilities are a backbone
of treatment infrastructure to cities, but the
challenge lies in extending their benefits to the
villages that surround them. It is here that
urban-rural partnerships show great promise.

At the gram panchayat level

In Satara district, Maharashtra, such a
partnership was put into practice. Satara city’s
faecal sludge treatment plant, with a capacity of
65 kilo litres a day (KLD), was operating below
full capacity. Recognising this, four villages,
Jakatwadi, Songaon, Kodoli, and Degaon, have
been brought under an arrangement that will
allow them to access the city’s treatment plant.

Their septic tanks, often never desludged or
emptied only at exorbitant rates by informal
operators, will be serviced at regular intervals
and in a safe way. A private service provider is to
be engaged by the gram panchayats, under a
contract, to provide scheduled desludging
services every five years.

The costs will be recovered through a modest
sanitation tax levied by the gram panchayats,
ensuring affordability and accountability. A
formal agreement between the Satara Panchayat
Samiti and the Satara Municipal Council will
allow authorised desludging vehicles from the
gram panchayats to access the faecal sludge
treatment plant and treat the sludge at no cost ,
making the arrangement sustainable and
mutually beneficial.

But not every village can be linked to a
treatment system of a city. Some will have to treat

their waste independently. An example is Mayani,
a large village in Khatav taluka. With the high
demand for desludging services, the gram
panchayat has agreed to introduce scheduled
desludging every five to seven years, managed by
either a private operator or local self-help groups.

In addition, Mayani has been selected for the
development of a cluster-level faecal sludge
treatment plant under the SBM-G, designed to
serve around 80 surrounding villages. This
approach shows that rural clusters can pool
resources to develop standalone treatment
infrastructure that meets their needs, while
remaining financially and technically viable.

The demonstration of urban-rural linkages and
the standalone faecal sludge management
business model in Satara district will promote the
adoption and the institutionalisation of safe,
sustainable sanitation services across rural
Maharashtra. It also aims to show that sustaining
the gains of ODF and effectively integrating faecal
sludge management into rural sanitation require
strong collaboration between urban and rural
governments, private and public actors, and
citizens and institutions.

A model that can be scaled up

If scaled up, such models have the potential to
transform not only villages in Maharashtra but
also rural communities across the country. By
doing so, India can ensure that its sanitation gains
are not only celebrated today but can be
sustained for generations to come. The true
measure of Swachh Bharat will not only be the
toilets built but also the systems created to
manage them — systems that protect peoples’
health, preserve the environment, and uphold
the dignity that this mission set out to achieve.
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3T e, SR fazawor Unenviable choice

Growth-generating capital expenditure
can affect fiscal targets

m— Trga- % m lﬁq W uﬁm-r T he Goods and Servlices Tax (GST) revenue

of ¥1.74 lakh crore in December 2025 con-

firms just how narrow the government’s

. O\ . q . q fiscal policy space is. The December data reflect
E:Ql ﬁ a’;rﬁ a; W W ﬁ G“Qﬂz I QIU‘IM "ldd‘{ a;ﬁ- gQ‘I"” ﬁ IlTJE*ﬁ the economic activity in November, the second
month under the new, reduced GST rates. De-

3‘@3'7 E‘l’ | cember’s revenues were marginally higher than
the %1.7 lakh crore collected in November. This

m : . was expected. Any belief that the rate reductions

[ El—s' &rrfij:a; Wﬁﬁ” a’ﬁ' % % W a?_(a-(_'ﬂ gw BE[ tcltl?[ ﬁ m would lead to an immediate and sustained in-
crease in demand, and hence GST collections.

:lﬁ Eﬁ?ﬂ‘ %’ WR- e"lq’{‘l( q.q d 'q'l‘ >|’5 U| ﬁ' aq—m‘ a,ﬁ' ';”"q‘&la.ﬁﬂ' aa' %’ was pure optimism. In reality, people are more
! 1 likely to use that extra money to pad up savings

&rﬁf\ Gﬂﬁa; W .a. or pare down debt, with increased consumption

W % W | a more medium-term outcome. This happened
following the income-tax rejig in Budget 2025

a;ﬂ E ﬁ' ﬁ' a; s é I a ;! 6 'aﬁ é ‘zg | P R | | ;;-l 6 | too, when the government effectively exempted
¢ 2025 31 Iqq’Q d C'(Q'I I q q I Q lﬁ- aﬂ- ! people earning up to 12 lakh a year from in-
Wm a.ﬂ. ,)_n. . ?ﬂ-ﬁ_d @. q come-tax. The GST and income-tax decisions
W m 3’[ W HITI-‘G‘IT q@ . | é I E§ % | were both welcome relaxations. However, at least

for this year, they are going to cause the govern-

ment more pain than gain. The most recent data

a-q-a- % W -q- &I- W \—,h-q- on the government’s accounts reflect this. Total
tax revenue stood at ¥13.9 lakh crore at the end of

November 2025, 3.4% lower than in the same pe-

riod of 2024-25. On the other hand, the Centre’s

. EN cani : :
W W 3 raa_w aﬂ' aﬁ_a_aﬁ pital expenditure stood at ¥6.58 lakh crore in
i % 1 3 9 g ( 202 5) g) Q1 C qH {IWI H the April-November 2025 period, 28% higher
. . 9 than in the same period of the previous year. This
3.4% Y g, Sl IoRd IBTA el fefarsif & gifar g Jump n caphl expendiure was balanced Gt by
a much slower growth in revenue expenditure of

o ToIE W I IAE Yoob 3R STHET SR U HATCT TR JUBR OIY 2% Howerer o the two types of sending e

government has much less discretion over reve-

q a_d: q . aﬁ e nue expenditure, which comprises expenses

\-Hm B'CITCh @- \}P-la ﬁﬂ- ﬁ ﬁ tI'F\"UTIT[ Iﬁ él] | , \_)'h- jﬂw ﬁﬂ ﬁ such as salaries, pensions and interest on loans.
These cannot be kept subdued for long.

@'&lﬁ' Q | E; d H C'( | ..| q«,\QJ-\l | The government has valiantly tried to bolster

its earnings through the new excise and GST rates
on tobacco products, not to mention the health

o and security cess on the manufacture of pan ma-
'qm'rm oY d4TH Ieisd g ﬁ me sala. However, since all these new rates and cess-
es will come into effect only on February 1, their

full benefit will be felt only in the next financial

. year. Yet, the troubles for the government’s fi-
YSITel o (BUR) 28% TGP 26.58 TG PRIS B 1T, Sl TREBIR ST mances dono nd here. The remarkably o e
* * vels of wholesale inflation this year — averaging

ﬁw_m Q—Ul:ﬁﬁ a,'ﬂ' q@ W % -0.08% so far — have also meant that the size of

the nominal GDP would likely be smaller than in-

. o q itially budgeted. This means that several ratios

[ ] aaq, anq 3‘“? ®L||\)'| H‘ldlﬂ aél Hldchg E{HEHIQZ” %qqﬁ ali’l QIGE pegged to it, most pertinently the fiscal deficit
. and debt-GDP, would automatically come in larg-

a:l'q’ ]:”'a\é:l‘ q@ Eg ) 'qq er than earlier estimated. The Centre has dis-

ﬁ 21 /O . played commendable fiscal discipline over the

N o . last few years. However, this year, it has placed

o GIQ"”ICb, ‘{I\Tl%d qu @ﬁa Q’1d|Q’1IL|"| H(.J(I"i Cb{('” %, m qsilllil w-q before itself the unenviable choice of either pull-
ing back on growth-generating capital expendi-

3T B Il § - BTeliich SHieh FU A WG - FHRIIGH o foTY cheg e or iking missing s cal g
TS SN GaTd o BT Sl 6|

U YERWITd 3R Aifaa SISl &1 yumE
o AR HH Y1 IRW I (3R -0.08%) ATHHTS e Ul §fg &1 & Hal g
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Recasting sanitation with urban-rural partnerships

hen the Swachh Bharat Mission
w (’Clean India Mission’) was launched

in 2014, its vision was both simple and
transformative; to ensure that every household in
India had access to a toilet. In just a decade, this
vision has become reality. More than 12 crore
household toilets have been built in rural India,
and every village has declared itself Open
Defecation Free (ODF). This achievement has
improved public health, reduced indignities faced
by women and vulnerable groups, and marked a
turning point in India’s development journey.

Focus on waste management

Yet, the success of the sanitation mission has also
revealed the next frontier. Toilets are only the
starting point. The real challenge lies in managing
the resultant faecal waste. In most rural
households, septic tanks and pits serve as the
primary form of containment. Over time, these
fill up and must be desludged at regular intervals.
Without safe systems for collection, transport,
and treatment, the gains of the ODF movement
risk being undermined. It is this challenge that
defines the transition to Swachh Bharat Mission
(Grameen), or SBM-G, Phase II, with its focus on
ODF Plus.

ODF Plus goes beyond toilet construction to
ensure the sustainability of outcomes through
solid and liquid waste management, behavioural
change, and safe sanitation service chains. The
progress has been encouraging. As of October
2025, more than 5.68 lakh villages, nearly 97% of
India’s total, have been declared ODF Plus. But
faecal sludge management remains one of the
most critical gaps in the sanitation chain,
especially in peri-urban and rural areas.

Maharashtra has been at the forefront of
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experimenting with innovative approaches to
address this gap. The State has invested in more
than 200 faecal sludge treatment plants in urban
areas and encouraged co-treatment in 41 sewage
treatment plants. These facilities are a backbone
of treatment infrastructure to cities, but the
challenge lies in extending their benefits to the
villages that surround them. It is here that
urban-rural partnerships show great promise.

At the gram panchayat level

In Satara district, Maharashtra, such a
partnership was put into practice. Satara city’s
faecal sludge treatment plant, with a capacity of
65 kilo litres a day (KLD), was operating below
full capacity. Recognising this, four villages,
Jakatwadi, Songaon, Kodoli, and Degaon, have
been brought under an arrangement that will
allow them to access the city’s treatment plant.

Their septic tanks, often never desludged or
emptied only at exorbitant rates by informal
operators, will be serviced at regular intervals
and in a safe way. A private service provider is to
be engaged by the gram panchayats, under a
contract, to provide scheduled desludging
services every five years.

The costs will be recovered through a modest
sanitation tax levied by the gram panchayats,
ensuring affordability and accountability. A
formal agreement between the Satara Panchayat
Samiti and the Satara Municipal Council will
allow authorised desludging vehicles from the
gram panchayats to access the faecal sludge
treatment plant and treat the sludge at no cost ,
making the arrangement sustainable and
mutually beneficial.

But not every village can be linked to a
treatment system of a city. Some will have to treat

their waste independently. An example is Mayani,
a large village in Khatav taluka. With the high
demand for desludging services, the gram
panchayat has agreed to introduce scheduled
desludging every five to seven years, managed by
either a private operator or local self-help groups.

In addition, Mayani has been selected for the
development of a cluster-level faecal sludge
treatment plant under the SBM-G, designed to
serve around 80 surrounding villages. This
approach shows that rural clusters can pool
resources to develop standalone treatment
infrastructure that meets their needs, while
remaining financially and technically viable.

The demonstration of urban-rural linkages and
the standalone faecal sludge management
business model in Satara district will promote the
adoption and the institutionalisation of safe,
sustainable sanitation services across rural
Maharashtra. It also aims to show that sustaining
the gains of ODF and effectively integrating faecal
sludge management into rural sanitation require
strong collaboration between urban and rural
governments, private and public actors, and
citizens and institutions.

A model that can be scaled up

If scaled up, such models have the potential to
transform not only villages in Maharashtra but
also rural communities across the country. By
doing so, India can ensure that its sanitation gains
are not only celebrated today but can be
sustained for generations to come. The true
measure of Swachh Bharat will not only be the
toilets built but also the systems created to
manage them — systems that protect peoples’
health, preserve the environment, and uphold
the dignity that this mission set out to achieve.
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