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PROLOGUE 
The year 2014 marks twenty five years of the 

existence of Omeo Kumar Das Institute of 

Social Change and Development, the only 

social science research institute in the North 

East India supported by the Indian Council of 

Social Science Research (ICSSR). This is an 

occasion to look back as well as to look ahead. 

On an event like this, looking back begets a 

sense of accomplishment, of contentment -

occasioning reasoned celebration. Looking 

ahead, on the other hand, causes enthusiasm 

and spawns inspiration to strive for further 

accomplishments. Looking back, the existence 

of the Institute in itself appears to be quite an 

accomplishment, of sailing through myriad 

rough tides and overcoming diverse 

challenges; an occasion like this, therefore, 

merits a tribute to of all those people who 

contributed immensely towards achieving this. 

At this juncture, reliving the journey causes 

even further enthusiasm and inspiration to 

prevail over potential obstacles that may strew 

the path, and strive towards bigger goals. 

This publication, then, carries a message of 

hope, of renewed faith and a bel ief that much 

can be achieved, even from a humble 

beginning. It is a reminder that silver linings can 

show the path, even when there is no silver 

spoon at birth. This is, however, not a history 

proper of the Institute. Rather, it is a 

narrativization of the context in which this 

Institute was conceived. This narrative seeks to 

present the available facts and records of the 

inception of this Institute in its context, to offer a 

perspective, to invoke empathy, and to leave a 

testament for posterity. In so doing, it is 

constructing the story of the making of the 

Institute, its envisioning, its struggle for an 

identity, its efforts for growth and its endeavour 

to obtain recognition. This testament bears 

witness to the share of wisdom and the follies of 

the Institute in each of these phases, which are 

about to be documented without any prejudice 

and presumption. What follows, therefore, is an 

account of the journey the Institute has 

traversed over the last twenty five years - of its 

beings and doings, not necessarily 

chronologically. In reliving the journey, the 

narrative hopes to make sense of these 'beings 

and doings', not just describe them. In this 

reflective enquiry, the narrative reminds itself of 

the endeavour of the Institute, since inception to 

respond to contemporary social trends and 

tendencies in its own way, and at times quite 

pro-actively. In hindsight, it also critiques the 

prudency of some of the ways it had shaped its 

responses. This honesty allows it to accept the 

positive outcomes and negative burdens of its 

past, without in any way undermining the 

dynamic and animated character of the 

Institute. 
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GENESIS 
Although India has had a rich trad ition of 

social science research, the history of 

institutional arrangements to engage in 

modern social science research in the 

country began with colon ial concerns for 

a better understanding of Ind ian society. 

Institutions such as the Asiatic Society of 

Bengal, the Academic Association, the 

Bethune Society, the Benares Institute, 

the Bengal Social Science Association, 

and so on , wh ich were established during 

the late 18th and 19th centuries, albeit 

with a colonial perspective, provided an 

impetus to modern socia l science 

research in India. Fo ll ow i ng 

Independence, the country saw the 

establishment of some prominent 

institutes such as the Delhi School of 

Economics, the Indian Statistical Institute 

at Calcutta and the National Council of 

Applied Economic Research at Delhi , 

apart from the eleven agro-economic 

resea rch centres established by the 

Directorate of Economics and Statistics 

under the Ministry of Agriculture. Though 

few in number, such an institutional 

arrangement, to stand beside prominent 

existing universities, was envisaged 

essentially along the ethos of the 

country's planned econom i c 

development, and hence with a strong 

disciplinary bias in favour of Economics. 

Social Science research in post colonial 

India, however, gained momentum with 

the establ ishment of the ICSSR in 1969, 

almost about a decade after the 

establishment of different Research 

Councils in the natural sciences. 

The ICSSR was established with a vision 

to provide a momentum to social science 

research with an equal emphasis on all 

disciplines and to encourage growth of 

social · science research institutes in 

different parts of the country, besides 

supporting research initiatives of the 

individual scho lars. W ith these 

object ives, the ICSSR not on ly 

established many prominent research 

institutes in different parts of the country 

in the 1970s, but also started providing 

financial support to some of the lead ing 

academic institutes. The notable contributions 

of the ICSSR in envision ing and establish ing 

institutional arrangements in the 1970s are 

evidenced by the plethora of research 

conducted by, for instance, the Madras Institute 

of Development Studies (1971 ), the Institute for 

Social and Economic Change, Bangalore 

(1 972), Centre for Policy Research, New Delhi 

(1973)etc. 

The region known today as North East India -

both in popular parlance as well as for purposes 

of planning did not have a single university prior 

to Independence, let alone any institute for 

social science research. The academic wealth 

of the region, even during the first two decades 

of Independence, was constituted primari ly of 

the historical and anthropolog ical works 

undertaken by the colonial scholars and 

administrators. Due to its own historicity and the 

ethnic diversity underlined by multitude forms of 

socio-political formations, the region certainly 

demanded serious attention of the social 

scientists after independence. Moreover, 

political integration and economic development 

of the region emerged as major challenges for 

the political leadersh ip and policy makers at the 

national level. The establishment of the North 

Eastern Council (N EC) by the government of 

India in 1971 was guided by the ethos of an 

overall development of the reg ion, but research 

required for expediting the processes of socio

economic development of the region was rather 
minimal. 

In this context, the ICSSR contemplated a 

social science research Institute in the North 

East in the late 1970s after establishing some 

new socia l science research institutes and 

bringing some existing institutes to its fold in 

different parts of the country. The Council, 

which by now had emerged as the apex body of 

social science research in the country, 

proposed to establish a social science research 

institute for the North East during the period of 

the Sixth Five Year Plan (1980-85), and the idea 

was communicated to the Government of 

Assam in the later part of the 1970s. The state 

government communicated its keen interest in 

the proposed institute in November, 1978, 

which was followed by a long official process 

during the decade after. 

Subsequently, in the ICSSR's discussions held 

in October, 1980 with Jatin Hazarika, the then 

Secretary to the Government of Assam, 

Department of Food and Civil Supply (who was 

also Secretary for many other departments 

such as Home, Political, Personal, General 

Administration during the period of political 

turmoil caused by the Assam Movement and 

subsequent President's rule in the state), and 

H.N. Das, the then Commissioner of Planning 

and Development Department, Government of 

Assam, it was agreed in principle that the state 

government would sponsor the Institute and 

provide necessary funds on a matching ratio of 

50:50. Reiterating its keenness in such an 

Institute, the state government also agreed to 

provide adequate land for the Institute. 

With a similar concern at about the same time, 

Prof P C Goswami, the then Professor and 

Head of the Department of Agricu ltural 

Economics of the Assam Agricultural 

University, Jorhat, had also proposed the 

setting up of a Centre for the Study of Economic 

Development and Social Change. With support 

from the Department of Ed ucat ion , 

Government of Assam, the proposal was sent 
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to the ICSSR and the erstwhile Ministry of 

Education, Government of India. 

In 1982, on request from J K Bagchi, the then 

Secretary, Department of Planning and 

Development, Government of Assam 

reiterating the earl ier commitment of the state 

government, Dr. D. D. Narula, the then Member 

Secretary of the ICSSR visited Guwahati in 

June 1982. In the discussions with Dr. Narula, 

the state government promised to provide both 

recurring and nonrecurring grants on a 

matching principle of 50:50, and the land 

required for the campus of the proposed 

Institute. The state government had already 

made a provision of Rs 5 lakhs in the plan 

budget of the State Education Department to 

establish the Institute, which "would be for 

Assam with an all India character with a specific 

focus on the North East". The discussions, inter 

alia, resolved to constitute a Visiting Committee 

to examine the proposal for establishment of 

the Institute. 

Consequently, the next significant step towards 

establishment of the Institute was the 

constitution of the Visiting Committee by the 

ICSSR to look into the modalities of the 

proposed Institute. Accordingly, two meetings 

of the Visiting Committee were held in New 

Delhi on August 26, 1982 and January 8, 1983 

respectively. The decisions of the two meetings 

included the following: first, the Visiting 

Committee would meet a cross section of social 

scientists, administrators and lead ing public 

figures and discuss with them the objectives 

and programmes of the proposed Institute; 

second, it would assess the avai lability of 

competent and dedicated scholars for the 

proposed Institute; and then it would report to 

the ICSSR about the steps necessary to set up 

the Institute. 
The Vis iting Committee could not visit 

Guwahati during the extremely troubled year of 

1983, and, in fact, no further progress was 

made until June 1986. An interesting 

development at this point was that, prior to the 

couple of meetings of the Visiting Committee 

held in Delhi, on request of the ICSSR, Prof. P. 

C. Goswami and Dr U. Phukan jointly brought 

out a report on the status of social science 

research in the North East in 1982. That report 

provided a strong justification for the 

establishment of a social science research in 

the region. 

Since the first Visiting Committee could not 

make much headway, the entire situation was 

reviewed in the ICSSR and with a view to 

examine the proposal for setting up of an 

Institute, the ICSSR reconstituted a Visiting 

Committee comprising of Prof. G Ram Reddy 

as the Chairman, along with five distinguished 

Social Scientists, Prof. Iqbal Narain, the then 

member Secretary ICSSR, Prof. M.S. Butch, 

Prof. Kanta Ahuja, Prof. H.C. Srivastava and 

Dr. T.K. Majumdar as the Secretary. The 

reconstituted Committee visited Guwahati 

during June 20-22, 1986. For extensive 

deliberations on the need, role, objectives, 

programf'!les, research focus, linkage with the 

NEC, organizational structure, funding pattern 

and relationship of the proposed Institute with 

the state government, the Visiting Committee 

met the then Ch ief Minister, the Education 

Minister, the Minister for Rural Development 

and senior Government Officials including the 

Chief Secretary, Secretary, Planning and 

Development Department and the Secretary, 

NEC. The Committee also held a day- long 

meeting with a cross-section of more than 50 

social scientists, scholars, leading public 

figures, specialists and administrators of the 

state to deliberate on the same issues. 

The Committee also took cognizance of the 

social science research undertaken in the 

departments of the existing universities of the 

region, the report submitted by Professor P. C. 

Goswami and Dr U. Phukan in 1982, the 

Bibliographies of social science research in the 

North East brought out by the ICSSR, North 

Eastern Regional Centre, Shillong, papers and 

research reports presented in seminars and 

academic forums, besides the insights it 

gathered through the discussions with the 

cross-section of social scientists and scholars 

of the region. The Committee noted that there 

were not enough stud ies that could help in 

identifying, analyzing and evaluating the 

interaction of economic, industrial, 

technological, social, demographic, ecological 

and political dimensions that had implications 

for developing a diverse society. In this context, 

it felt special efforts were needed to promote 

and develop social science research in Assam 

and the North East. Therefore, the Committee 

recommended that "a Research Institute for 

Social Sciences shou ld be established in 

Assam at an early date and located in 

Guwahati". 

Along with this historic recommendation, the 

Committee also provided the broad objectives, 

the guiding principles, and a tentative 

organ izational structure of the proposed 

Institute. As the Committee observed, the 

primary objective of the Institute would be to 

promote socio-economic research, with 

emphasis on issues which are of relevance and 

significance to the understanding and analysis 

of the dynamics and growing internal 

differentiation of the structure of economy and 

society of Assam and other constituent states of 

the region. The Institute would also undertake 

stud ies pertaining to development problems 

with special reference to interdependence 

among the various areas of the region and with 

a view to formulating strategies and 

programmes for regional development. At the 

same time, however, the Institute would also 

engage in issues of national concern for which 

the study of the region would provide insights. 

Pertinent to its organizational structure, 

consisting of a Director capable of providing 

necessary leadership and attracting faculty, the 

Committee recommended an academic staff of 

the Institute consisting of 3 to 4 Professors 

(including the Director) and other 4 to 5 faculty 

members in the grades of Reader and Lecturer. 

The Institute, as the Committee envisaged, 

would work in close relationship with the NEC 

and other state governments of the region 

besides the Government of Assam. 

Submission of the detailed report with the 

recommendation for establish ing a social 

science research institute in Guwahati by the 

Visiting Committee headed by Professor G. 

Ram Reddy to the ICSSR in the mid 1986 was 

followed by an official process for finalization of 

the Memorandum of Association and Rules of 

the Institute - a process which constantly 

engaged both ICSSR and the Government of 

Assam till March 1989. For instance, almost 

after two years of its visit of the Committee 

headed by Professor Reddy, another meeting 

between the state government officials, social 

scientists invited by the Government of Assam, 

and officers of the ICSSR was held on June 15, 
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1988 in Guwahati to discuss the draft 

Memorandum of Association and Ru les and 

matters relating to the operationalisation of the 

proposed Institute. Dr. T.K. Majumdar, Director, 

ICSSR explaining the process that had already 

been followed to establish the Institute, 

r.l~o.'"l-14/10 RIC 

The D.irector, 
Hnnpouer, 
Plc.nninl) and DevuloPmont Departmont , 
t\!::snm (Dis pur) • 
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Nlw Otl/11· 110 00 1 
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IUC (Pore Ill dated 15t h J Mu ary, 1987 on t he above 
aubj ect an~ to so.y thot .-he GOvernment ot Indi e. ,Miniatry 

. ot H\1LrUm RctourcG nevelopmcrt· O)epartmont of Ec"uc~tion) 
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subj f!ct to the conditions as stipulated' in their l etter 
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enCl osed for: ready reference. . 
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we can t ake necessary stops to rogist~r the, society. 

your~£ t eyny, 
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emphasised that the Memorandum of 

Association and Rules of the Institute should 

be finalised so that it could be registered as an 

autonomous institute. The meeting provided a 

fina l shape to the Memorandum of Association 

and Rules of the proposed institute besides 

deliberating upon many other pertinent issues 

such as recurring and capital grants, land for 

developing the campus of the Institute etc. The 

Memorandum of Association and Rules of the 

Institute was finalized in the meeting was 

signed by the first members of the Governing 

Body on the twenty eighth day of March, 1989 

at Guwahati to mark a humble beginning of the 

first and the only social science research 

institute in the North East under the aegis of the 

Government of Assam and the ICSSR. 

It is, however, quite interesting to note that 

though the Visiting Committee strongly 

recommended the establishment of a 

'Research Institute for Social Sciences' in 

Guwahati, it did not pay much attention to its 

name, nor did the ICSSR and the Government 

of Assam, till the time of formal registration of 

the Institute. Therefore, the name of the 

Institute that appeared in the Memorandum of 

Association and Rules signed by the first 

members of the Governing Body was "Institute 

for Social Change and Development", which 

was later changed to "Institute of Social 

Change and Development". In 1995, the birth 

centenary year of Omeo Kumar Das, a 

freedom fighter and educationist of the state, 

the Chief Minister of Assam vide his letter no. 

CMS. 300(0)95/21 dated May 2, 1995 

requested the Governing Body to rename the 

Institute "Omeo Kumar Das Institute of Social 

Change and Development" to commemorate 

the great son of Assam. Such a request from 

the Chief Minister of Assam was an evidence of 

the growing importance and visibility of the 

Institute. The Governing Body welcomed the 

request and accordingly, renamed the Institute 

"Omeo Kumar Das Institute of Social Change 

and Development" - in short, OKDISCD. 

ENVISIONING THE INSTITUTE 
As reported in the previous section, the Visiting 

Committee headed by Professor G. Ram 

Reddy, in its report submitted to the ICSSR in 

1986, worked out the basic objectives of the 

proposed Social Science Research Institute at 

Guwahati, besides proposing a formal 

structure. The official process that followed was 

primarily concerned with the formal structure of 

the proposed Institute, till the meeting between 

the State Government Officia ls, Social 

Scientists invited by the Government of Assam 

and the representatives of the ICSSR, New 

Delhi held on June 15, 1988. Though the 

meeting was essentially convened to discuss 

the draft Memorandum of Association and 

Ru les and matters related to the 

operationalisation of the proposed Institute, 

Bhaskar Barua, the then Commissioner, 

Planning and Development Department, 

Government of Assam emphasised having a 

much larger vision than what wa s 
proposed for the Institute by the Visiting 

Committee. For him, in the overall context of the 

North East, the proposed Institute, in addition to 

reflecting the aspirations and expectations of 

the people, shou ld contribute to human 

resource development, building necessary 

skills to cope with the process of social and 

economic transformation and speedier regional 

development, and enrichment of the cultural 

and social life of the region. 

The meeting held on June 15, 1988 besides 

deliberating on many vital issues, finalised the 

Memorandum of Association and Rules of the 

proposed Institute. Finally, as decided by the 

meeting, the Government of Assam sought 

ICSSR's approval of the Memorandum of 

Association and Rules of the "Institute for Social 

Change and Development" and also 

concurrence of appointing D.N. Sharma, a 

retired Director of Public Enterprises, 

Government of Assam as the Officer on Special 

Duty (OSD) who could liaison with the ICSSR 

and take appropriate action in registering the 

proposed Institute as an autonomous institute. 

The ICSSR, taking note of the approval of the 

Memorandum of Association and Ru les of the 

Institute by the Government of Assam 

concurred appointment of the OSD on August 

22, 1988. 
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Subsequently, the Institute was formally 

established on the twenty eighth day of March, 

1989 at Guwahati completing the process 

required for its registration under the Societies 

RegistrationAct, 1860. 

The Memorandum of Association envisaged an 

autonomous Institute to undertake, aid, 

promote and coordinate research on problems 

and processes of social transformation and 

development of Assam and other States of the 

North Eastern Region and to contribute to the 

formulation of strategies and programmes for 

speedier regional development. Setting the 

broad objectives of the Institute, the 

Memorandum of Association inter alia 

envisaged the Institute to act as a "clearing 

house of ideas and information on research in 

social sciences with special emphasis on the 

problems of Assam and other States of the 

North-Eastern region". 

Since the time of registration till end of the year 

1990, the efforts of the Institute were focused 

primarily on making the Institute functional by 

looking for people who could provide able 

leadership to rea lise the ambitious goals set for 

it. The first meeting of the Governing Body of 

the Institute was held on December 21, 1989 

under the Chairmanship of Bhaskar Barua, the 

then Special Commissioner, Planning and 

Development Department, Government of 

Assam, as the first Chairman of the Institute 

was still to be appointed. The second meeting 

of the Governing Body was held on October 14, 

1990 which had to be adjourned due to a lack of 

quorum. Meanwhile, the Government of Assam 

requested L.C. Jain, Member, Planning 

Commission to serve as the first Chairman of 

the Governing Body of the Institute in January 

1991 . The eminent Gandhian visionary, 

accepting Chairmanship of the Institute, 

presided over the Second Meeting (Adjourned) 

of Governing Body held on March 25, 1991. 

The Third Governing Body meeting held on 

January 24, 1992 resolved to appoint 

Professor, A.C. Bhagabati, Department of 

Anthropology, Gauhati University as the first 

Director, and after joining the Institute on May 5, 

1992, Professor Bhagabati started preparation 

of a Perspective Plan of the newly founded 

Institute. The plan was placed before the 

Governing Body for its consideration in its 

fourth meeting held on July 23, 1992. 

Taking cognizance of the contemporary socio

economic as well as political scenario of the 

North East region in general and Assam in 

particular, and guided by the broad objectives 

of the autonomous Institute, the Perspective 

Plan presented by Professor Bhagabati 

emphasised the formulation of strategies 

required for speedier regional development. 

The research agenda of the Institute, as he 

emphasised, must be socially relevant with an 

'applied' or utility orientation without 

underplaying the basic of theoretical concerns. 

To address the deep concern for evolving 

desirable patterns of social change and 

developm~nt leading to improvement of the 

quality of life of the people in general, the 

Perspective Plan essentially outlined the 

following interrelated thrust areas of research 

to be taken up by the Institute: 

1. Development Studies with special reference 

to Assam and other north-eastern Indian 

States, with an overwhelming concern for an 

appropriate development strategy for the 

region underlining the contents of economic 

development, and to address the fundamental 

question about what needed to be done to keep 

the social costs of heavy industrialisation low in 

the region, if industrial growth was a solution. 

2. Studies relating to traditional patterns of 

agriculture in the region focusing on both 

positive and negative potentials for agricultural 

development, along with addressing certain 

fundamental issues such as the changing 

patterns of land relations and production, 

feasibility of technological interventions with 

reference to indigenous methods of cultivation 

and goals of production, and economic 

i nfrastru ctu re. 

3. Population dynamics and social 

demography of the region to comprehend the 

impacts of population movements on social, 

cultural, as well as political and economic 

fronts, besides addressing the burning issue of 

immigration, inter-regional and intra-regional 

migration. 

4. Ethno-history, ethnicity, inter-community 

relations, reg ional ism and social movements, 

to delve into the area of ethno-dynamics 

essentially to understand on-going socio

political and ethnic movements in the region. 

5. Studies relating to scheduled tribes of the 

hills and plains in the region with particular 

reference to problems of rapid social 

transformation and development. 

6. Studies related to women and children in the 

specific context of the North East. 

7. Studies relating to environmental problems, 

ecosystem planning and development. 

8. Studies relating to problems of integration of 

the north-eastern region to comprehend the 

patterns of interdependence between the North 

East and the rest of India. 

In addition to identification of the thrust areas, 

envisioning the Institute as a multidisciplinary 

research centre, the Perspective Plan 

emphasised the immediate appointment of four 

Professors, two Readers/Associate Fellows, 

two Lecturers and at least four Research 

Assistants to carry forward the research 

agenda. 

The thrust areas outlined in the Perspective 

Plan certainly encapsulated the research 

agenda of the Institute in its inception itself, and 

unsurprisingly, most of the areas still deserve 

the attention of social scientists. The research 

agenda outlined in the Perspective Plan 

generated quite a meaningful discussion in the 

Governing Body. Prioritisation was a major 

concern, and the dominant view of the 

Govern ing Body was to pay immediate 

attention to the first four thrust areas outlined in 

the Perspective Plan. The Governing Body was 

equally concerned with the questions of 

enhancing faculty strength and procuring 

adequate financial support from the ICSSR, the 

Government of Assam and other donor 

agencies so that the Institute could engage in 

the identified thrust areas. 

It is also worth mentioning that the fourth 

meeting of the Governing Body decided to 

organise a workshop on "Research Priorities in 

the North East for the 1990s". Accordingly, a 

One-day local level Panel Discussion on 

Research Priority was organised with financial 
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support from the ICSSR, NER Centre on March 

13, 1993 at the Institute, essentially to 

supplement the thrust areas for research 

outlined in the Perspective Plan. Out of around 

60 scholars and social workers invited, 32 

participated in the workshop while three others 

sent their notes on research priorities. With 

sincere involvement of the scholars, the 

workshop resulted in the identification of 120 

research areas and topics that required 

attention of the Institute. Taking note of the 

common areas and overlaps, the workshop 

recommended the research priorities, focusing 

on specific issues, but the research priorities 

set by the workshop were in conformity with the 

thrust areas identified in the Perspective Plan 

mentioned earlier. 

Immediately after its inception, therefore, the 

Institute was seriously engaged in a process of 

envisioning its future as an autonomous 

research Institute with the given mandate of 

conducting social science research in the 

. specific context of the North East. The process 

of realisation of the envisaged ideas into 

practice, however, has always been severely 

constrained by lack of adequate resources, 

both human and financial, besides the 

~ · ~4~'·'"' "' v 2.7.!JBaY'J' 

necessary infrastructure. The efforts made by 

the Institute in constructing its identity as an 

autonomous research institute alongside its 

success in achieving the envisaged goals are 

briefly discussed in a different section. 

Nevertheless, it may be mentioned here that till 

the mid 1990s, the Institute sought to achieve 

the desired outcomes mainly through a series 

of programmes mobilising intellectual support 

from outside, as the Director of the Institute was 

its lone faculty. This was coupled with a 

constant financial difficulty, especially because 

the budget of the Institute was rather meagre. 

Towards the latter half of the 1990s, the Institute 

under the leadership of L.C. Jain volunteered to 

play a more proactive role required for the 

promotion of political institut ion s and 

leadersh ip at the grassroots. Keeping in view 

the contemporary socio-political uncertainties 

that the North East region was confronted with, 

L.C. Jain mooted the idea of building a third 

force of civil leadership extended in all public 

affa irs fields: political, economic, social, 

cultural, academic, leg islative and trade. 

Prospective leaders drawn from all the 

constituent parts of the North East were to be 

provided opportunities to work together, to be in 

continuous dialogue with each other, to spend 

some time in other parts of the country working 

or study in selected institutions, so as to 

develop wider contacts within the country and 

also acquire a pan Indian view. The idea of the 

third force of civil leadership was conceived 

under extreme circumstances, when the North 

East region was left with only two extreme 

forces at work, militants at one end and the 

establishment (aided by the Police and the 

Army) on the other. The civil leadership in the 

given context was, therefore, considered to be 

the pre-requisite for a long term easing of the 

problem confronted by the region as a whole. 

Accordingly, the Institute submitted a proposal 

on 'North East: Training of Grassroots 

Leadership' through a one year fellowship 

programme to cover about 5000 youths over a 

period of five years. L.C. Jain had mentioned 

his ideas to tre then Prime Minister and also 

discussed them in detail with the Principal 

Secretary to the Prime Minister, the Home 

Secretary and the Special Secretary Planning 

Commission . The Institute submitted the 

proposal to the Ministry of Home Affairs, which 

requested the Institute to resubmit the same to 

the North Eastern Council (NEC). The 

estimated annual expenditure per person was 

Rs. 1 lakh per year amounting toRs. 5 crores for 

the first year. The initiative taken by the Institute 

to facilitate the process of building up of a third 

force of civil leadership did not materialise as 

the proposal submitted to the NEC was not 

considered for the required financial support. 

Nevertheless, the initiative of the Institute 

reflected a new interventionist perspective 

required at the societal level relevant for the 

North East in the specific context of the late 

1990s. 

Almost after two decades of the first envisioning 

exercise done by the Governing Body in its 

fourth meeting, the Institute decided to reshape 

its research agenda in the later part of 2011. 

The Institute was to cope with the changing 

scenario of the region to address the new 

challenges. Accordingly, the Institute prepared 

its draft Vision Document, which was placed 

before the participants of a day long workshop 

held on October 1, 2011, and attended by 46 

prominent social scientists from different parts 

of the North East. The Vision Document 

finalised in the workshop provided the future 

course of action of the Institute, necessarily 

considering the existing currents and cross 

currents at three levels, although with definite 

overlaps: first, at the level of general trends in 

social science research in the country as a 

whole; second, at the level of ICSSR as an apex 

institution with regard to the country's overall 

social science researches, and third, at the 

Institute level. The most important issues that 

dominate discourse at three different levels are 

the issues of long term versus short term 

research, theoretical versus policy research, 

the teach ing-research relationship, ideological 

positioning versus neutrality, elite and western 

bias, and above all , the question of autonomy of 

research. Naturally, these issues are not 

exclusive but cut across each other, as the 

Document noted. 

While re-envisioning of the future of the 

Institute, it has also been noted that the ICSSR 

and its institutes are almost entirely dependent 

upon state funding , and as such, the issue of 

autonomy has been under severe scrutiny. This 

has far reaching repercussions since the very 

growth of social science research, under such 

circumstances, becomes largely dependent 

upon state policy and, therefore, is bound to 

face uncertainties if and when the state exhibits 

signs of withdrawal, which is most common in 

contemporary times. It creates an undesirable 

dependency on short-term sponsored projects 

among the research institutes. This has 

precisely been the prognosis of the Fourth 

Review Committee of the ICSSR, which has 

prescribed complete restructuring of the ICSSR 

as a solution to this issue, with a quantum jump 
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in the funding pattern for social sciences. 

Therefore, the re-envisioning exerc ise 

demanded not only prudent reconciliation of 

these conflicting but important issues, but also 

a distinct space for indigenous understanding 

of social phenomena in contrast to the 

dominant or mainstream precepts, if it was to 

contribute to the realms of knowledge. 

There-envisioning process undertaken in 2011 

was preceded by a self-assessment of the 

Institute - its strengths and weaknesses. As 

evident from the activities undertaken, 

especially since the mid 1990s, the major 

strengths of the Institute lie in its ability and 

expertise in conducting empirical research for 

understanding myriad issues of North East 

India in general, and Assam in particular. 

Secondly, over the period, the Institute has 

acquired the necessary proficiency and 

expertise in contributing towards policy 

formulation. In add ition, the Institute has also 

proved its capability in undertaking capacity 

bui lding of people - in the arena of 

operationalisation and implementation of 

diverse public policies, and promoting and 

enhancing research skills and knowledge of 

young social scientists of the region by 

motivating and better equipping them to 

engage in quality social science research. 

Along with its strengths, the Institute also 

recognised its weaknesses in rea lisation of the 

vision laid down earlier. Compared to the large 

mandate to cover all the eight states of the 

North East and given the diverse and extensive 

landscape of issues, the Institute faced an 

acute shortage of manpower. Moreover, given 

the shortage offunds, the faculty members had 

to continuously engage themselves in short 

term sponsored researches to finance the 

annual deficits, and such engagement 

invariably carried them away from the 

Institute' s own research agenda. 

Consequently, the Institute could not emerge 

as one of the leading social science research 

institutes to influence the theoretical debates in 

the country as had originally been envisaged. 

Taking cognizance of the overall situation, the 

Institute's research agenda was reformulated 

in 2011 around themes of governance, 

development and peace for the next five years. 

Closely inter-connected, these themes hold the 

key to the future progress of the region in the 

coming five years. As a frontier pol itical space, 

the region has thrown up unique challenges to 

the colonial state leading to the exclusive 

provisioning of excluded areas, partially 

excluded areas and inner line systems. The 

region presented similar challenges at the time 

of India's independence and at the subsequent 

process of state formation, requir ing 

provisioning of the Sixth Schedule within the 

Constitution and re-organ isation of boundaries 

several times to form many smaller states. 

These efforts on the part of the Indian state 

largely typify the politics of accommodation at 

differet1t points of time when political 

aspirations of particular ethnic groups 

manifested in different forms of mobilisation 

including regionalist, sub-nationalist, 

secessionist and separatist. The fact that the 

region is home to a large number of major, and 

a still greater number of minor ethn ic groups 

(although in most cases without any definite 

territoria li ty) has resulted in incessant 

mobilisations, growing fundamentally out of a 

perceived sense of relative deprivation and 

exploitation. This has perpetuated political 

instability in the region , and this endemic 

political instabi li ty has inflicted severe 

constraints upon the development processes 

of the region, further accentuating the sense of 

relative deprivation among ethnic groups and 

ultimately shoving the region into a vicious 

cycle. Many a times, these have begotten inter 

ethnic conflicts of the worst kind, making it a 

troubled region. 

As such, research in the three critical areas of 

governance, development and peace is of 

utmost relevance at this juncture. The Institute 

feels that the issue of governance, and the 

prerequisite of development in the context of 

the region, must transcend the limits of 

regulations and management and learn to 

accommodate the greater and effective 

participation of people, cutting across ethnic 

lines. Therefore, institutional arrangements for 

such participation need to be investigated. This 

will not only require understanding of the 

nature, causes and various types of ethnic 

mobili sations but also of the existing 

arrangements for fu lfilling people's aspirations, 

both constitutional and traditional, along with 

their conflicts and convergences. Necessarily, 

this will subsume broad issues and concerns of 

development in the region, and therefore, 

peace as well. The proposed research agenda 

is therefore inclusive and most pertinent given 

the present context of the region. With this 

backdrop, the Institute has conceived the 

following research agenda for the next five 
years: 

Environment, Resource and 
Development 

The primary objective is to focus on the process 

of managing natural resources considering that 

environment and resource use is congruent 

with the concept of sustainable development. 

In the specific context of the North East, it has 

been observed that absence or inadequacy of 

applied research on distribution of resources 

and the level, pattern, and the rate of resource 

consumption and environmental degradation 

has created a major disjunct between 

environmental laws, policies and people's 

perception and control over resources. In order 

to have a sustainable environment and 

development process in the region, it is 

pertinent to address specific research issues, 

which include: resource use and human 

consumpt ion changes; land ownership, 

patterns of its changes and impact on 

livelihood; climate change and its impact on 

agriculture and livelihood; urbanisation and 

migration; and water resource, energy demand 

and energy market. 

Law, Governance and Institutions 

The objective of this is essentially to 

comprehend the complexities arising out of the 

interplay between the traditions associated 

with hitherto existing social formations in the 

region and the modern laws, institutions and 

procedures to make governance more 

inclusive, transparent, and efficient. The 
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questions of autonomy, self-determination and 

sovereignty in the changing regional as well as 

global context are also to be adequately 

addressed through a scientifically designed 

research agenda. 

Ethnic Identity and Social Movements 

Without overlooking the intrinsic relations 

between the processes of development, 

governance and the social movements 

distinctly marked by political assertions of 

different ethnic identities in the contemporary 

North East, the Institute will pay more attention 

to studies on ethn ic identity and social 

movements in their historicity. 

Demography 

In addition to addressing questions associated 

with distinctly differentiated growth rate of 

popu lation experienced by the thin ly populated 

states of the region, and the causes and 

implications of rura l-urban migration backed by 

emergence of primate towns or cities indicating 

patterns of uneven development, the Institute 

will make fresh attempts to comprehend the 

issue of immigration, which is sti ll politically 

relevant, besides its other implications. 

Further, migration from the region is another 

vital issue added to the research agenda of the 

Institute. 

North East India and Emerging 
Southeast Asia 

The crucial role which the North East region of 

India ought to play in shaping the patterns of 

interdependency and regiona l cooperation 

between India and the Southeast, and the 

inevitable implications on the socio-economic 

domains of the buffer region i.e. the North East 

India, are some of the fundamental issues 

placed before the Institute's research agenda. 

Gender and Social Relations 

Reiterating the need to address the gender 

question - considering it an institutionalised 

system - the Institute plans to make more 

rigorous attempts to address the questions 

relating to gender equality, re-examine societal 

practices, persisting beliefs, customs and 

trad itions instrumental in construction of 

gender and the associated myths, impacts of 

and changes induced by growing influences of 

a market economy and the processes of 

globalisation . 

Besides reorienting the focus of research , the 

Vision Document also emphasised more 

extensive exchanges, collaborations and 

networking. The activities would be planned to 

make the Institute much more visible in the 

national as well as international academic 

domains. Expansion of the resource base of 

the Institute, both human and financial, would 

be the prerequisite for materialising the 

envisioned goals, the Document underlined. 

QUEST 
FOR 
IDENTITY 
The Institute, along with the process of envisioning, has also 

attempted to establish its distinctive identity since inception. 

Like the process of envisioning, the attempts at establishing an 

identity has seen different phases. Since the emphasis within 

such attempts was predicated on contemporary priorities, the 

means and ways of establish ing the identity also differed . 

The first meeting of the Governing Body of the Institute of 

Social Change and Development was held on December 21, 

1989 under the Chairmanship of Bhaskar Barua, the then 

Special Commiss ioner, Planning and Deve lopment 

Department, Government of Assam , who was the pro tem 

Chairman, since the Chairman of the Institute had not yet been 

selected. The meeting took place in the office of the Special 

Commissioner, Planning and Development Department. The 

Governing Body decided to appoint one Officer on Special 

Duty (OSD) to take care of the official responsibi lities required 

at the initial stage of establishment of the Institute, and the 

Special Commissioner, Planning and Deve lopment 

Department, Government of Assam would oversee functioning 

of the Institute till the time of appointing a Director. The OSD 

would be provided with one Steno-typist, one messenger and a 

typewriter. It was informed that the state government had 

already allocated Rs. 2 lakhs, and the ICSSR was also ready 

with the matching share. 

With a minimal staff and nominal resources the Institute made 

a humble beginning of its academic pursuit by launching the 

Junior Short-term Fellowship Scheme in November, 1990 
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alongside the processes of selection of its first 

Chairman and appointment of the first Director. 

In view of the broad objectives of the Institute, 

the Junior Short-term Fellowship Scheme was 

launched with the objective of creation of a 

socio-economic database and development of 

human resource by engaging young post 

graduates in research under the guidance of 

experienced academicians. The Fellowship 

Scheme provided research opportunities to 

young scholars of the region identified by a 

committee of experts on the basis of a thorough 

evaluation of the proposals submitted by them. 

The Junior Short-term Fellowship Scheme 

was, however, preceded by an attempt of the 

Institute to attract the reputed scholars of the 

region to conduct research related to the issues 

of social change and development. The 

scheme for Short-term Fellowship was 

announced in September, 1990, but it fell 

through, as no scholar came forward to avail 

whatever resources and expertise were 

provided by the Institute . 

The second academic intervention of the 

Institute was the two-day Workshop on Higher 

Education organ ized in February 1991. 

Deliberating on various aspects of higher 

education in Assam, the workshop came up 

with certain key recommendations such as the 

need for proper mapping of existing schools 

and colleges in Assam and thereby identifying 

where new educational institutions could be set 

up; promotion of human resource development 

and industria l growth through the 

establishment of IITs and central universities 

etc. Besides emphasising quality teaching and 

research, the workshop also stressed the need 

to restructure the academic courses required 

for enhancement of employability. 

The couple of initial interventions made by the 

Institute deserve attention, not just because of 

the fact that the attempts were made prior to 

appointment of the Director or any other faculty, 

but for their relevance, especially in the context 

of Assam in the late 1980s. In the milieu of 

political instability caused by the secessionist 

movement reaching its peak, the counter 

insurgency programmes of the state, and the 

political disillusionment of the common people 

after the failure of the regional party in power, 

the Institute still managed to encourage and 

attract a good number of young scholars to 

pursue social science research through the 

Junior Short-term Fellowship Scheme, 

although the scope arid resources were limited. 

The contributions of the workshop on Higher 

Education, along with its emphasis on the 

question of employabil ity, must also be seen in 

the same context. 

The Institute experienced a qualitat ive 

breakthrough in its academic endeavours 

when L.C. Jain accepted its chairmanship in 

1991, and subsequently, when Professor A. C. 

Bhagabati joined as the first Director on May 5, 

1992. Both of the luminaries with their visionary 

zeal envisaged the future of the Institute, and 

this was witnessed in the Perspective Plan 

discussed in the earlier context. The Institute 

continued with the Junior Short-term 

Fellowship Scheme for the subsequent year 

and a total of thirteen studies were completed 

by the end of the financial year 1992-93. The 

programme assumed a much larger 

perspective once the future of the Institute was 

determined in mid 1992 and the research 

agenda was set forth by identifying the issues 

in the beginning of 1993. Emphasising the 

significance of the Junior Short-term 

Fellowship Scheme continued by the Institute 

with its limited funds for two successive years, 

L.C. Jain was successful in persuading the 

Raj iv Gandhi Foundation, New Delhi to 

participate in the programme. The Foundation 

agreed to institute 35 scholarships during 1993 

and 1994 selecting 5 scholars from each of the 

7 states of the region. The programme, 

however, continued till 1997 with financial 

support from the Foundation, and the Institute 

managed to complete 65 micro studies in four 

successive years. With a similar positive 

gesture, the NEC also came forward to provide 

6 more fellowships during 1993-94 under the 

same programme. 

In addition to the Fellowship programme, the 

Institute initiated its own research study and 

organised seminars, workshops and 

consultations on the issues pertinent to the 

region. Though the functioning of the Institute 

was severely constrained by shortage of 

manpower, it was successful in creating a 

strong base by bringing together social 

scientists from different states of the region 

through the series of activities it launched, 

especially the Fellowship programme. This 

was echoed in the report of the Review 

Committee appointed by the ICSSR in 

December 1996, which commented : The 

Institute has established its credibility by doing 

good and useful work on modest scale, under 

adverse conditions. Given its brief span of 

existence and its small faculty, the work being 

done in it is commendable. The Rajiv Gandhi 

Foundation has played an invaluable role in 

providing financial support for what has been 

one of the Institute's most successful 

programmes so far. The Institute should do 

everything within its capacity to ensure that the 

Programme and the financial support for it 

continue into the future. 
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OWARDS 
[HE ~XPANSION 

From the mid 1990s onwards, the Institute has been making 

earnest attempts to expand its size and scale of functioning . 

Three major areas of expansion can be highlighted since mid 

1990s- manpower, physical infrastructure and finance. 

Expansion of the Faculty and appointment of a skeleton 

administrative staff were, naturally, two major concerns of the 

Institute since its inception. After providing the initial impetus, 

Professor A.C Bhagabati relinquished its directorship in 

December 1993 to become the Vice Chancellor of Arunachal 

University (now Rajiv Gandhi University). Consequently, Md. 

Taher, who was a Professor at the Department of Geography, 

Gauhati University assumed the responsibi lity for an interim 

period of three months. Subsequently, Atul Goswami, 

Professor of Economics, Dibrugarh University, joined the 

Institute as Professor on March 15, 1994, and was appointed 

its Director on March 22, 1994. 

Meanwhile, D.N . Sharma, the OSD to the Institute, res igned in 

July, 1992, and subsequently, the Institute filled the gap by 

appointing D.N. Goswami, a retired person , as the 

Administrative Assistant. The non-facu lty staff of the Institute 

remained skeletal, with Pranita Kalita, who joined as the Sene

typist in the beg inning of 1990, and two other Grade IV 

employees, S.R. Nath and D.K Bora appointed in 1991 and 

1992 respectively. Manas Pratim Rajkhowa was appointed as 

the first Admin istrative Officer of the Institute, and he joined the 

Institute in February 1994 on deputation from the Government 

of Assam . 

The Institute remained a single facu lty-member 

institute until Archana Sharma, Lecturer in 

Economics, Gauhati University joined the 

Institute on lien as a Reader on February 1, 

1995. She left the Institute on May 31, 1995 to 

become a Reader in the Department of 

Economics, Gauhati University. Subsequently, 

the Institute appointed lndranee Dutta, Reader 

in the Department of Education, Gauhati 

University in the Faculty (Reader) and Amar 

Yumnam, Reader in Economics, Manipur 

University as Visiting Faculty in the rank of 

Reader in November, 1995. For the first time, 

the Institute acquired the strength of two 

members in the Faculty, though not on 

permanent basis, in addition to the Director. It 

may be mentioned in this context that the 

Institute engaged D.N. Bordoloi as Adviser, 

Tribal Studies Project in September, 1995 for a 

short period. It is also worth mentioning here 

that the Institute meanwhile procured the first 

computer in 1994, and subsequently, Rustam 

Ali was appointed as Computer Operator in 

1995. 

For further expansion of the Faculty as well the 

administrative staff, the Govern ing Body of the 

Insti tute in its meeting held on July 31, 1997 

created one more post of Professor, one post of 

Reader and two posts of Lecturer. Similarly, to 

meet the growing demands of administrative 

responsibilities, the Governing Body also 

created one post of Assistant Librarian, one 

post of Accountant and two additional posts of 

Grade IV employees. According ly, Bhupen 

Sarmah, Lecturer, Centre for Himalayan 

Studies, University of North Bengal was 

appointed as Reader in November 1998; 

A.N.S. Ahmed, Professor in Political Science, 

Dibrugarh University, was appointed as 

Professor in June, 1999 ; and Kalyan Das was 

appointed as Lecturer in 1999, pending 

appointment of another Lecturer. In the 

administrative front, Gautam Goswami was 

appointed as Accountant, and Gajendra Ballav 

Devchoudhury was appointed as Assistant 

Librarian in 1998. To help the Faculty in 

research, the Institute also appointed Mausumi 

Saikia and Kalindra Ballav Devchoudhury as 

Research Associate and Research Assistant 

respectively in the same year. By the end of the 

1990s, the Institute acquired some amount of 

strength to carry forward its research mandate. 

In the spate of its expansion moves after 2000, 

the Institute appointed Saswati Chaudhury, 

Joydeep Baruah and Akshay Jyoti Sharma as 

Assistant Professors in 2002, 2003 and 2013 

respectively. In addition, the Institute created 

three posts of Assistant Professors to be 

appointed on contract basis, and accord ingly 

appointed Monjit Borthakur, lndrani Sharma 

and Arunima Deka in 2013. Professor A.N.S 

Ahmed took extraord inary leave from the 

Institute to join the Ind ian Institute of 

Techno logy, Guwahati as Professor in 

September, 2009 and subsequently resigned 

from the Institute in August, 2010. Similarly, on 

completion of his deputation, M.P. Rajkhowa 
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left the Institute in February 1999, and Binit 

Chandra Moral came to the Institute as 

Administrative Officer, again on deputation, in 

January 2001 . On completion of his deputation 

in April, 2002, Pranab Borgohain was 

appointed as the Administrative Officer in 2003, 

and he resigned in July, 2010 to join as the 

Assistant Registrar at liT Guwahati. 

Subsequently, Diganta Ranjan Patgiri was 

appointed as Administrative Officer in 2011. 

Mausumi Saikia after serving the Institute as 

Research Associate from 1998, resigned from 

the post in 2000, and subsequently Uddipan 

Dutta was appointed in 2011. Gajendra Ballav 

Devchoudhury, who served the Institute as 

Assistant Librarian since 1998 also resigned in 

Apri l, 2012, and subsequently, Deepshikha 

Pathak was appointed as the Assistant 

Librarian in 2013 as a regular employee. 

In addition to its own Faculty, the Institute has 

been enormously benefited by the academic 

contributions of the Visiting Fellows who served 

the Institute at different points of time. The 

Visiting Fellows invited to the Institute are, 

Amar Yumnam, Manipur University (1995-97); 

Professor A.C. Talukdar, Arunachal University 

(1996-98); Professor J.B. Ganguly, Former 

Vice-Chancellor, Tripura University (1997-

2000); Gurudas Das, North Eastern Hill 

University (2000-2001 ); Anil Saikia, Moran 

College (2001-2002); Partha S. Ghosh, ICSSR 

2003-2006); Binayak Dutta, Assam University 

(2012-2013); Suryasikha Pathak, Assam 

University (2013) andAshok Ray (2012-2013). 

Although at the time of establishment the 

government of Assam had agreed to provide a 

plot of land to build a permanent campus, the 
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Institute continued to operate from rented 

premises for almost 16 years. It started from a 

rented house at Naojan Road, Ujan Bazar and 

then shifted to Chenikuthi in February 1998. 

The Institute was subsequently relocated to 

Dispur on May 17, 2004. The Institute shifted to 

its own building in February 2008. 

From 1989 to 1998, the government of Assam 

had shown no interest in providing a plot of land 

to the Institute. The Institute had also not 

aggressively pursued the matter with the 

government, although it had been requesting 

the government to offer a plot of land . It was in 

May 1999 that the then Chairman, L C Jain met 

the Chief Minister along with a few Governing 

Body members to apprise him of the situation 

and to seek his intervention on this matter. 

Professor Atul Goswami who was then the 

Director also wrote a strong letter to the Chief 

Minister on November 30, 1999 expressing 

anguish over the apathetic attitude of the 

government. Meanwhile, in the meeting of the 

Governing Body held on April1 0, 1998 the then 

Vice Chancellor of Gauhati University showed 

interest in providing a plot of land to the Institute 

within the University campus. The Institute, 

fol lowing it up, wrote to the University 

authorities on April 24, 1998. The University did 

not respond to the Institute's request 

favourably and leased out the proposed plot to 

another party. Barman Chandra, the then 

Member Secretary of the ICSSR wrote to the 

University on January 6, 2000 to reconsider the 

promise of the University to provide a plot of 

land to the Institute but with no result. 

The inordinate delay in providing a plot of land 

to the Institute attracted the attention of local 

intellectuals to some extent . Homen 

Borgohain, for instance, wrote about it in Amar 

Asom on January 28, 2000 criticising the 

indifference of both government of Assam and 

Gauhati University. Finally, in the year 2001 the 

Institute got a plot of land measuring 2 bighas 

from the government of Assam against the 

original promise of 1 00 big has. 
The Institute immediately embarked upon 

building its campus after completing the official 

process of allocation and acceptance, and an 

eight member building committee was 

constituted with Professor Mrinal Miri as its 

Chairman. However, the actual construction 

had to wait due to a delay in getting build ing 

permission from the authorities and lack of 

funds. The ICSSR had provided only 75 lakh 

rupees as a build ing grant against the original 

proposal of rupees 1.5 crore, whi le the 

government of Assam had still to provide its 

share. After waiting for about four years the 

Institute fina lly got the building permission in 

2005 and the Chief Minister laid the foundation 

of the Institute building on April 13, 2005. The 

Chief Minister announced a one-time grant of 

rupees 50 lakhs to the Institute. 

The difficulties however, did not end there. The 

soi l testing report clearly indicated that the 

original structure planned was not feasible, 

given the extremely poor soil condition and 

therefore, a complete redesigning was 

necessary. The institute accordingly had to be 

redesigned and a modest structure was 

proposed with an estimated cost of rupees 359 

lakh against which the Institute has received 

only rupees 120 lakh i.e. rupees 75 lakh from 

the ICSSR and rupees 45 lakh from the 

government of Assam, although the Chief 

Minister had announced rupees 50 lakh at the 

time of laying the foundation. A new building 

comm ittee was constituted under the 

Chairmanship of T P Das and the Institute 

started construction of the building hoping to 

mobilise the deficit of rupees 239 lakh on its 

own. 
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A concerted effort was made to mobilise the 

required funds for the Institute's building. 

Numerous proposals were sent to Ministry of 

Human Resource Development, North 

Eastern Council and DONER, and to corporate 

houses like ONGC. Delegations from the 

Institute also met Members of Parliament of 

Assam at the time, including Kirip Chaliha, 

Sylvius Kondopan, and Sarbananda Sonowal 

but help came from none. Undeterred, the 

Governing Body decided to complete the 

construction with a bank loan. The employees 

of the Institute donated their entire honorarium, 

TA and DA ·earned from different projects 

during that period to the building fund. Bhupen 

Sarmah supervised the entire building work 

with unfailing support from each member of the 

Institute and also from the members of the 

building committee. Final ly, the Institute 

completed its building towards the later half of 

the year 2007. The Chief Minister inaugurated 

the Institute's own building in March, 2008. 

The financial difficulties, however, were not 

limited to the building grant. Since the 

beginning, the Institute had always run on a 

deficit (see Appendix 1 ). The annual grant in 

aid received from the ICSSR and government 

of Assam remained continually inadequate in 

terms of the proposed annual budget of the 

Institute. Realising this, in the mid 1990s, L. C. 

Jain moved the idea of getting a corpus fund of 

rupees one crore and according ly he 

approached the Planning Commission of India 

for it. The Planning Commission shown 

interest in the proposal and wrote to the NEC to 

explore possibilities to support the Institute. 

The NEC suggested that the Planning 

Commission itself might consider the proposal. 
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On November 11, 1996 the then Deputy 

Chairman of the Planning Commission, Madhu 

Dandavate visited the Institute. Because of the 

relentless lobbying of L C Jain and Professor 

Atul Sarma, the present Chairman of the 

Institute, the Planning Commission granted a 

one-time corpus of rupees one crore in the year 

1998. 

The corpus provided by the Planning 

Commission offered a much needed respite to 

overcome financial constraints, but the 

expansion of its faculty and staff and activities 

around the same year (1998) kept the Institute 

tight pressed for funds. The Institute has tried 

various means to ensure matching funds from 

both the ICSSR and the Government of 

Assam. For instance, on September 5, 2008 

the then Member Secretary of the ICSSR T C A 

Ananth, along with other Governing Body 

members Madhura Swaminathan, Anuradha 

Dutta, and the then Chairman Ashok Jain and 

Director lndranee Dutta met the Chief Minister 

to request assured funding for the Institute. 

The Chief Minister rep lied that rather than 

matching the 50:50 share, the government 

should support 90:10 like other. central 

government schemes in the state. Accord ingly, 

the Chief Minister wrote to Arjun Singh, the 

then . Minister of Human Resource and 

Development to provide 90 percent assistance 

to the Institute. The proposal remained with the 

Ministry. All these efforts, thus, have not 

resulted in financial stability and certainty till 

date. As it will be seen in the following section , 

this financial instability and uncertainty has had 

severe implications on the activities of the 

Institute over the years. 

ACADEMIC ACTIVITIES 
SINCE THE MID 1990s 

The major thrust of the Institute in its initial 

phase manifested by various academic 

activities including the Junior Short-term 

Fellowship Scheme, seminar workshop etc. 

have already been highlighted. The process of 

gradual expansion of the academic and 

administrative staff initiated in the mid-1990s 

and during the subsequent period under the 

directorship of Atul Goswami certainly may be 

viewed in terms of the fast growing academic 

importance of the Institute. It is worth 

mentioning in this context that the Institute 

completed more than 250 micro and major 

studies since its inception so far, and many of 

them have been published in the form of 

books, monographs, research papers etc., for 

wider publicity. Similarly, the Institute has also 

organized a large number of academic events 

including many international seminars. Such 

programme s a lso result ed in many 

publications. In place of an exhaustive 

account of the studies completed by the 

Institute or the events it has organised, a 

attempt has been made to highlight in brief 

some of the studies and academic events 

which are indicative of the core research 

agenda of the Institute during last two 

decades. 

Research and Evaluation Studies 
Alongside the attempts to address the 

identified issues at the micro level through the 

ongoing Junior Short-term Fellowship 

programme, the Institute completed certain 

important studies during 1995-2000, although 

the Faculty strength was very low. The studies 

completed during the period offive years under 

consideration primarily focused on vital health 

issues; primary education; public finances; 

scient ific management of the natural 

resources , especially land ; democratic 

decentralization; and gender, specifically in the 

context of armed conflicts. In add ition, the 

Institute initiated three crucial studies during 

the period; on the patterns of changes in land 

relations and agricu ltural practices in the North 

East; economic history of the region; and 

demographic transformation of the North East. 

These three studies cu lminated in the 

publication of two important books and some 

research papers. 

Further expansion of the Faculty since the 

beginning of the last decade not only enabled 
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the Institute to pay more attention to the core 

areas of research outlined in the initial phase, it 

also provided additional strength to take up 

more fundamental research projects. In 

continuation of the initial concern for livelihood 

and related themes, the Institute completed a 

good number of empirical stud ies, some of 

which are Securing Livelihood Responses of a 

Lagging Region in Liberalised Regime - the 

Case of Northeast India (2004 ); Livelihood and 

Social Inclusion: State Society Synergy (2007); 

Genera l Survey of Human Security in 

Northeast India: Construction of Human 

Security Governance Index (2008); Valuing Life 

in a Regulated Market: A Study on Tea 

Plantation in Assam (2011 ); Valuing Life in Tea 

Plantation: Labour Market of Assam (2009); 

Conflicts in Indi a's Forest Resource 

Management: Community Rights and State 

Forest Law (2009); Farm Productivity Loss Due 

to Flood Induced Sand Deposition: A Study in 

Dhemaji District of Assam (201 0; Property 
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Rights and Resource Appropriation: Forest 

Local Communities and State Administration in 

Assam (2012; Forest, People and the Frontier: 

Dynamics of Forest Clearing and Frontier 
Expansion (2013). 

Gender issues continued to be a primary focus 

of the Institute and important multi disciplinary 

works were published in this area. Some of the 

important publications in recent years included 

Women in Char areas of Assam (200 1 ); Gender 

Discrimination in Nutrition (2002); Workers in a 

Socially Regulated Production Hub: A Study on 

Empowerment and Status of Women Weavers 

in Silk Industry of Sualkuchi (2008). Such 

stud ies taken up by the Institute have 

contributed towards an understanding of 

various issues from a multi disciplinary 

perspective. Besides research in gender, 

women and child issues, the Institute has also 

been engaged in Gender Budget analysis. In 

the year 2013, the Institute has taken up two 

studies, Gender and Economics: The Place of 

Women in the Assamese Society; and Women 

and Economy in Assam: Liberalization and 

Women's Accessibility to Market, which will 

look into social and economic space enjoyed by 

women in Assamese society. 

In addition to many other studies on basic 

health ,issues, the Institute carried out a study 

titled Abortion in Mizoram: A Multicentric Study 

in 2005. As a part of the Abortion Assessment 

Project taken up at the national level by the 

Centre for Equity into Health and Allied Themes 

(CEHAT), the Institute was engaged in a study 

to empirically comprehend the abortion 

scenario in Mizoram in the backdrop of the 

Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act 

decriminalizing termination of unwanted 

pregnancies under a broad framework. 

Simi larly, in view of the declining share of state 

investment in health, the Institute completed a 

study covering the states of Assam and 

Meghalaya to address the issue of health 

expenditure, disease burden and the overall 

health outcomes of the people. The study on 

Rural Health Security in Lakhimpur District of 

Assam: With Special Reference to NRHM 

(2009) addressed the concern of rural 

households in availing health care services in 

the post reforms era. With similar concerns, the 

Institute has also completed studies focusing 

on nutritional issues such as Gendered 

Discrimination in Nutrition (2002), Nutritional 

Sta tus of Children in Assam (2012). 

Likewise, in the area of education, especially 

school education, the Institute continued to 

signif icantly estab lish its credibility by 

undertaking various studies, and some of the 

studies have been significant in terms of policy 

formulation and intervention. For instance, the 

Baseline Studies conducted in 1996 on 

learning achievements in five districts of 

Assam covered by the District Primary 

Education Programme (DPEP) made an 

important benchmark for school achievement 

in Language and Mathematics for further 

intervention by the DPEP. Similarly, the study 

on Public Expenditure and Performance of 

School Education in Assam (201 0) delved into 

the issues of government spending on school 

education and the performance of children in 

the state at the school level . Some other 

important studies completed by the Institute in 

the education sector include Educational 

Security in Northeast India (2006) and Status 

of School Education in Assam (2013). 

Research on ethnicity, identity and social 

movements in the North East has been a major 

focus of the Institute since its inception. Given 

the strategic and sensitive location and its 

border areas, low levels of development, 

immense cultural diversity, and participatory 

democratic processes, social exclusion in the 

North East has resulted in perceptions of 

marginalisation, deprivation, and identity loss, 

adding to the strong basis of a vexing socio 

political problem in the region. The Institute has 

been significantly focusing on ethnic conflicts, 

government repression, violent crimes, and 

sexual assault on women and children as 

areas of major concern. Various innovative 

studies initiated by the Institute, such as Child 

Victims of Violence (2003); Children in Conflict 

Prone and Underdeveloped Districts of Assam: 

How Congenial is the Environ to Ensure 

Wellbeing (2009) etc. looked at the lives of 

children affected by violence. Such studies 

provided insights into the psychological trauma 

suffered by the children in addition to other 

socio economic, education and livelihood 

related issues. Studies on conflicts in other 

states, such as Impact of the Kuki-Paite Ethnic 

Conflict on Children: A Case Study of 

Churachandpur District, Manipur (2005), 

Language Movement and Formation of 

Assamese Identity (2005), Socio-politica l 

Movement for Bodoland and Beyond: A 

Gendered Parad igm (2007) were also 

undertaken by the Institute. While research on 

issues of ethnic conflicts have been largely 

dominated by discourses in political process, 

the Institute's study Understanding Ethnic 

Identity Conflict from J.P. Sartre's Perspective 

with reference to North East India (2009), used 

a philosophical framework of analysis. 
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In recogn ition of the Institute's abi lity to 

undertake large scale empirical research, the 

ICSSR entrusted the Institute with the 

responsibility of undertaking a Baseline Survey 

for 27 minority concentrated districts of the 

North East in 2006. This was an all-India Study 

given to the ICSSR by the Ministry of Minority 

Affairs, Government of India. The study 

provided the Institute with an opportun ity to 

develop skills for large database management, 

besides developing new indices for measuring 

development deficits. The Institute's efforts in 

taking the Study to its logical conclusion not 

only brought in recognition and laurels but also 

greatly boosted the confidence of the Faculty. 

The expansion of the scope of research 

activities of the Institute towards the end of the 

last decade has also been witnessed by some 

of the stud ies such as Policy Paper for 

Development Intervention in Northeast India 

(2005), Contested Development: Problems 

and Dilemmas in Jhum Redevelopment in 

Nagaland (2009); Study on Causes for the 

Differences of Prices at Different Levels for 

Essential Food Items in Assam (201 0); 

Understanding Sluggish Industrialization 

Process in India: How Does the Industrial 

Policies Help (2012) etc. In addition to such 

major studies, the Institute was quite 

successful in generating a meaningful debate 

on the question of selection of planning unit 

required development interventions by the 

Central Government through its Backward 

Region Grant Fund (BRGF) in 2010. The 

Diagnostic Study on Backwardness under 

Backward Reg ions Grant Fund (BRGF) 

developed a set of indices for identifying 

backwardness which was adopted by the 

Ministry of Panchayati Raj and Rural 

Development for devolution of the BRGF 
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countrywide. Consequently, the Institute has 

been identified as the Technical Support 

Institute (TSI) by the Ministry for three districts 

in Assam for the implementation of the 

schemes under BRGF in the state and has also 

been entrusted with the responsibility of 

monitoring and evaluating BRGF programmes 

on a regular basis. 

Since the beginning of the present decade, 

amidst an environment of academic vibrancy, 

the Institute's academic engagement in critical 

issues has gained a further stronghold. Given 

the geo-political and strategic location of the 

North East, the Institute has been focusing on 

regional economic development as one of the 

prime areas of research with a cross-border 

perspective. One of the important studies 

completed by the Institute in the middle of the 

last decade attempted to analyze the threat of 

conservative ascendancy in Bangladesh and 

its impact on India's foreign policy. The study 

looked into the rise of Islamic fundamentalism 

in Bangladesh since 2001, and its implications 

on India's foreign policy in general and on the 

North East in particular. Focusing sharply on 

many other aspects, the Institute has 

sign ificantly contributed in enriching an 

understanding of the region. For instance, the 

study on Dropout and Retention Rate at 

Elementary Stage with Special Reference to 

Mainstreamed Ch ildren entrusted by the Sarba 

Siksha Abhiyan (SSA) Mission, Assam was 

widely acclaimed for capturing the ground 

rea lities in respect of elementary education in 

Assam . The Ch ief Minister of Assam 

personally took a keen interest in the findings 

of the study. Similarly, the Institute undertook a 

pioneering study on development of the 

judiciary in Assam at the request of the All 

Assam Lawyers Association (AALA) in 2011 . 

Th is study was subsequently published under 

the title History of Judiciary in Assam: Law, Law 

Courts and Lawyers (2013), and is perhaps the 

on ly comprehensive work on Assam's Judicial 

history published so far. The Institute, at the 

behest of the Government of Assam also 

prepared the Approach Paper to Social Sector 

for the 12th Five Year Plan for the state. Many 

of these studies have been converted into well 

acclaimed academic books. 

With a similar academic fervour, the Institute at 

present is engaged in a number of important 

stud ies. To comprehend objectively the 

processes of violent political assertions of 

ethnic identity, the Institute has initiated a study 

on the series of instances of co llective violence 

experienced by Assam in the recent past. 

Similarly, with an attempt to comprehend the 

complex processes of social exclusion and 

inclusion, the Institute is presently engaged in 

stu dying socia l inclusion through the 

constitutional amendments in the specific 

context of the North East. Other significant 

engagements of the Institute at present include 

a study on the changing patterns of land 

relations in the tribal societies of the North 

East, patterns of development of mountain 

regions of the North East, · non-structural 

measures in flood disaster mitigation, gender 

and economics, elementary education for the 

marginal groups of population, and so on . 

Apart from the academic activities discussed 

above, the Institute has also been continuously 

engaged in the preparation of different 

development reports. The Institute contributed 

three major chapters to the Assam 

Development Report publ ished by the 

Planning Commission of India in 2002. The 

chapters dealt in depth with the specific issues 

affecting agricu lture, fisheries and forestry, and 

suggested measures to tap the huge potentials 

of these resources. Similarly, the Institute was 

actively engaged in the initial process of 

preparat ion of the first State Human 

Development Report, Assam published in 

2003. Considering its experience and ability, 

the Institute has been entrusted with the 

responsibility of preparing the second State 

Human Development Report, Assam (2014). A 

unique feature of this Report is that it uses the 

new UNDP framework with largest ever 

household survey conducted in the state 

accounting for diversities and specificities of 

the state implicating differential human 

development outcomes. It also includes an 

index of subjective wellbeing within the 

capability framework, thereby looking at both 

'substantive' freedom and 'process' freedom. It 

may be pointed out that the framework for the 

Assam Human Development Report 2014 has 
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been commended by the UNDP for using 

primary survey for measuring the human 

development. The Institute in its attempt at 

preparing the State Human Development 

Report has also been pursuing collaborative 

research with the Institute of Human 

Development, New Delhi , liT Guwahati and 

Flinders University, Australia. 

Seminars, Conferences and Workshops 

Apart from the research and evaluation 

studies, the academic agenda of the Institute 

includes a large number of seminars 
' 

workshops and conferences on many crucial 

issues of the North East in general and Assam 

in particular. Some of such events organized 

by the Institute in the mid 1990s are worth 

mentioning. The Institute initiated an attempt to 

understand the issues of governance specific 

to the region through informed debate by 

organizing a seminar in August, 1994 on self

governing institutions among the tribes of the 

region. Similarly, to facilitate an objective 

understanding of the complex issues of land 

reform in the North East, the Institute organized 

a three-day workshop on 'Land Reform: 

Agenda for North East' in April, 1995. Another 

very significant event organized by the Institute 

was the workshop on regional disparities in 

India in February 1996. Sponsored by the 

National Council of Applied Economic 

Research, the workshop was attended by 

around seventy eminent scholars, national as 

~ell as foreign. The foreign participants 
tncluded Gunill a Ste r ner, Country 

Administrative Board of Stockholm, V.V. 

Bhanoji Rao, National University of Singapore, 

Reit Turksma, Royal Netherlands Embassy 

and many others. K.N. Raj delivered the 

keynote address, and many other prominent 

Indian scholars like A.S. Desai , L.C. Jain, A.K. 

Vaidyanathan, Devaki Jain, Atul Sarma 

participated in the seminar .. 

The Institute has also been attempting to 

address the critical contemporary issues 

through its academic programmes such as 

seminars, workshops and discussions 

organized from time to time. For instance, in 

response to the economic package announced 

by D. Deve Gowda, the then Prime Minister, 

followed by the recommendations made by the 

Shukla Commission, the Institute organized a 

workshop in November, 1997 on the new 

initiatives for the North East focusing on their 

probable implications for women of the region. 

Similarly, to address the burning issue of 

deportation of the foreign nationals from 

Assam, the Institute organized a day-long 

discussion in December 1996 on the 

controversial IMDT Act, involving many civil 

society organizations, student organizations 

and political parties in addition to intellectuals 
' 

journalists and lawyers. In subsequent years, 

the In stitute organi zed many such 

programmes, discussing myriad issues such 

as cooperative development, the Bodo 

movement, trans-border trade, economic 

scenario of Assam beyond 2000 and others. 

The national seminar on Political Economy of 

Water Resource Utilization and Flood 

Management in North-East organized by the 

Institute in February 2000 was another event 

which deserves mention. The contribution of 

the seminar was a 15 point policy 

recommendation , which was widely circulated . 

This period also witnessed a series of wider 

outreach programmes by the Institute in its 

attempt to reach out to universities of other 

North Eastern states. As part of this initiative, 

the Institute organised seminars on the theme 

Society and Governance in ltanagar in 

collaboration with Arunachal University, at 

lmpha l in coll aboration with Manipu r 

University, at Agartala in collaboration with 

Tripu ra University, and at Kohima in 

collaboration with Nagaland University during 

2001-2004. These seminars provided an 

opportunity to reach out to the academia in the 

other states of the region and explore 

possibilities of future collaborations, which has 

always been one of the goals envisaged by the 
Institute. 

Focus on the Look East Pol icy has been a 

major academic engagement of the Institute, 

and on November 16-19, 2004, it organised an 

international seminar in collaboration with the 

Japan Foundation , India. This seminar titled 

Towards Greater Cooperation between South 

and South East Asia : The Importance of India's 

North East Playing Bridge and Buffer Role 

significantly helped the Institute to expand and 

strengthen its collaboration with other 

institutions both within and outside India. 

Meanwhile in October 2007, the Institute was 

requested by the Ministry of External Affa irs 

(MEA) to organise a seminar titled India's Look 

East Policy- Challenges for Sub-Regional 

Cooperation in co llaboration with the Ministry 

and the Indian Council for Research on 

International Economic Relations (!CRIER), 

New Delhi. The conference was inaugurated 

by the then External Affairs Minister Pranab 

Mukherjee, while Dr. M. S. Ahluwalia, Deputy 

Chairman Planning Commission Government 

of India inaugurated the technical sessions. A 

large number of dignitaries including Mani 

Shankar Aiyar, the then Minister of DONER; 

Pradyut Bordoloi , Minister Industry, Power etc., 

Government of Assam; the Ambassador of 

India to Myanmar, the High Commissioner of 

India to Bangladesh and the Ambassador of 

India to Thailand participated in the seminar. A 

number of prominent personalities including 

L.C. Jain, Prof. Mrinal Miri, lsher Judge 

Ahluwalia, Devki Jain, Sujata Miri, A. C. 

Bhagabati, Alokesh Baruah, Rajiv Kumar, B. B. 

Kumar, Patricia Mukhim also took part in the 

seminar. 

Reiterating its concern for education, the 

Institute has continuously been organizing 

seminars, workshops etc. on many vital issues 

besides conducting research programmes. 

National seminars such as 'Higher Education 
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in India's North East: Issues and Concerns' 

organ ized by the Institute in March 2011 and 

'Education for What and for Whom' organized 

in April, 2013 bear witness to the critical 

interventions of the Institute in the field of 

education. Showing its concern for larger 

academic discourses, the Institute organized 

an international seminar on Neo-Liberal State 

and its Challenges in December, 2011. At the 

same time, the Institute has been paying 

adequate attention to basic local concerns. For 

instance, to address the fundamental issue of 

land alienation in the tribal societies, the 

Institute organized a special seminar on Tribal 

Land Alienation in Bodoland Territorial Council 

and Tribal Belts and Blocks of Assam in 
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December 2013 at Chirang, Assam. With 

participation of local resource persons, it tried 

to focus on the causes, consequences and 

prospective solutions of the burning issue of 

and alienation. With a similar concern, the 

Institute organized a seminar on Flood 

Adaptation and Post-flood Management in 

Lakhimpur and Dhemaji Districts of Assam in 

partnership with the Department of Geography, 

North Lakhimpur College in March, 2014 at 

North Lakhimpur College, North Lakhimpur, 

and another sem inar on Floods and 

Adaptab ility : Livelihood, Capability and 

Outmigration in collaboration with the North 

Bank College in the same month. These are 

only a few examples of the academic events 

organized by the Institute in different parts of 

the region. Such academic initiatives of the 

Institute have immensely inspired local 

intellectuals to address the problems they have 

been confronting with in their day to day life, 

and have helped the Institute articulate the 

issues more objectively. 

INTERNATIONAL 
COLLABORATION 
In spite of the academic pursuits of the Institute that drew the attention of many scholars from different 

parts of the world, especially since the mid 1990s, visualization of a concrete research agenda in 

collaboration with an international partner was largely constrained by the limited resource base of the 

Institute till the end of the 1990s. With gradual expansion of the Faculty, the Institute started taking 

steps towards building a powerful global linkage for expanding and enriching its research works. To 

start with, the Institute conducted a couple of studies in the early part of the last decade in collaboration 

with international organizations such as Inter-church Organization for Development Co-operation 

(IICO), the Netherlands, Family Health International (FHI), and so on . However, these were short term 

and project specific col laborations. The major international collaborations of the Institute are discussed 

in brief below. 

Ford Foundation 
On the suggestion of Professor Mrinal Miri, the 

then Chairman of the Institute, the Ford 

Foundation was approached in the year 2001 

to seek financial assistance. The Institute got a 

positive response from Dr Mark Robinson, the 

Programme Officer of the Foundation, and it 

submitted a proposal to the Ford Foundation 

for a corpus grant to create a Chair of Peace 

Studies in early 2002. Dr. Gawhar Rizvi, the 

Representative of the Ford Foundation at New 

Delhi, visited the Institute in May 2002 and had 

an interactive discussion with the members of 

the Facu lty and prominent academicians like 

Prof. A.C. Bhagabati, Prof. Amalendu Guha, 

Prof. Mahammed Taher and Prof. Anuradha 
Dutta. 

For expansion of its research agenda covering 

the South and Southeast Asian countries, the 

Institute expressed its interest in submitting 

another research proposal with the Foundation 

while one was already in consideration . Dr 

Rizvi's affirmations led to the consideration of 

another proposal by the Institute in tandem 

with the Look East Policy of the Government of 

India. Accordingly, the Institute prepared a 

proposal within the framework of area studies 

programme with greater relevance for the 

North East, designated it the Centre for North 

East India, South and South East Asia Studies 

(CENISEAS) and submitted it to the Ford 

Foundation in May 2002. 
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In response to the first proposal submitted to 

the Ford Foundation, the Institute received a 

grant of US $250,000 in December 2002 to 

create the Chair of Professor of Peace Studies, 

and a month later in January 2003, the Institute 

received the formal letter of approval for the 

second phase of grants of US $450,000 to 

launch the CENISEAS. But as the Chair for 

Peace Stud ies Programme was to be 

remunerated out of the interest accruing from 

the Grant money held in term deposit, the 

Institute had to wait for a year to launch the 

Peace Studies Chair. Meanwhile, the 

CENISEAS was launched in 2003 and 

Professor Sanjib Baruah, an internationally 

acclaimed pol itical scientist, joined as the 

Senior Fellow and head of the CENISEAS on 

July 17, 2003. Professor Baruah prepared the 

Centre's roadmap based on the ideas in the 

original proposal. The Centre's programme 

was inaugurated on November 4, 2003 with a 

Lecture by internationally acclaimed scholar 

Professor David Ludden of the University of 

Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, USA. Eleven 

Fellows joined the Centre on January 9, 2004 to 

work on various themes. The Centre organised 

an international seminar Towards New Asia: 

Transnationalism and Northeast Ind ia during 

September 1 0-11, 2004 to set the tone of the 

Centre, which was well attended by a galaxy of 

scholars, diplomats, top level government 

officials and journalists from India and its 

neighbouring countries. The Centre has also 

held regular lectures by distinguished scholars, 

prominent among whom are B.G. Karlsson, 

Ranabir Samaddar, F.A. Kadri, Pau la Richman, 

M. Sajjad Hassan, Subrata Mitra and Willem 

van Shendel. David Ludden's Where is Assam? 

Using Geographical History to Locate Current 

Social Realties, B G Karlsson's Politics of 

Deforestation in Meghalaya, India, Between 

South and South East Asia: North East India 

and the Look East Policy by Sanjib Baruah, 

What is in a Name? Politics of Spatial 

Imagination in Colonial Assam by Bodhisattva 

Kar, Pre Colonial North East India: A Portrait 

From Persian Accounts by FA Qadri, Terror and 

the Materiality of Colonial Rule by Ranabir 

Samaddar, Religion, Rights and The Politics of 

Transnational Feminism in Bangladesh by Dina 

M Siddiqi, along with some vernacular papers, 

were some of the important publications under 
the CENISEAS. 
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But 2005 witnessed a new set of challenges 

and a setback when Professor Sanj ib Baruah 

stepped down as the Senior Fellow of 

CENISEAS, stating disenchantment about the 

functioning of the Institute and its lackadaisical 

attitude in providing the required intellectual 

space. Following the resignation of Professor 

Baruah, an interim arrangement was made and 

Professor Partha Ghosh, Director at the Indian 

Council of Social Science Research, New 

Delhi, who was a Visiting Scholar at the 

Institute at that time was requested to take 

charge of the Centre in April 2005. By that time, 

the challenges of continu ing the Centre 

escalated, with the Institute fa il ing to receive 

the fu ll amount of the sanctioned fund, and 

consequently the Centre, which had taken off 

with high expectations for furthering research 

in area stud ies, had to be discontinued half 

way. 

This unexpected and unfortunate event had a 

spiral effect on the Institute's functioning. The 

setback not only ra ised questions about the 

academic credibility of the Institute in a very big 

way, but also somewhere pointed to the 

re levance and status of social science 

research in the country and the difficulties 

encountered by such endeavours. Professor 

Mrinal Miri, the then Chairman of the Institute in 

his letter (dated February 8, 2005) addressed 

to the Director, Professor A.N.S. Ahmed, 

emphasized that the concerns raised by 

Professor Baruah were extremely crucial for 

the academic vibrancy of the Institute. He also 

expressed his inability to continue as the 

Chairman of the Institute owing to the 

increasing lack of trust and confidence in his 

judgement on matters concerning the impasse 

between the governance of CENISEAS and 

the Institute. This was followed by the 

resignation of Prof. A. C. Bhagabati, the founder 

Director of the Institute, from the membership 

of the Governing Body on 1st March 2005 citing 

certain difficulties. These internal differences 

and resignations adversely . affected the 

institutional and its academic envi ronment, and 

shattered the morale and confidence of the 

academicians attached to it. 

Meanwhile, after much effort to launch the 

other Ford Foundation programme on Peace 

Studies, Professor Anuradha Dutta took 

charge of the Chair of Peace Studies at the 

Institute on October 4, 2004. In an effort to 

dispel the gloomy academic environment 

gripping the Institute and to bring back the 

vigour, the first workshop on Peace Process in 

North East India was organised under the Chair 

in February 2005. It was inaugurated by Shri 

Tarun Gogoi, the Chief Minister of Assam and 

the keynote address was delivered by Jnanpith 

award winner Dr. Mamoni Roisom Goswami. 

Representatives from all the North Eastern 

States participated in the workshop. 

Under the aegis of the Chair, some pioneering 

attempts were made in understanding the 

dynamics of confl icts and approaches towards 

peace-making in the region. Some of the 

studies completed under the Chair include 

Role of Women as Peace Builders with Special 

Reference to Nagaland (2005), Gandhian Non

violence as a Means of Dispute Settlement in 

Assam: A Case Study of Tamulpur Anchalik 

Gramdan Sangh (TAGS) (2005), Role of 

Women in the Socia Pol itical Movement for 

Bodoland (2006), Muslim Women of Manipur 

and Peacemaking: A Transitional Role from 

behind the Veil to Public Space (2007) and Civil 
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Society and its Response to ULFA(2009). The 

important publications that resulted from the 

activities under the Chair include Genesis of 

Conflict and Peace in North East India: Views 

and Reviews (2007) , Drawing the Un

parallels : The Known and the Unknown

Chapters from North East India (2008), 

Women Rebels: Stories from Nepal and 

Nagaland (2009), Document on Peace 

Education (2009). In addition to several 

studies and publications, the Chair also 

organised dialogues and workshops with 

those associated with the insurgent outfits 

from the districts of Dima Hasao and Karbi 

Anglong in Assam, and from Manipur and 

Tripura as well. In the year 2009, the Institute 

organised a one day workshop with a sample 

of secondary school teachers and students 

from greater Guwahati area to understand 

students' perception of peace and non

violence. The workshop revealed that students 

have distinctive ideas of peace, and their 

articulations are grounded in their real life 

experiences of violence and conflict. One of 

the prime objectives of research under the 

Chair was to investigate the causes and 

consequences of various ethnic conflicts and 

how they implicate the political process in the 

state. The study on Collective violence in 

Western Assam: Causes and Consequences 

currently underway is an attempt to 

understand the causes and consequences of 

ethnic violence in BTAD area and its 

impli cations on the poli t ics of ethnic 

mobilisation in the state. 

At about th is time in 2009, Professor Arunadha 

Dutta who had joined the Institute as Professor 

of Peace Studies, completed her term. During 

her tenure, Professor Dutta, as pointed out, 

had bui lt up a rich repository of research work 

pertaining to various issues on confl ict and 

peace processes in the reg ion, which became 

a starting point for new research in the areas of 

conflict and peace processes in the region . 

However, the Institute faced a major challenge 

in finding a suitable successor for Professor 

Dutta, because the interest component from 

the Endowed Grant was not sufficient to take 

care of the salary of the Professor, following 

implementation of the Sixth Central Pay 

Commission recommendations. The Institute 

wrote to Ford Foundation about the financial 

constraints, and at the same time the 

Governing Body of the Institute decided to 

continue with the programmes by making an 

interim arrangement of placing Professor 

Bhupen Sarmah, a senior Faculty at the 

Institute to look after the activities of the Chair. 

The In stitute dec ided to set up a 

Documentation and Digital Archive in 

December 2009, and the Centre was formally 

inaugurated on October 1, 2011. The Dig ita l 

Archive, a rich repository of thousands of rare 

documents on various social movements in 

the North East, books and other publications 

has been linked with the library service of the 

Institute to make the collections accessible for 

scholars. 

South Asian Network for 
Development and Environmental 
Economics (SANDEE) 

Collaboration of the Institute with SANDEE 

started in 2011 initially with a five-day training 

course on Introduction to Quantitative 

Environmental Economics (IQEE) organized 

by the Institute from 24 to 28 January 2011 in 

Guwahati. This course was a practical course 

designed for teachers and researchers 

interested in understanding and applying 

economic tools to valuing environmental goods 

and services. The course provided a general 

introduction to environmental economics and 

informed participants about specific methods 

and strateg ies for undertaking valuation 

exercises. Altogether 25 participants from 

North-Eastern States of India benefited from 

this course. 

Moreover, with both technical and financial 

support from SAN DEE, the Institute conducted 

a study on Farm Productivity Loss due to Flood 

Induced Sand Deposition taking Dhemaji as a 

case to assess the damages caused by flood

induced sand deposition. In floodplain areas 

around the world, farmers use the silt deposits 

that floods bring as a traditional way to upgrade 

soil quality. However, floods can also cause a 

sandy layer to be deposited, which can have 

long-term impacts on soil fertility. This problem 

is particularly significant in Dhemaji District in 

north-eastern Assam where sand deposition is 

making it difficult for many farmers to make a 

living. The study tried to understand the case 

and the costs borne by poor farmers as a result 

of sand deposition. 

Yet again, with financial as well as technical 

support from SANDEE, the Institute has been 

engaged in a study Does Urban Greenery 

reduce the cost of cooling homes? with the 

objective of investigating the potential impact of 

urban greenery on household electricity 

consumption in an urban setting with reference 

to the city of Guwahati. During the last decade, 

the city has undergone phenomenal changes 

in terms of high population growth and land 

cover. The complex urban fabric, with high rise 

multi-storied structures and large impervious 

surfaces, tend to increase the urban surface 

temperature. The complex urban fabric also 

reduces the horizontal air flow in residential 

buildings. Thus, the study specifically aims to 

evaluate the effect of urban land use change to 

temperature and how urban greenery has a 

moderating impact in reducing . the cost of 

cooling in residentia l units. 
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Peace Research Institute Oslo 

Ach ieving remarkable success in the arena of 

peace research, the Institute signed an 

agreement with the Peace Research Institute 

Oslo (PRIO) in January 2013 and became a 

partner Institute for project Imagined 

Sovereignties Frontiers of Statehood and 

Globalization. This is a major global 

collaboration of the Institute. The project 

investigates how sovereignty is perceived and 

debated by stakeholders and contestants in on

going sovereignty contestations taking place in 

culturally diverse and historically unique 

settings. In order to explore the multiple ways in 

which sovereign futures are currently imagined, 

the project attempts in-depth studies of three 

cases of protracted, on-going conflict, exploring 

how sovereignty is imag ined and debated by 

key actors and contestants, and the ir 

constituencies. The three cases under study 

are: statehood contestations on the divided 

island of Cyprus, the Basque movement for 

se lf-determination, and Northeast Indian 

separatist and autonomy movements. Each 

case exemplifies a particular issue in current 

debates on the meaning of sovereignty: 

statehood, nationhood and indigeneity. This 

project seeks to highlight the gaps between 

abstractions of sovereignty in theorisation and 

the meanings of sovereignty that are cu lturally 

shaped and drawn from everyday local 

experiences. By studying and comparing three 

cases of protracted and on-going conflict in 

which sovereignty issues are currently under 

negotiation, the project aims to shed new light 

on the changing nature of contestations over 
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cit izenship, legitimate governance and 

territoria lity in a globalizing but still diverse 

world. The project has been funded by 

Research Council of Norway. 

PRIO has a Cyprus Centre (PCC) dedicated to 

promoting informed public debate on the 

Cyprus problem, staffed with both Greek and 

Turkish Cypriot researchers. The PCC is 

responsible for communicating project findings 

to Cypriots on both sides of the divided island. 

To contribute to communication with Cypriot 

users, an international academic conference in 

Cyprus will be organized, to be held in the buffer 

zone between the North and South of the 

island. In the Basque case, the project team 

includes the president of the International 

Catalan Institute for Peace (ICIP), an institute 

th at provides an important base for 

communication with users in Spain. The project 

is in collaboration with Uttam Bathari, Deputy 

Director, Indian Council of Historical Research , 

North East Regional Centre as the principal 

researcher under the overall supervision of the 

Director of the Institute. 

The ln"stitute signed another agreement with 

PRIO in June, 2013 and became a partner 

Institute for a study on Making Women Count 

for Peace: Gender, Empowerment and Conflict 

in South Asia. With a focus on Northeast Indian 

experiences and a comparative look at Nepal, 

this project addresses the role of women in 

local governance and politics, particularly 

within the context of peace and security 

processes. This is a collaborative effort by 

PRIO and six partner institutions in India and 

Nepal: Malaviya Centre for Peace Research 

(MCPR) at Banaras Hindu University, 

Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group (CRG), 

WISCOMP in New Delhi , OKD Institute of 

Social Change and Development in Assam, 

Nambol L. Sanoi College in Manipur, and 

National Centre of Competence in Research 

(NCCR) North-South in Nepal. The primary 

goal is to investigate what women's 

empowerment might mean in different 

contexts, i.e. in protracted conflict without third 

party mediation in Northeast India, and a post

conflict setting with heavy multilateral and 

internationa l invo lvement in Nepal. 

Recognising the active but understudied and 

often unacknowledged role of women in conflict 

as well as peace building, the study is expected 

to approach this question by analysing how 

gendered political power is transformed in 

confl ict, assuming that differences in the forms 

and expressions of gendered power relations 

during and after conflict impact on how 

'empowerment' might be achieved. By 

contextualising and tracing manifestations of 

gendered political power in conflict as wel l as 

post-conflict settings, this project aims at 

contributing new knowledge on processes of 

'disempowerment' and 'empowerment' in 

conflict and peace building. 
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INITIATIVES TOWARDS 
CAPACITY BUILDING 
AND OUTREACH 

The Institute has an impressive record of 

contributing towards capacity building at 

different levels, aiming at not only young 

scholars but also government functionaries 

and elected representatives at the grassroots. 

The initiatives of the Institute in this regard are 

briefly discussed below. 

Young Social Scientists 

As discussed in previous sections, 

engagement of the Institute with young social 

scientists of the reg ion started with the 

introduction of the Jun ior Short-term 

Fellowship Scheme with its own limited 

resources. Subsequently, the Institute was 

successful in mobilizing financial support from 

the Raj iv Gandhi Foundation and NEC to 

continue with the programme, now known as 

Junior Short-term Fellowship (JSTF), for the 

initial few years, expanding its scope. With the 

financial support of the NEC, the Institute 

provided fellowships to a tota l of 18 young 

scholars of the reg ion during 1993-95. 

Simultaneously, the Institute also provided 

fe llowship to the young scholars of the region 

from the financial support it received from the 

Rajiv Gandhi Foundation, and during the 

course of five years ( 1993-94 to 1997-98 ), the 

Foundation supported altogether 65 young 

scholars. However, the Foundation also 

decided to discontinue the programme in the 

year 1998-99 because of changes in its policy. 

The JSTF, designed by the Institute with 

f inancia l support from NEC and the 

Foundation, provided support to each young 

scholar through an amount of Rs.1800 for a 

period of six months, and each young scholar 

was expected to complete a micro study under 

the guidance of an expert usually from outside 

the Institute. The significance of such an 

initiative had also been indicated earlier. 

Though external financial support for 

continuation of the programme was no more 

available after 1998, the Institute decided to 

continue with a similar effort with the interest 

component of the Corpus Grant it received 

from the Planning Commission. The 

programme was renamed the Junior Research 

Fellowship Programme, with an extended 

duration of one year, and a fellowship amount 

of Rs.3000, which was subsequently enhanced 

to Rs. 5000 per month. With such 

modifications, the full time Fellowship 

programme was designed to provide academic 

support to at least six young scholars each 

year, placed under the academic guidance of 

the Institute's own Faculty. Each batch of 

young scholars, recruited by the Institute on the 

basis of merit determined through both a 

written test and an interview, was engaged in 

course work for the first six months. On 

completion of the course work, the young 

scholars were required to carry out micro 

research on a theme decided in consultation 

with the supervisor. Th is dispensation of the 

Institute with its renewed academic eagerness 

continued till 2006-07. A total number of 54 

JRFs were trained during the period of nine 

years. The significance and success of the 

programme subsequently drew the attention of 

the ICSSR, especially as both the first and 

second rev iew committees unequivocally 

commended th is innovative programme of the 

Institute. T C A Ananth, the then Member 

Secretary of the ICSSR took keen interest in 

the programme and subsequently the ICSSR 

decided to support the programme for the next 
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three years to enhance research opportunities 

for 35 more young scholars of the region. The 

amount of fellowship was enhanced to 

Rs.6000 per month and the programme 

continued with the financial support from the 

ICSSR till2009-1 0. 

The initiatives that the Institute has taken 

almost from inception to the end of the last 

decade have been instrumental in building 

capacity and improving the basic research 

skills of nearly 150 young social science 

research scholars of the region . Most of them 

still maintain a very close relation with the 

Institute and a sizeable section of them has 

presently been engaged in teaching as well as 

research in different colleges and universities 

of the region, after completing their PhDs. The 

Institute cou ld not cont inue with the 

programme after 2010, despite its significant 

contribution, primarily because of lack of 

adequate resources. When the ICSSR decided 

not to continue its support, it became quite 

difficult for the Institute to offer a fe llowsh ip that 

would include a remuneration package 

attractive enough for potential researchers. 
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Course on Computer Application for 
Social Science Research 
The Institute organized its first Computer 

Application Course in the year 1995 - probably 

the first course of its kind organized for social 

science researchers in the region. The course 

was supported by the ICSSR. But due to 

logistic problems (the Institute did not have a 

computer laboratory of its own), the course 

could not be organized for the next five years. 

Since 2000, the Institute organized this course 

regularly by hiring the computer laboratory of 

Indian Institute of Bank Management {IIBM), 

Guwahati. This arrangement continued till 

2006. Since 2007, after the Institute set up its 

own laboratory, it has been organizing this 

course in the Institute itself. The course is a 

comprehensive one covering various aspects 

of Data Based Management System (DBMS) 

and also practical applications of Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS ). It has 

now become one of the regular programmes of 

the Institute, and more than 300 young 

scholars of the region have benefitted from the 

programme. 

Course on Research Methodology 
One of the critical areas still pertinent to 

promotion of social science research in the 

North East is augmentation of research skills, 

especially of young and promising research 

scholars. With this objective, and also with a 

concern for quality research, the Institute 

initiated a well designed course on Research 

Methodology in the year 1999, starting with its 

own Junior Research Fellows. Considering its 

necessity and relevance, the Institute has been 

organising similar courses every year providing 

opportun ity for young scholars pursuing 

doctoral research in different universities of the 

region . The ICSSR has been financially 

supporting the Institute in this endeavour since 

2000, and the Institute has been successful in 

providing quality research training to more than 

400 research scholars of the region during the 

last 14 years . The major strength of the 
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programme has been its course content, along 

with its one-day field exposure and hands on 

practice in using computers for data analysis in 

social science research . Since the year 2012 

the Institute has reoriented this programme 

and it has been made into an important 

outreach programme of the Institute. Under th is 

new approach, the Institute has organized 

seven-day capacity development programmes 

in social sci~nce research for young scholars in 

different states of the region in association with 

local col leges/universities. Under this new 

capacity development programme the Institute 

has covered 300 young scholars in different 

states of the North East. In addition, the 

programme has also been a strong platform for 

lively interactions between the young scholars 

of the region and prominent social scientists 

from different parts of the country and abroad. 

~ ... , ~ 2.J.!jetlf'J' 

Training for Grassroots Leadership 

As mentioned earlier, unfortunately for the 

Institute, the idea of promotion of political 

institutions and leadership at the grassroots 

mooted by L.C. Jain in the latter half of the 

1990s did not materialize, primarily due to lack 

of financial support from the government. The 

Institute, nevertheless, became proactive 

towards fulfilling this objective, once the first 

generation of the Panchayati Raj Institutions 

(PRis) emerged in Assam in 2001 after the 

seventy-third constitutional amendment. Even 

before the elections to the PRis in Assam, the 

Institute conducted a seven-day training 

programme for the PRis of Tripura in the year 

2000. The programme organised in the State 

Institute of Public Administration and Rural 

Development, Agartala was attended by 25 

Panchayat functionaries of the state, and this 

innovative training followed Participatory Rural 

Appraisal methods. The Institute has also 

organised several such programmes in 

different parts of the state to the benefit of a 

considerable number of Panc hayat 

functionaries. 

In addition to such outreach programmes 

aiming at promotion of leadership at the 

grassroots, the Institute has also been 

contributing significantly to the process of 

decentralised planning, especially in Assam. 

The Institute provided the necessary support to 

the concerned authorities of Barpeta district of 

Assam in 2007 for the preparation of its 

perspective plan required for implementation of 

the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 

in the district. In the process of planning the 

activities, the Institute succeeded in involving 

every Gaon Panchayat of the district. 

In collaboration with UNICEF and the State 

Institute of Rural Development, Assam, the 

Institute prepared the Perspective Plan for 

Dibrugarh District in 2009 - a pioneering 

exercise in Assam in the area of grassroots 

planning involving all PRis as well as Urban 

Local Bodies of the district. It may be 

mentioned that this was the first exercise of its 

kind in the state, where people's aspirations 

were reflected in making the plan document. A 

similar exercise was also done for the Jorhat 

district in 2012. In view of the experience 

gained by the Institute over the years in 

addressing regional issues, the Ministry of 

Panchayati Raj, Government of India identified 

the Institute as the Technical Support Institute 

{TSI) for implementation of development 

programmes in Morigaon and Goalpara 

districts of Assam under the Backward Reg ion 

Grant Fund (BRGF) of the Government of 

India. In add ition to these significant 

endeavours, the Institute made another 

pioneering contribution when its Diagnostic 

Study on Backwardness developed a set of 

indices for identifying backwardness, which 

was adopted by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj 

and Rural Development for devolution of fund 

under the BRGF. All such outreach 

programmes of the Institute provided 

substantial support to the PRis to establish 

themse lves as a vibrant institutional 

mechanism capab le of planning with 

involvement of the people at large. 
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MAJOR CHALLENGES 

Though the ICSSR established many social 

science research institutes in different parts of 

the country with a vision to provide a 

momentum to social science research, many of 

these Institutes especially the relatively smaller 

and newer one, have been confronting several 

challenges. One of the major challenges has 

been shortfall in the assured funding, 

especially for strengthening the size of the full 

time faculty, but even for creating the required 

infrastructure. Financial insecurity has forced 

many of the Institutes to undertake sponsored 

projects from outside agencies. The 

sponsoring agencies pay for project 

expenditure, but cannot supplement the growth 

process of the Institute in terms of expansion of 

permanent Faculty. Consequently, it becomes 

extremely difficult for the Institutes with a 

considerably small Faculty to initiate their own 

research agenda. OKDISCD, being one of the 

smallest and newest Institutes established 

under the plan head of the ICSSR, has been 

facing all these challenges. 

Ever since its inception, the Institute has 

confronted many challenges .. Although some 

of these challenges have been partially 

overcome, many challenges sti ll continue to 

afflict the Institute. Essentially, the Institute 

faces two kinds of challenges, not necessarily 

mutually exclusive. Some challenges are 
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specific to the Institute and others are shared . 

Since the very beginning, the Institute has been 

severally constrained by its size - both in terms 

of physical infrastructure and manpower, 

which, in turn , implicates its scale of operation 

in fulfilment of the given mandate. Starting with 

only one Professor, the present strength of the 

Faculty of the Institute has grown to nine. In 

spite of this, the Institute continues to be under

capacitated, given the arduous mandate of 

covering all eight states of North East India. 

Besides, the Institute lacks severely in terms of 

support staff. The Institute has thus been falling 

consistently short of the threshold level facu lty 

strength of about fifteen, despite repeated 

recommendations of review committees 

constituted by the ICSSR as well as the Ministry 

of Human Resource Development, 

Government of India. Similarly, the Institute is 

deficient in terms of its physical infrastructure. 

The present plot of land given by the 

Government of Assam is grossly inadequate for 

developing a full -fledged residential campus for 

the Institute. These constraints need to be 

overcome if the Institute is to expand its scale of 

operations, which spans domains of research, 

teaching, dialogue and dissemination. 

Linked to these challenges is another 

challenge, that of insufficient, and most 

importantly, uncertain funding from both the 

ICSSR and the Government of Assam . 

Financial buoyancy, stability and certainty are 

basic prerequisites for ensuring sustained 

growth of the Institute, and lack of these 

impedes its functioning and expansion. The 

Institute has been facing this impediment over 

the last twenty five years of its existence, 

although past few years have witnessed 

increased funding from the ICSSR and the 

Government of Assam. 

Lack of adequate funding for development of 

social science in general and promotion of 

social science research in particular, however, 

is a feature manifested across the world in 

contemporary times. The overarch in g 

emphasis on science and technology in 

connecting the various regions of the world and 

thereby making globalisation effective has 

resulted in diminishing significance for social 

sciences. Under the unprecedented influence 

of the present phase of globalisation, societal 

boundaries are increasingly getting obscured 

and social norms and values are frequently 

getting merged. Consequently, the idea of 

society as such has undergone tremendous 

metamorphoses. Evidently, positioning social 

science within this transformation is becoming 

exceeding ly challenging. The Institute 

experiences all these challenges. 

It is intriguing that the social transformation 

under globalisation is accompanied by 

opposing trends of myriad kinds. 

Contemporary society is caught between 

conflicting trends of globalised economies and 

localised politics, virtual dreams and 

constricted realities, advancement of high end 

science and re-surfacing of primordial faiths 

and beliefs . Due to the gradual waning of 

significance of social science and consequent 

reduction of funding for it, institutes of social 

science around the world are caught between 

the irreconcilable dichotomies of intended 

mandate and actual functioning, the envisaged 

programme and sponsored activities, the 

promised autonomy and the dependency on 

other agencies in reality. The bewilderment 

faced by institutes in such situations is 

multiplied manifold in the case of institutes that 

lack a minimum threshold size and scale, the 

situation thus creating a vicious trap of its own. 

The most fundamental challenge before the 

Institute, at present, is that it is moving almost at 

the razor's edge to avoid getting caught in this 

vicious cycle. While it is true that the difficulties 

of size and scale have remained with the 

Institute since its inception, the necessity to 

overcome these has become all the more 

urgent in contemporary times. 

Linked to these challenges is another 

cha llenge, that of insufficient, and most 

importantly, uncertain funding from both the 

ICSSR and the Government of Assam. 

Financial buoyancy, stabi lity and certainty are 

basic prerequisites for ensuring sustained 

growth of the Institute, and lack of these 

impedes its functioning and expansion. The 

Institute has been facing this impediment over 

the last twenty five years of its existence, 

although past few years have witnessed 

increased funding from the ICSSR and the 

Government of Assam . 

Lack of adequate funding for development of 

social science in general and promotion of 

social science research in particular, however, 

is a feature manifested across the world in 

contemporary times . The .overarching 

emphasis on science and technology in 

connecting the various regions of the world and 
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thereby making globalisation effective has 

resulted in diminishing significance for social 

sciences. Under the unprecedented influence 

of the present phase of globalisation, societal 

boundaries are increasingly getting obscured 

and social norms and values are frequently 

getting merged. Consequently, the idea of 

society as such has undergone tremendous 

metamorphoses. Evidently, positioning social 

science within this transformation is becoming 

exceedingly challenging. The Institute 

experiences all these challenges. 

It is intriguing that the social transformation 

under globalisation is accompanied by 

opposing trends of myriad kinds. 

Contemporary society is caught between 

conflicting trends of globalised economies and 

localised politics, virtual dreams and 

constricted realities, advancement of high end 

science and re-surfacing of primordial faiths 

44 

and beliefs. Due to the gradual waning of 

significance of social science and consequent 

reduction of funding for it, institutes of social 

science around the world are caught between 

the irreconcilable dichotomies of intended 

mandate and actual functioning, the envisaged 

programme and sponsored activities, the 

promised autonomy and the dependency on 

other agencies in real ity. The bewilderment 

faced by institutes in such situations is 

multiplied manifold in the case of institutes that 

lack a minimum threshold size and scale, the 

situation thus creating a vicious trap of its own. 

The most fundamental challenge before the 

Institute, at present, is that it is moving almost 

at the razor's edge to avoid getting caught in 

this vicious cycle. While it is true that the 

difficulties of size and scale have remained 

with the Institute since its inception, the 

necessity to overcome these has become all 

the more urgent in contemporary times. 

EPILOGUE 
In what precedes, a rough sketch of the birth and growth of 

the only ICSSR Institute of the region has been provided. A 

careful look at the narrative would enable one to discern at 

least three salient features: one, that the Institute 

expresses and displays concern for local and regional 

issues; two, it is gradually trying to acquire a national 

character in terms of its outputs; and above all , it is making 

a concerted effort to become global in terms of its outlook. 

This, however, is not to suggest that the Institute has 

reached its pinnacle of success. The Institute's research 

has, so far, admittedly remained mostly issue based. It 

recognises that broad and overarching tendencies of 

society, economy and polity need to be analysed and 

understood. The Institute also recognises that it needs to 

have a full -fledged teaching programme towards achieving 

this. The previous sections bear witness to the constraints 

for which the Institute was not in a position to concentrate 

on long term research programmes th at could 

accommodate such aspects. 

The silver jubilee is an occasion to look into the future and 

beyond. The Institute hopes to direct its attention and 

efforts towards this end in the next twenty years. This is a 

si lver lining on the occasion of the silver jubilee. 
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J a tin Hazarika 

Q: I understand that you were associated with 

the idea of the Institute back in the early 

1980s. Would you like to tell us about that 
association? 

A: In 1980, when the State was under 

President's rule, I was Secretary for a large 

number of departments, Home, Political, 

return to Guwahati, I initiated a file in that 

department and put it before Mr. L.P. Singh, 

who was then the Governor of Assam, 

indicating my views and seeking his 

approval to initiate action for establishment 

of the Institute for Social Change and 
Development. 

Personnel, General Administration, etc .. One Q: Was it initially mooted as an Institute for 
day, wh ile I was returning from Delhi to 

Guwahati via Ca lcutta, a gentleman sat next 

to me on the plane. We introduced 

ourselves; he was Dr. R. K. Narula, the 

Member-Secretary of Indian Council of 

Social Science Research (ICSSR). We 

started ta lking about ICSSR and he told me 

that he was on his way to Calcutta to set up a 

development institute or something along 

those lines. I enquired, 'Can we not have 

such an institute in Assam also?' He 

immediately replied, 'Why not? If the State 

government takes the initiative, it could be 
setup.' 

Strictly speaking, the proposed Institute did 

not fall within the purview of the departments 

I was responsible for. However, I was also 

responsible for the Department of General 

Administration, which had a wider mandate. 

So, anything not covered by any other 

department could be included in that 

department. Accordingly, soon after my 

social change and development? 

A: Yes, yes. In fact, Dr. R.K. Narula told me 

specifically that th is institute should be 

related to social change and development. 

So, along those lines of social change and 

development, I put the file before the 

Governor. The Governor returned the fi le 

noting that 'since we have got Gauhati 

University as well as Dibrugarh University, 

why shou ld we have another institute to do 
similar work?' 

Q: This was in 1980? 

A: This was in 1980. On receipt of the 

Governor's note, I immediately telephoned 

Dr. Narula and apprised him of the 

Governor's view on the matter of setting up 

the Institute. I requested him for some 

additional material so that I could put the file 

again before the Governor for 

reconsideration. In those days, of course, 
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Q: 

A: 
Q: 

fax, email and other communication means 

were not available. We only had telex. But 

the very same day, Dr. Narula sent some 

material by telex to me. With that material , 1 

again wrote a note and put the fil e before the 

Governor. 

After 2-3 days, the Governor returned the file 

with his approval. In the file itself, he wrote 

about his discussion on the matter with Rajni 

Kothari. Kothari probably was a renowned 

Professor of Delhi University at that time and 

he too supported this move. The Governor 

essentially gave the go-ahead but also 

noted that since 'you will not be able to 

initiate action from your department, ask the 

Department of Education to initiate follow-up 

action in this regard .' 

In your initial notes to the Governor and even 

later on when you put the file before the 

Governor for reconsideration, did you 

specifically talk about social science 

research for the region? 

I told him it was for the State of Assam. 

So, at that time the idea was not necessarily 

to have a region-centric institute. Would that 

be fair to say? 

A: We were thinking more along the lines of an 

institute for the State of Assam. I also 

narrated in the note that since universities 

have certain rigidities in terms of taking up 

research work, other areas of research 

outside the purview of universities could be 

undertaken by the research Institute for the 

benefit of the people of the state, particularly 

relating to the different ethnic groups of the 

State. On receipt of the Governor's 

approval, I endorsed the file and sent it to the 
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Education Department. Thereafter, of 

course, I couldn't follow up. After President's 

rule, a Government came only for about 

three months. I was busy with ULFA (United 

Liberation Front of Asom) and other issues 

in the political arena. 

Q: What kind of association did you continue 

with the institute after it was formally set up? 

A: I made it a point to attend their seminars and 

other discussions whenever I was invited; 

the Institute was operating out of a rented 

house then. 

Q: What did you envision for the Institute at the 

time when it was being set up? What kind of 

research did you expect the Institute to 

undertake? 

A: Research pertaining to the State, 

particularly relating to the ethnic problems 

facing the State. As the Home 

Commissioner at that time, I had to deal with 

some ethnic problems as well. So I thought 

such matters could be researched by the 

proposed institute and the Government 

might get some feedback. 

Q: So, the initial idea was that an institute for 

social science research would be set up to 

research some of the complex economic, 

social, and political problems of the region 

and present their findings to the Govt. of 

Assam. Would that be correct to say? 

A: That was my conception. Of course, it is true 

that my conception was a little vague at that 

time. I did not have a very clear idea about 

the role of the Institute. Based on whatever I 

cou ld gather from Dr. R.K. Narula, I thought 

that if we can set up th is Institute, it would be 

helpful for the people of Assam and also for 

the Govt. of Assam. 
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match a contribution that the ICSSR would 

put forward. 

Q: So, the idea was that the Govt. of Assam A: Yes, yes. That was the proposed funding 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

would have access to information and 

research as well as a data base that would 

help them in their policy formulation . Would 

that be fair to say? 

Yes, that was my intention. 

Is the Govt. of Assam actually making use of 

the research and information that is being 

produced at the Institute? 

Of course, it is very difficult to say to what 

extent the Govt. of Assam has used material 

produced at the Institute for policy 

formulation. However, I know that the 

Government did access research material 

from the institute on different issues 

pertaining to administrative problems of the 

state. 

Going back to your initial discussions with 

Dr. Narula, what kind of funding pattern was 

envisaged for the Institute at that time? This 

question relates to the fact that the institute, 

it appears, faced a severe resource crunch 

for quite some time after its inception. 

A: That is true. There is a set pattern in terms of 

the budget-sharing between the Govt. of 

Assam and ICSSR. At one point in time, the 

State Government was facing extreme 

difficulties in terms of resources. So, 

probably they couldn't match ICSSR's 

contribution. Now, I believe, they are 

offering their due share. 

Q: So, initially the proposed funding pattern 

was that the State Government would 

pattern . In addition, the State Government 

would have to assist the Institute in 

constructing their permanent premises as 

well as in providing necessary infrastructure 

associated with setting up the Institute. That 

was also a condition . 

Q: Over the last 25 years, has the Institute lived 

up to the expectations that you and others 

had? 

A: I think so. I think that the Institute has done 

quite commendable work. It has undertaken 

studies relating to important issues of the 

State and other States of North-East India. I 

was particularly impressed with the 

Institute's study on Gram Panchayats. I am 

more or less satisfied and believe that they 

are doing good work. 

Q: Now that the Institute has completed 25 

years, what next? What do you expect from 

the Institute in the next 25 years? 

A: To be frank, we have plenty of problems in 

the State. Probably our problems are much 

more than the other states and different in 

nature because in terms of ethnicity we are 

diverse. So, there should be more studies 

and research work on our diverse 

popu lation and the associated dimensions. 

Add itionally, we have some unique 

economic problems which do not occur in 

other parts of the country. So, the Institute 

could probably take interest in those special 

issues and undertake research in those 

areas. 
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Q: When you say special issues you mean the A: I don't remember exactly. At least in my note 

political and social problems that are very to the Governor, I didn't mention anything 

unique to this region, right? about the NEG. 

A: Yes. For example, the present problem in Q: Why is it that the Institute has not been able 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 
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Bodoland, that is also a unique problem. So, 

those issues cou ld be stud ied and 

researched. 

So then, in your conversations with Dr. 

to reach out to other organizations 

functioning in and for the North-East like 

NEG and the DONER (Department of North 

Eastern Region) Ministry for example? 

Narula at the initial stage, was it ever A: If I remember correctly and if my information 

conceived that this Institute would be 

region-centric and actually serve the needs 

of all the other states of the North Eastern 

region? 

Very vaguely it was indicated. But, more or 

less, at that time the Institute was conceived 

as a state-centric institution. That is also 

what Dr. Narula told me. There shouldn't be 

is correct, NEG was approached on several 

occasions for funding and other matters. But 

nothing came out of it. 

Q: Was the Institute mooted as part of the 

Assam Accord? 

A: No, it was not a part of the Assam Accord. 

a problem in conducting research in the 

other States of the region. But then, the 

other State Governments of the North 

Eastern region do not provide any funds to Q: 
this Institute. So, how can it be a North-East 

The idea for the Institute was discussed long 

before the Assam Accord . Assam Accord 

was signed in 1985. But the idea for the 

Institute was initiated in 1980. 

But then, the then Chief Minister of Assam 

had written a letter to the then Prime 

Minister of India mentioning that such 

institutes were envisaged under the Assam 

Accord. What do you make of that? 

centric regional Institute? 

So, your contention is that this Institute 

cannot be a region-centric institute unless ... 

Unless the other State Governments also 

contribute by fu nding the Institute. However, 

there is no bar in undertaking research 

pertaining to issues relating to other States 

in the region as well. But to be a region

centric institute, other State Governments 

must also contribute for its development. 

At the stage when the idea for the Institute 

was first being mooted and discussed, was 

there any suggestion or hint of any sort that 

the North Eastern Council (NEG) would be 

involved with it in some way? 

A: Well, it might have been envisaged because 

in the Assam Accord there is a clause that 

mentions undertaking special studies 

relating to the problems of Assam. So, in 

that context it could be understood as such. 

Q: So, this idea of linking the setting up of the 

Institute with the Assam Accord came as an 

afterthought. Would that be fair to say? 

A: Yes, as an afterthought, not in the initial 

stages when the idea for a social science 

research institute was being discussed. 

That I am very sure of. 

Bhaskar Barna 

Q: Please tell us briefly about your time at the Q: Kindly tell us about that persuasion process. 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

institute and how you came to be associated 

with the entire establishment and 

functioning of OKDISCD back in 1989. 

In 1989, I was working in the Government of 

Assam as Commissioner and Special 

Secretary, Plann ing and Development 

Department. The idea of such an institute 

was mooted before my time, during the time 

of Mr. H.N. Das, my predecessor, who later 

went on to become Chief Secretary of 

Assam. He was there right at the beginning. 

So, it appears you came to be associated 

with the Institute or the setting up of the 

Institute just by mere accident because you 

were placed in that Department. Would that 

be fair to say? 

You could say so. It was not because of any 

personal wish that I was associated with the 

Institute. It so happened that I was holding 

that position, my predecessor had mooted 

the idea, it had not progressed very far for 

whatever reason . But during my time I could 

maybe persuade people that we should 

have this institute and so we made the 

beginning. 

A: The persuasion process was as it usually 

happens in Government. When the idea of 

something very new comes up, and nobody 

had thought of it, there are always views like 

'Why have it? What is the point?' Luckily this 

Institute is not the only one in India. Already 

there were, I think, 17 or 18 Institutes under 

the ICSSR (Indian Council of Social Science 

Research ) -S tate Go vernm ent 

collaboration. So, this was going to be one 

of those. So, ICSSR people also did their bit 

of persuading. 

Q: And from the Government-end you did that? 

A: From the Government-end you can say that 

I was at the forefront. 

Q: So, at that point, in 1989, after Mr. Das's 

mooting of the idea for a research institute 

and you and others actually bringing it to life, 

was it ever the 'mandate' that this was 

something that was envisaged under the 

Assam Accord? Was it ever something 

that ... 

A: It might have been. It has slipped my mind. 

But even if it was there, it was generally in 

the background. 
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Q: It was, right? The then Chief Minister wrote 

a letter dated 14th July, 1988 to the then 

Prime Minister of India in this regard. 

A: Even if it was there, it was only in the 

background. All I know that it was not 

pushed as 'something about which the 

Chief Minister of Assam has written a letter, 

so therefore we must push it.' I was not 

guided by that sort of feeling. 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 
A: 

Q: 

A: 

54 

I am glad I clarified that. So that was not 

really what pushed things forward. 

Anyways, at that point, I believe there was a 
group of academicians who actually pushed 

this idea with the government or with the 

ICSSR. Would you like to throw some light 

on that process? Who were these people? 

I remember only Prof. A. C. Bhagabati. I do 

not remember any other names at this point. 

He was the only one who was in touch with 

me and I was in touch with him. 

He later became the Director of the Institute. 

The first Director. 

How did you envision the flowering of this 

social science research institute in this 

area? 

By the very name, Institute of Social 

Change and Development, we were 

thinking of social change, at least I and a few 

people I was ta lking with were maybe jointly 

thinking about this; we thought of social 

change because social change is very 

important. 

Development is viewed as an economic 

issue but it has social ramifications and 

social change has development 

ramifications. Therefore, we felt we need to 

have an institute which will go deep into 

social change and development and the 

related issues. 

Q: For the region ... would that be fair to say? 

A: Yes, we thought it should be for the region 

because at that time the Institute was 

certa inly the only one of its type in the 

region. Nobody else had thought having 

such an institute in any other State as far as 

was known . So, it would primarily be based 

in Assam but we will cover the entire North 

Eastern reg ion. 

Q: So this region-centric approach, if I can put it 

that way, was there from the very 

beginning? 

A: Yes, from the very beginn ing. 

Q: So when you say social change, that is a 
very broad area of course, it encompasses 

probably so many different things ... 

A: Manythings. 

Q: Did you ever feel that with such a very broad 

mandat~, the institute might be spreading 

itself too thin, in terms of resources? 

A: It might happen, but the question of use of 

resources is always governed by certain 

guidelines, governed by certain bodies like 

a Governing Body or some other guiding 

body. Therefore there was no danger, I 

thought, that resources would be frittered 

away. 

Q: Well, the institute has such a broad 

mandate, social change and development, 

which could probably cover pretty much 

everything under the sun. 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

Yes, pretty much a lot of issues. 

It's about human society, it's about human 

development, it's about transformation and 

all of that. So, I was just wondering, from a 
research angle whether the institute didn't 

have very clear-cut focus areas? 

No, gradually, it started having a greater 

focus but we thought it was wise to keep a 

very broad umbrella because social change 

is something that lot of people do not study 

comprehensively. Lot of research is going 

on in areas like Economics but in the area of 

social change, at least in 1989, nobody in 

Assam had really studied social change 

very much , at least as far as I was aware. 

So, we thought we needed a body that will 

have social change as one its mandates. It 

was a conscious effort. 

So, you wanted to keep it fairly broad so that 

a lot of things could be incorporated under 

this broad umbrella. 

Correct. 

I believe, and correct me if I am wrong, that 

from the very beginning there was a 
resource crunch. Can you throw some light 

on that? 

~,.,,,.,,, ~·2.7JBaf'J' 

The biggest crunch has been the inabi lity of 

the State Government regularly to match 

the contributions of the ICSSR. As per my 

recollection, right from the beginning and 

possibly even now that situation is 

occurring. Of course, during the last one or 

two years, whenever I have gone there, I 

found that the State Government is coming 

forward and helping quite a bit. But in 

between, ICSSR contributions were not 

matched regularly by the State 

Government. 

Q: So, that has been a perennial issue, the 

state government not really matching the 

amount that ICSSR puts forward. 

A: It has been a perennial issue. Of course, I 

must say, to the cred it of the State 

Government they have given adequate 

funds for what is called block capital, for the 

building maybe. That money was given . 

Q: So then the resource crunch largely would 

be related to the annual budget? 

A: Annual flows. 

Q: You and other people envisioned studying 

social change and development in this 

area. So, from 1989 onwards up to now, 25 

years, what's your assessment? Has the 

Institute been able to live up to that 

mandate? 

A: There has been a lot of work on specific 

problems; on development issues a lot of 

good work has been done. However, I feel 

not enough work has happened in the area 

of social change. Maybe because of the 
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Q: 

A: 
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reasons you have already pointed out. 

Maybe it is too broad an issue. Maybe 

breaking it up into understandable and 

researchable areas has not happened. But 

that of course is related also to not having 

enough "free funds." Most of the funds 

nowadays are tied up to specific projects. I 

would not say the bulk of the funds but a lot 

of funds that come in are "project-based 

funds." "Do this work, and give us the results 

within six months, or one year, or two years 

or three years or whatever." So, that money 

is not supposed to be diverted to do social 

change research. I wish the Institute had 

more 'free funds' to do research on social 

change. 

So then, if those free funds were not made 

available exclusively for research work on 

real-world issues to find tangible solutions 

at the village level or in rural communities, 

was it ever part of the mandate of the 

Institute to go out and seek those funds? 

I would say that it always has been trying to 

get funds. But people 'outside' the 

Government, in the sense of the concerned 

Department, always want to give specific 

funds for specific purposes, project-based 

funding. Only the Government can give 

'free funds' because it the tax-payer's 

money which, is in the public domain. The 

Institute has been seeking funds of that type 

but the results have not been up to 

expectations. For example, take the tie-up 

with the Peace Institute in Norway which is a 

welcome development. I presume the 

funding will be very specific. I do not know 

what the mandate of that tie-up is but the 

focus probably would be on the area of 

peace and conflict which no doubt are very 

important matters, and something else is 

not going to be covered. But I must say, the 

Institute has been able to deal with real-life 

issues also. It is unfair to say it has not. It is 

just that those issues do not directly come 

under the umbrella of social change and 

they come more under development. 

Q: So then, do you envision more social 

change research in the next 25 years of the 

Institute? 

A: As long as I have anything to do with the 

Institute, I will consistently push for more 

allocation for social change research, for 

the study of social change, and what needs 

to be done about it. 

Q: Can you be more specific? 

A: What I would like to happen is that we 

should strive to know more about broad

based social changes taking place. Where 

was a society, for example, Naga society, in 

1950 or whatever and where is it today? 

That would show us the social change 

taking place, if any, in which direction is it 

going, what is the impact of going along 

those line~. what is going to happen in due 

course ultimately? I would think that it is 

something that is worth studying because 

the direction in which a society is heading 

has a great impact on everything else that 

happens. 

Q: And for whatever reasons the Institute so 

far, in the last 25 years, has not really been 

able focus on that area? 

A: Not much, not much. I would not say nothing 

has been done, and documents might show 

that things have been done, but something 

broad-based is really yet to come out in any 

substantial manner. Knowing about the 

status of social change over the last 50 or 

100 years would provide useful pointers 

about the way wou ld we like change to 

happen, and about whether we need to do 

anyth ing about it. Placing it in the public 

domain or before the intellectuals or before 

the Government is perhaps desirable. 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 
Q: 

A: 

Q: 

Would you agree that conflict in the North

East has been studied well? 

Substantially, conflict has been fairly well

covered under the Peace Chair; however, 

something more and better can always be 

done. 

Would you say you have not seen more 

studies on the large-scale long-term 

transformation in our society, say a decadal 

transformation? 

No, I have not seen. 

That is something that you would like to see 

in the next 25 years? 

Certainly. 

Apart from that, what else do you envision 

for the next 25 years of the Institute? 

The Institute shou ld be enabled to grow. It 

has not grown in terms of man-power. 

In spite of its laudable high-quality research 

work, the Institute has fairly poor visibility in 

the public radar; it doesn't seem to register 

- - -· - - - . - - -

in the public imagination. What's your 

assessment? 

A: Certainly not enough work has been done to 

position the Institute in the media or in the 

public eye. The Institute has had to focus on 

very specific issues because of the 

financing pattern. For instance, maybe a 

project funds the study of a certain aspect of 

the education sector, and the Institute 

comes out with a limited work on education. 

It maybe excellent work, but does it capture 

the public imagination? There has to be 

more bodies on the ground. More work 

should be done and for that you need more 

money. For example, if the funding body 

says 'study this in the Char areas of Assam,' 

the Institute goes to the Char areas of 

Assam; if the funding body says 'you go to 

the tea plantations of Assam', the Institute 

goes to the tea plantations. It might have 

been possible, maybe if there were enough 

people around, to put all of this together 

under the broad umbrella of social change 

issues. 

Q: Like a long-term project? 

A: Yes, that is what I envisage, definitely a 

long-term project. The Institute has been 

doing bits and pieces of work, maybe 

excellent work, certainly work of an 

acceptable standard I should imagine, but 

to catch the public eye and public 

imagination, something big has to happen. 

Q: Would you agree with me that the Institute is 

lacking in showcasing its activities to a wider 

audience? 

A: I feel that the work done so far, again 

-· -
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because of the lack of funds and resources, Q: Would it fair to say that the Institute's 

has been of such a nature where it might not mandate has been such that with limited 

require showcasing ; it will be like fundsitcanonlydosomuch? 

advertising for something that you are not 

doing. How does the Institute showcase the 

work that it is currently doing? It may be 

difficult to showcase the work that has been 

done so far because there has to be a 

consistent direction in doing things. On ly 

when that occurs the public of Assam and 

the North-East would be enthused about 

something the Institute has done. 

As someone who has been associated with 

the functioning of the Institute from the very 

beginning, are you invested in the Institute? 

I invested a bit of myself in trying to give it a 

direction right from day one, as long I was 

there. I invested in trying to get good people 

to work in it. But then I went away after a 

while and had nothing to do with it. Now the 

Institute is running on the rails already laid 

down. If the Institute is to run on these rails, 

ideally let them be very broad rails, and let it 

take up broad issues. That's what I would 

like to see happening in the next 25 years. 

Funds or the lack of funds have limited the 

mandate. That has been a pity. If somebody 

were to give 10 crores of rupees tomorrow 

to the Institute saying 'here is your money, 

do not misuse it, but use it in doing research 

work as per the original mandate of the 

Institute' without being regu lated by the 

need to work on specific projects, certainly it 

can do excellent work. 

Q: But that doesn't seem to be happening, 

right? 

A: Well, if that is not happening, one shou ld go 

on saying it should happen. 

Q: So there has to be some kind of a big push 

at this point? 

A: I should imagine so. At 25 years, the 

Institute is fully an adult. It needs resources 

to function as an adu lt. 

H. N . Das 

Q: Your association with the Institute was at 

the idea stage, even before it came into 

existence. Please tell us briefly about how 

you came to be associated with the 

founding of the Institute and it's functioning 

thereof beginning 1989. 

A: In the early 1980s, when I was the Planning 

and Development Commissioner of Assam, 

the idea was mooted for an institution of 

excellence which would do research on 

problems and issues that confront Assam 

and the North-Eastern region and at the 

same time prepare papers on behalf of the 

Government of Assam for representation 

before the Government of India and at other 

national forums. The idea was to assist the 

Government of Assam in representing their 

case before the Government of India and 

also in putting across their views in other 

the Government of Assam. Would that be 

fair to say? 

A: In a way, yes. However, it is much broader 

than that because the research carried out 

was not only to assist the Government of 

Assam in representing the cases of Assam 

in the national forums but also in finding out 

what the problems were . 

Q: You are talking of social and economic, and 

political problems. 

A: Yes, I am talking about the problems and 

the issues we should give emphasis upon. 

Therefore, there was a feeling that such an 

institution should be brought about. So, in 

the Planning and Development Department 

we mooted the idea, about the Institute and 

the funding of the Institute. I was associated 

with it in the sense that I was the Plann ing 
forums whenever and wherever necessary. and Development Commissioner. 

Q: 

1 was very much in the centre stage and 

remained so till I was Planning and Q: When you say 'we' I understand you were 

Development Commissioner up until the one of them. Would you like to name a 

first part of 1987. couple of others 

So, if 1 were to understand you correctly, A: When the original idea was mooted, I 

back in the early eighties, this Institute, a remember Jatin Hazarika's association with 

social science research institute, was 

essentially mooted or envisioned to assist 

it. Hazarika was the Home Commissioner of 

Assam at that time. Then there were others, 
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A: 

Q: 

A: 
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intellectuals and government officials. 1 

won't remember the names of all but Jatin 

Hazarika was definitely one of them. 

Would all this be around 1984-85? 

Yes, around that time. 

Was the setting up of the institute envisaged 

under the Assam Accord? There was a 
letter from the then Chief Minister of Assam 

Prafulla Kumar Mahanta to the then Prime 

Minister of India Rajiv Gandhi invoking the 

Assam Accord in his request for funding 

such an institute. Could you throw some 

light on that? 

The Assam Accord did not mention this 

particular institution. However, I would 

agree with the opinion that it emanated from 

the Assam Accord because the Assam 

Accord mentioned about the development 

of Assam and institutions which were 

required for the development of Assam. 

Assam Accord was the preponderant 

element during that period of Assam's 

development. When Prafu lla Mahanta 

wrote the letter, he definitely meant that 

these types of institutions should also be 

established. 

In the Accord, only two institutions were 

mentioned, Shankardeb Kala Khetra and 

the liT. But then, th is Institute emanated 

from the Assam Accord in the sense that the 

Accord talked about institutions to be 

developed in Assam for the development of 

Assam. So, the idea of the Institute 

emanated from the provisions made in the 

Assam Accord . 

Q: Since you along with a few others including 

Jatin Hazarika were associated with this 

idea of setting up such an institute, at the 

stage when it was first mooted, what kind of 

vision did you have for the Institute apart 

from, like you mentioned, representing the 

Government of Assam at national forums? 

A: That the institute would undertake research 

and impart training, both are important. 

However, we put much more emphasis on 

research I suppose. 

Q: 

A: 

Did you continue your association with the 

Institute even after you left the Planning and 

Development Department? 

Even after I was transferred out from the 

post of Commissioner, Planning and 

Development, I remained associated with 

the Institute during my stint at the 

Administrative Staff College as Director 

General. Overall, I took interest in the 

development of institutions in Assam 
' 

particularly in Guwahati. So, I was generally 

associated with OKDISCD as well as 

others. Throughout the last 25 years I have 

been attending various seminars and 

meetings of the Institute. Also, in my 

capacity as Ch ief Secretary to the 

Government of Assam, I was involved with 

the Institute's administrative and financial 

matters. 

Q: Could you throw some light on the 

consistent resource crunch faced by the 

institute since its inception and thereafter? 

A: Yes, yes. Not much fund was avai lable. It is 

true that the Institute had great difficu lty in 

Q: 

A: 

the beginning. The Government of Assam 

today is flush with funds. But in our days, it 

was not so. 25 years ago, there was always 

difficulty in getting funds . Today, the finances 

of the Institute have been streamlined . 

In your opinion, how has the institute 

performed over the years keeping in mind 

the original mandate, as you have 

mentioned, of representing Assam and its 

issues at the national forums? What's your 

assessment of the Institute and the work that 

it has done over the last 25 years? 

I th ink they have done very well, particularly 

in terms of different kinds of research work. 

At present, I am the Chairman of the 

Advisory Committee for preparation of the 

state's Human Development Report. I was 

instrumental in entrusting OKDISCD with 

the responsibility of preparing the current 

Human Development Report (HDR) for 

Assam. It is important that the Advisory 

Comm ittee decided to recommend 

OKDISCD's name to the Government of 

Assam. 

We offered that advice because we believed 

that the quality of scholarship and work 

eth ics of the Institute will make it possible for 

them to fulfil the requirements associated 

with the preparation of the HDR. That is why 

we offered it to them. There were other 

competitors from outside the State. 

Q: So then, would it be fair to say that the 

Government of Assam has reposed faith in 

the high-quality research work that the 

institute does? 

A: Yes, of course. 

Q: What do you envision in the next 25 years for 

the institute? 

A: I think they have to fan out further on two 

fronts: research and training. I mean 

research relating to the problems and issues 

which will come up in the future or have 

already emerged in Assam and the North

Eastern region generally. Some of our 

problems across the region are common. 

Q: Was this region-centric approach of the 

Institute deliberate? 

A: Yes, yes. 

Q: If it is region-centric, was there any effort, 

even when the idea was first mooted, to 

involve the other State Governments of the 

region? Why was it only the Government of 

Assam participating in the venture? 

A: Somehow, the other States were not invited 

to join it. 

Q: With this perennial issue of resource crunch, 

as we understand it to be, what kind of a 
mechanism would you have in mind to 

overcome it? 

A: Actually in India, a situation has not 

developed in which these types of 

institutions can fully support themselves. In 

the United States and other advanced 

countries, they get research funding from 

different organisations including private 

donors. It is not so in India. 

Actually in India, a situation has not 

developed in which these types of 

institutions can fully support themselves. In 

the United States and other advanced 
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countries, they get research fu nding from Q: But if the constant issues like resource 

different organisations including private 

donors. It is not so in India. Therefore the 

government has to support them. In the 

case of OKDISCD, ICSSR (Indian Counci l 

of Social Science Research), which is 

specifically meant to support social science 

research in st itutes, should provide 

adequate funds to carry out the research 

activities smoothly. 

Q: If OKDISCD as a region-centric Institute 

wants to deal with the issues confronting the 

region, can it do it? 

A: It will have to do it because there are certain 

problems which are common to the North

Eastern states and which will have to be 

looked at, approached and addressed in a 

region-centric way. 
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crunch and not having enough man-power 

in terms offaculty members persist, how will 

such a fairly broad mandate covering the 

entire region be executed? 

A: The North Eastern Counci l can be tapped. I 

don't know how far that has been pursued. 

DONER (Development of North Eastern 

Region) Ministry can also be requested. 

The Government of India and the other 

state governments of the reg ion can also be 

approached. 

Q: 

A: 

A. C. Bhagabati 

You were the first Director of OKDISCD. Q: Were you in any way associated with the 

Please tell us briefly about your time at the Institute even at the stage when the idea 

Institute and how you came to be 

associated with the establishment and 

functioning of the Institute. 

I joined as the first Professor and Director 

of the Institute in May, 1992. At that time, I 

was a Professor at Gauhati University. On 

deputation from GU, I joined the Institute 

for Social Change and Development 

(ISCD); 'OKD' was added later on . Though 

it was a three-year tenure, I didn 't complete 

the term because by December, 1993, I 

had an offer to join as Vice-Chancellor of 

Arunachal University which is now Rajiv 

Gandhi University. I joined the Institute and 

was with it substantially for a year and ten 

months at its nascent period. Before that, 

Mr. Bhaskar Barua, who was Secretary and 

Comm i ss i oner, P l a nnin g and 

Development, Government of Assam, was 

officiating as the Director of the Institute . I 

took over from him and during that period 

the first thing that we did was getting a 

regu lar office space for the Institute in 

Uzanbazar in a rented premise. We literally 

started from scratch and ti ll the end of my 

period of service in December, 1993, I was 

the only faculty of the Institute as Professor 

and the Director. 

was being first mooted? I understand that a 

few academicians were involved in 

pushing this idea for setting up a social 

science research institute. 

A: Oh yes, very much. This was the nascent 

period when the whole idea of a regional 

centre of the Indian Council of Social 

Science Research (ICSSR) was mooted . 

Q: Which year would that be? 

A: That would be in the early 1980s. ICSSR 

representatives and the Government of 

Assam had a series of meetings and finally 

the idea for the institute took shape. 

Though based in Guwahati, it would have 

to look after the entire North Eastern 

region . 

Q: What was the idea behind this? 

A: ICSSR already had regional centres in 

different parts of the country starting with 

the Madras Institute of Development 

Studies way back in 1971 . By around 1984, 

there were about 25-26 such institutes in 

different parts including the one at Kolkata, 

the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences. 
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Q: 
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How then was the Government of Assam 

involved with this? 

To the extent that I remember, ICSSR's 

contact with the Government of Assam was 

essentially through the latter's Planning 

and Development Department. I distinctly 

remember, finally everything, including the 

name, took shape by about 1987-88. As far 

as I recollect, the ICSSR agreed to provide 

the start-up funds and 50% of the annual 

budget. Another 50% would be from the 

Government of Assam. The academic 

posts were to be filled up as per ICSSR 

norms. 

Those posts never got filled during your 

time? 

No, only one post was filled, the post of 

Professor and Director. I held that first 

academic post. 

What else was happening during your time 

at the Institute? 

One academic exercise which I organized 

was a brain-storming session for the whole 

day to chart out what the Institute should 

do. To my mind, we generated a wonderful 

document. Even today it remains relevant. 

A number of areas were identified for 

research to be carried out. That was an 

exercise in 1992. I distilled the suggestions 

of a group of academics who were involved 

in the preparation of the document into a 

perspective plan for the Institute. 

So, that document gives us an idea of the 

kind of social science research that was 

being envisioned at that time? 

A: Correct. I would also like to mention that 

during my time at the Institute, at the end of 

1992, through the initiative of Late L.C. 

Jain, the first Chairman of the Institute, the 

Rajiv Gandhi Foundation sponsored 35 

Junior Research Fellowships (JRF). Short

term research projects were undertaken by 

young researchers and these were 

essentially fie ld studies based on fieldwork. 

That was a major academic initiative during 

my time. 

Q: Would you remember any specific research 

that was carried out under your 

supervision? 

A: One study was on Deepor Beel near 

Guwahati, recognized even then as an 

endangered wetland. A research scholar, 

under my direct supervision, undertook a 

study of the marshland communities 

around Deepor Bee I, their dependence and 

the symbiotic relationship with the Beel, to 

what extent they are the preservers rather 

than destroyers of the Beel, as well as their 

interaction with the marshland habitat 

which was their habitat as well. It was a 

wetland community study under my direct 

supervision. 

Q: What do you envision for the next 25 years 

of the Institute? 

A: From this point in time onwards, I think 

there is a lot the Institute has to do. After I 

left, Dr. Atul Goswami from Diburugarh 

University joined as Director of the Institute. 

Obviously, there was some shift in 

emphasis. It has to happen. New faculty 

from different disciplines joined during his 

tenure and they undertook a number of 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

research studies. But, some of the 

research areas in the charter we had drawn 

up in that brain-storming session in 1992 

are still very valid because they remain 

uncovered. 1 would request the authorities 

now to look at that research charter again 

and see how many of those research areas 

envisaged by scholars then are still 

relevant and whether studies in those 

areas can be launched by the Institute. The 

Institute should also look into the changed 

scenario of inter-ethnic tensions and the 

fight between communities for territory

specific regional set-ups. This is one area 

of research whereby the Institute can look 

into inter-community relations, tensions, 

and conflicts _ essentially conflict 

resolution. 

You were at the Institute for a year and ten 

months. Can you briefly highlight your 

contribution as an administrator towards 

the growth and development of the 

Institute? 

The Institute was at a fairly nascent stage 

when 1 came in as the first Director. We 

were not yet in the computer age; only one 

computer was installed. But we did try to 

establish a procedural setting. 

Can you claim that you provided a sense of 

direction at that time? 

1 would not make a very bold claim but I did 

try my best to put th ings on a firm footing 

towards managing the affairs of the 

Institute in a systematic fashion. 

Under your guidance as an administrator, 

was it ever spell out openly that there would 

be a paradigm shift in looking at this region 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

and not the way scholars from mainland 

India usually look at it? 

I think, yes, because the time period we are 

talking of, early part of the decade of the 

nineties, many of these areas then were not 

within the purview of the university 

departmental academic research, be it in 

political science, or in economics, or in 

anthropology. But this Institute was looking 

at issues which were slightly before time I 

would say, although 1 wouldn't make a very 

bold claim. These were areas which, being 

an anthropologist, 1 had never considered 

as important research. We were basically 

on the ethnographic mode and basic data 

generation mode, not really engaging in 

theoretical studies which also have an 

applied dimension to enhance regional 

development. 

What is different about this Institute? Was it 

specifically brought in to push the envelope 

in terms of research? 

1 think right from day one the Institute has 

been trying to move in a direction in which 

the established departments of Gauhati 

University or Dibrugarh University or other 

universities in the region including North 

Eastern Hill University (NEHU) were not 

really looking at. 

You were very conscious about that fact? 

Absolutely. Unfortunately, 1 couldn't finish 

my term. If 1 had completed my term, I think 

the Institute would have been more 

invested in doing both seminal research of 

theoretical importance and also looking at 

regional issues aimed at helping planners 

and policy framers into using social science 

65 



66 

research material for the development of 

the region. Let me put it on record that I was 

inspired by the first Chairman , Late L.C. 

Jain, who had tremendous vision about how 

such an institute should combine in it both 

stud ies with a theoretical import and also of 

an applied nature for regional development. 

emerged, the Institute shou ld, lock, stock, 

and barrel plunge itself into those areas of 

research , be bold and not fight shy of 

addressing those issues in the coming 5-10 

years. With a phase-wise approach , they 

can plan on meeting specific research 

targets. 

Q: Can I have your frank assessment of that Q: A// research plans hinge on funding. I 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

vision vis-a-vis where the Institute stands 

today? 

25 years is a long time. During this time, 

what happened was in order to sustain 

itself, and that is my feeling from outside, 

the Institute had to take up various kinds of 

commissioned studies. Forfund-generation 

that was important. Many studies were 

undertaken which are important on their 

own account but they were commissioned 

stud ies of different kinds. 
I certainly th ink that some of the studies 

were very unusual. Several studies have 

been undertaken which will stand their 

ground for times to come based on their 

merit. But in the meantime, the Institute had 

to develop other interests depending on its 

in-house expertise and their interests. 

What is the kind of research work at the 

institute that you would like to see over the 

next decade? 

The Institute shou ld try to locate issues that 

are re levant regionally today which were not 

quite in 1992. Some of them are perennial 

issues which shou ld be covered and 

addressed. At the same time, as a social 

understand there is a perennial resource 

crunch that the Institute faces. It might all 

end up as lofty ideas without having the 

funds to carry out that research agenda. 

How is this going to work out? 

A: When I joined and also when I left, resource 

was a genuine problem. Today, in 201 4, I 

think resource is not the main issue. You 

locate a subject of study which is relevant, 

there are any number of funding 

organizations with in the country, forget 

about research fund ing from different 

organizations abroad. Funding shou ld not 

be a problem. Today any amount of funds is 

genuinely available on the ground provided 

you have a research program of re levance, 

no matter how big the size is. Any amount of 

Government funds, whether from the State 

Governments or the Central Government, 

and also funds from Non-Governmental 

Organizatiqns is avai lable today which was 

not the case in the decade of the 1990s. 

Q: So, your contention is that if the subject area 

of research is of import or it is going to 

impact lives on the ground, funds will be 

made available. 

science research institute, given the new A: Yes, funds wi ll be made available and it is 
social and political scenario that has available. 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

Mohammed Taher 

Please tell us briefly how you came to be 

associated with OKDISCD and about your 

role in the functioning of the institute just 

soon after its inception? 

The Institute was founded in 1989. It was 

started as a branch of the Department of 

Planning and Development, Government of 

Assam . At that time, somehow, Prof. A.C. 

Bhagabati and I were ca lled upon by 

Bhaskar Barua, who was the main man 

beh ind this whole project. So, we would go 

from time to time and have discussions 

related to the plann ing for the Institute's 

future, as to how to go about building th is 

Institute. 

So, your discussions with Bhaskar Barua 

were held only after the Institute formally 

came in existence and not prior to that? 

Yes, exactly. Those discussions were held 

in a rented premise in Dispur where the 

Institute was initially housed. 

When you were called upon by Bhaskar 

Barua, was any particular responsibility 

delegated to you at that time? 

No, no responsibility was delegated to me 

or even to Prof. Bhagabati. Our discussions 

only related to the functioning of the 

Institute, how to bui ld this Institute in order 

to seriously undertake stud ies on social 

change and development. When there is 

some sort of development, social change is 

bound to occur; when some social change 

occurs, the process of development is 

always affected. 

Q: So, you and Prof. Bhagabati had those 

discussions with Bhaskar Barua. Could you 

tell me briefly what came out of those 

discussions? 

A: T he d iscuss ions were about the 

parameters concerning the subjects of 

research that would be dealt with by the 

Institute, how f ie ldwork wou ld be 

undertaken in the villages, the towns, the 

hill areas, and how publications such as 

research articles in journals would be 

brought out. Ultimately, we came to this 

conclusion that fi eldwork would be 

defin ite ly necessary. 

Q: So, as this social science research Institute 

was being set up, in your initial discussions, 

you favoured the idea of a group of scholars 

engaging in fieldwork on the ground to 

produce research material: Would that be 

fairtosay? 

l 

I 
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A: 

Q: 

The idea was to appoint certain scholars, 

certain academicians from different areas 

of research, to undertake studies; for 

example, study of the tribal areas, study of 

the scheduled caste areas, study of rural 

areas, study of the urban areas. So, certain 

professors well-acquainted with their 

respective fields would be appointed and 

they would further appoint certa in research 

scholars under them who will go to the field 

and conduct the studies. 

What kind of future for social science 

research in this region did you envisage 

when you had those initial discussions with 

Bhaskar Barua? 

A: We envisaged social scientists engaging in 

a lot of work on the ground in this region 

because up until then (1989), in fact, no 

regular social science research was 

undertaken extensively in this area, I mean 

structured work. A few studies, for example 

'Social Condition of the Mizos' or 'Social 

Condition of the Karbis', were indeed 

undertaken; however, these were studies 

largely without structure. 

The research carr ied out was not 

structured, nor were the find ings presented 

in a structured manner. So we thought that 

the opportun ity existed to bring out papers 

based on previous research and extensive 

field work on the ground. 

Q: So, the idea of establishing this Institute 

was that a new body of knowledge 

pertaining to the social sciences would be 

produced through more structured 

research on the ground through field work. 

Yes, exactly. That was the idea behind 

setting up this institute. 

Q: A group of people came up with this idea to 

have this social science research Institute 

envisioning academic work in the social 

sciences relating to the region. Could you 

elaborate more on that overall vision? 

A: T hat vi sion incorpora t ed initial 

concentration on the various social and 

economic cond itions relating to the people 

of Assam. Thereafter, the Institute could 

th ink of venturing into other parts of North

East India. But essentially, the idea was to 

concentrate the activities of the Institute 

on ly within Assam. 

Even within Assam, we have a lot of social 

and geographical variations. Since the 

broad area of research for the Institute was 

social change and development, we 

thought about including stud ies relating to 

all those variations. We also thought that 

alongside the development resulting from 

the 5-year plans, certa in social changes 

have been brought about. Planning was 

started in India in 1952. Those Plans, bit by 

bit, has ultimately brought about certain 

changes in our society. 

So, the study of those changes by the 

Institute was also mooted . For example, as 

a result of the implementation of those 

Plans, the road network in Assam has 

expanded . One would expect service 

centres to develop at the cross-roads which 

were not in existence before road 

connectivity expanded . So, one could study 

the growth of these service centres, 

Q: 

A: 

whether they have emerged or not and if 

they have at what points, whether those 

centres have emerged because of 

agricultural development or not. 

At the time of the Institute being set up, were 

there very well-delineated specific areas of 

research charted out for the Institute to 

produce knowledge on? 

Yes, for example, what are the economic 

conditions of the scheduled castes of 

Assam? Are they still relying on their 

traditional patterns of livelihood or have the 

traditional modes of occupation been given 

up in favour of new occupations? 

It is interesting to observe that these people 

no longer engage in their traditional modes 

of occupation because of various reasons. If 

we take fishing for example, a large number 

of water bodies in Assam dried up after the 

1950 earthquake. So, they no longer can 

depend on fishing as a viable economic 

occupation. 

Q: How about research on areas like the large

scale demographic change in Assam, the 

industrialization pattern in Assam, the rise of 

the plantation sector in Assam? Overall 

what have all these developments done to 

the social, economic, and political 

landscape of Assam? Was research on 

those areas also part of the mandate of the 

-- .. -

Q: Was the governing body ever directing the 

faculty towards specific areas of research? 

A: The governing body, in fact, did not interfere 

with the academic planning which is 

primarily done by the facu lty members. I 

must point out though that I was never a 

member of the governing body. 

Q: I understand that you were the Director in

charge of the Institute for a brief period. 

Could you tell us more about that? 

A: I was initially associated with the Institute 

only as an academician. I was a Professor of 

Geography and I taught Popu lation 

Geography at Gauhati University. The 

people at the Institute somehow thought 

that perhaps I have knowledge about the 

population of Assam and so I was invited to 

have discussions in the formative years of 

the Institute . That is how, although 

unofficially, I became a part of the Institute 

and was invited to the meetings and general 

discussions relating to the functioning of the 

lnstitute.Then, in 1991, Prof.A.C. Bhagabati 

formally became the Director of the Institute 

and he got me involved in the academic 

activities of the Institute. Late L.C. Jain was, 

at that time, the Chairman of the Governing 

Body. 

When, in 1992, Prof. Bhagabati was 

appointed Vice-Chancellor of Arunachal 

institute? Was it all clearly outlined in a University, Prof. Jain requested me to take 

charter for research to be carried out by the over as Director until the time a permanent 

Institute in a time-bound manner? Director could be found. So, I took over after 
the departure of Prof. Bhagabati. 

A: Yes, those areas were also part of the 
research agenda initially envisioned for the Q: How long were you there as the Director in-

Institute. charge? 
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A: 

Q: 

A: 

Three months. During those three months, I 

frantically looked for a full-time Director. At 

that time, I was already the Chairman of the 

Board of Secondary Education, Assam . So, 

I cou ld not be associated fu ll-time with the 

Institute. 

In those three months, outside of looking for 

a full-time Director, could you tell us what 

you did for the Institute on the academic 

front? 

No study was started during my time as the 

Director in-charge nor did I supervise any 

specific resea rch activity. 

Q: Any major policy decision taken during that 

time? 

A: Not at all. It was the time when we were 

looking for a rented premise for the Institute 

f rom wh ere the offices could start 

functioning. At that point in time, we were 

also looking at appointing an Accountant 

and other staff for the initial establishment 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

noteworthy lectures relating to peace, 

political change, and conflict in North-East 

India. Although not on all occasions, a lot of 

rea lly useful research work has been 

undertaken at the Institute for the study of 

socia l change and development. 

Would you then say that in the last 25 years 

there have been missed opportunities as 

well? 

Yes, some opportunities have been missed. 

Could you please elaborate? 

Against monetary compensat ion, the 

government, corporate entities, and certain 

other organizations award them certa in 

contractual research work from time to time. 

Some good effort and time is spent on that. I 

feel that rather than engaging in that kind of 

research work for monetary compensation, 

it would have been better if the Institute 

worked exclusively towards fulfi lling its own 

research agenda. 

and functioning of the day-to-day activities 
of the Institute. Q: But then money was always an issue for the 

Q: What's your personal assessment of the 

Institute and its work in the last 25 years? 

Institute. I understand they had a severe 

resource crunch in the initial years. Would 

that be fair to say? 

A: In the last 25 years, the Institute has done A: Yes, that's true. So, the Institute had to 
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some good work. Under the grants received 

from the Ford Foundation, Prof. Sanjib 

Baruah from the United States was at the 

Institute for about two years I think. A Centre 

was set up and he organ ized certain 

undertake commissioned stud ies to stay 

afloat. The economic condition of the 

Institute was not very sound . In order to 

earn some money, the Institute engaged in 

such sponsored research work. 

A: 

It appears the joint funding by ICSSR (Indian 

Council of Social Science Research) and the 

Government of Assam did not really help ends 

meet and hence the Institute had to undertake 

commissioned studies. 

Yes, that's correct. The money from ICSSR 

does arrive in time but the match ing 

contribution from the Government of Assam 

does not come in time. In the past, the Institute 

has had difficulties paying their employees. 

Q: What do you envision for the Institute in the 

next 25 years? 

A: I would advise the Institute to go nearer to the 

people of Assam in order to see what social 

changes have taken place as a result of 

planning and how changes should be directed 

in order to bring about rea l social development 

in Assam. 

71 



Q: 

A: 

Q: 
A: 

72 

Atul Sarma 

Please tell us briefly how you came to be 

associated with the Institute and over the 

last 25 years what has been your role in the 

establishment and functioning of 

OKDISCD? 

I was then Professor of Economics at the 

Indian Statistical Institute. At that time, 

Professor G. Ram Reddy was the 

Chairman of ICSSR and he requested me 

one day to accompany him to Guwahati 

because there was a meeting to discuss a 

proposal to set up an Institute for social 

science research in Assam. 

So that would be in the late 1980's? 

Yes, it would be in the late 1980's. 

accompanied him and the meeting was 

held in the Circuit House in Guwahati where 

social scientists and severa l other 

distinguished citizens of the city were 

invited. We had a very long meeting to 

discuss the idea about an institute for social 

science research. The discussions were 

about the need for such an institute in the 

region as also about the possible thrusts of 

the proposed institute. Those were some of 

the issues on and around which discussion 

was held at the meeting. 

Q: So, you were associated with the idea of the 

Institute before it was formally 

inaugurated? 

A: That's right. I was also associated with the 

institute even after its being set up as a 

member of the Governing Body. I 

participated in that meeting . I still remember 

the way I looked at the proposed Institute. I 

looked at the Institute not just as an Institute 

for Assam but as the Institute for the entire 

North Eastern India. As an economist, I 

believe, as also I cou ld learn from some of 

the stud ies that I have done in the context of 

this region, that the northeastern region is 

an interdependent system, historically, 

geographically and econom ically. 

Historically, three states, Meghalaya, 

Mizoram and Nagaland were created out of 

Assam . . Since it is an interdependent 

economic system, ideally an institute for 

social science research in the region should 

have an all-encompassing vision of North

East India's development. Th is area is 

connected with the rest of the country only 

through a narrow 22km corridor in Siliguri, 

North Bengal. 99.5% of the border of the 

North-East is with foreign countries and 

therefore a view even at that time of setting 

up the Institute was that that North-East 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

somehow has to be viewed as an integrated 

system. I have a very strong view that 

economically North-East India should be 

integrated with South-East Asian countries 

and politically with the mainland India. 

I am glad you used the word "vision." With 

reference to that meeting even before the 

Institute formally came to existence, can 

you tell us more about that "vision"? At that 

meeting, what exactly was being envisioned 

in terms of "Social Science Research"? 

Many people at the meeting were talking 

about Assam; they thought we should have 

an Assam-centric Institute. However, my 

view in that meeting was that the proposed 

institute should be about the North-East; it 

should be an Institute which conducts 

studies on the various complex issues and 

challenges of North-East India and brings 

the findings and insights from them to the 

national level platforms for wider discussion 

and deliberations. 

I am particularly interested in the social 

science research agenda that was being 

envisioned at that time. 

Social science research is the issue and 

North-East India is a highly diverse region; 

particularly, it has wide ethn ic diversity. 

There is diversity in the economic system, 

diversity in languages, and diversity in 

culture. It would serve the Institute best not 

to neglect the diversity. I think we shou ld use 

this wealth of diversity to conduct social 

science research on. In terms of the mode of 

research, we need interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary studies to understand all 

these diversities. Additionally, this region is 

going through an identity crisis as well. This 

search for identity is often accompanied by 

prolonged continuous struggles for identity 

assertion which calls for in-depth long-term 

research. Remember, the issue of setting up 

a social science institute came up in the 

wake of the prolonged student agitation in 

Assam under the leadership of AASU. One 

of the major concerns of th is was the 

persistent underdevelopment and growing 

youth unemployment. In this context the 

economic development has necessarily to 

be a majorthrustofthe institute. 

Q: So, keeping in mind the complexity of the 

region, politically, economically, and 

culturally, the idea of having a social science 

research institute which would be region

centric would be to serve "what"? 

A: The Institute, through its work, can 

contribute towards understanding and 

respecting diversity. In addition to the large 

number of tribes here, there has been huge 

migration from the 12th-13th century 

onwards resulting in a huge migrant 

population . The Institute can help a wider 

section of population to understand the 

region better and learn to respect the 

different tribes and communities that inhabit 

North-East India. 

Q: I understand that you are talking about 

respecting the diversity in the overall 

landscape of North-East India. Now, how 

will you tie that up with a focused research 

agenda? 

A: We talk of North-East India, but one part of 

North-East India does not know the other 

part of North-East India. That is the reason 
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why studies are necessary to promote 

further understanding within the region . I 

see the role of this Institute in studying 

intensively various local and regional 

issues to bring them to the attention of the 

national forums. Such a research agenda 

shou ld be the basis of evolving a pan-North

East vision for the development of the 

region. 

Can you elaborate? Can you be more 

specific when you say 'local and regional 

issues'? 

The problem of insurgency is a major one; 

we have a problem but, by and large, 

people from the rest of the country do not 

understand the nature of the problem. 

They know that the region is experiencing 

long term disturbances beca use of 

insurgency. But most people don 't 

understand the root cause of these 

disturbances. It is a complex problem, 

partly economic, partly social, and partly 

social-anthropolog ical. These complex 

issues have to be studied correctly in order 

to arrive at a clear understanding. 

How would you assess the overall research 

trajectory of the Institute over the last 25 

years? 

The institute has come a long way from 

when it was set up in 1989. There was only 

one faculty member back then. Now we 

have six permanent faculty. Over the last 25 

years, the Institute has been able to rea lly 

make its existence felt in terms of output 

and contribution to social science research 

pertain ing to the region. It has brought out a 
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large number of books and scholarly 

reports. With its Vision Document, the 

Institute has developed a perspective and 

framework to look at the complex issues of 

the region. The Institute has an extremely 

good faculty, they work as a team, and have 

been able to carry out a number of 

significant studies. For instance, the 

Institute is currently preparing the Human 

Development Report (HDR) for the State of 

Assam. It is a very important development 

and speaks of the high-quality research 

capabilities of the Institute. This research 

enterprise of the Institute has been 

recognized by the UNDP (United Nations 

Deve lopment Programme) and the 

Plann ing Commission of India. 

Q: With reference to the lnstitutels Vision 

Document and the current research agenda 

of the Institute, what do you envision for the 

next 25 years of the Institute? 

A: I see a lot of challenges for the Institute. 

One of the major challenges of the institute 

is to have a threshold-level of facu lty, at 

least 15 facu lty members in different areas 

of social science and from different parts of 

the region. Only then will we be able to carry 

out effectively the kind of research that this 

Institute visualizes. But, unfortunately, we 

have not been able to expand the faculty. 

Over the period of 25 years, one of the 

achievements of the Institute is that it has a 

building of its own and it has got the 

minimum facilities to conduct research . 

However, the major challenge continues to 

be the small number of faculty members. 

Another constraint is the lack of adequate 

Q: 

A: 

Q: 

A: 

funds thereby forcing the Institute to do a 

large number of projects that would qualify 

as 'sponsored research,' not quite the 

research studies which the Institute really 

wants to engage, left to itself. The demand 

for such research work comes from the 

market and the Institute undertakes such 

work for financial considerations. 

So, it cannot make ends meet by what is 

being provided by the Government of 

Assam and the ICSSR. Would that be fair to 

say? 

Yes, that is true . The limitation with 

sponsored research is that such research 

projects do not provide the opportunity to 

follow up on the ideas that are thrown up in 

the course of the stud ies. That is because 

by the time a particu lar project is 

successfully completed, another project 

comes along . The Institute's small facu lty 

then gets involved in the next project. 

So, the ideas that are generated from a 

particular research study do not find the 

opportunity to be further followed up and 

developed as a longitudinal study because 

the small faculty, on completion of a certain 

research project, soon thereafter gets 

involved with another study? 

Exactly and that is the issue, a serious 

problem where the Institute is not able to 

pursue its own research agenda. 

Q: In terms of research, since you mentioned it 

is a region-centric institute, what is the 

direction do you envisage for the Institute in 

the next 25 years? What are the issues and 

areas that you would expect the Institute to 

explore? 

A: There is a much greater need today than 

ever before to understand the complex 

problems, to understand the type of 

challenges which are being generated by 

the market system operating in a globalised 

economy, in India the post-liberalization 

economic system. In the context of North

East India, it is much more important 

because we have a relative ly more 

educated and younger population than 

some of the other parts of the country. Th is 

popu lation has a lot of aspirations but they 

are not getting the requisite opportunities. 

These issues have wide social ramifications 

and will have to be adequately researched 

and understood in the coming years and to 

suggest remedia l measures. 

Q: So, if I understood you correctly, the 

complexity of the region has to be further 

researched and understood in the right 

light? 

A: Exactly, that is right. As a social science 

research institute, we have to give this a 

high priority. 
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Appendices 



Appendix 1 
Financial Situation of the Institute: 1990-2014 

Year Approved Share of Share of Total Fund Budget 
Budget (Rs) Government of ICSSR Received deficit 

Assam (Rs)* (Rs)* (Rs) mobilised 
on own (%) 

1989-90 200000 26000 226000 
1990-91 573000 200000 150000 350000 38.9 
1991-92 800000 200000 150000 350000 56.3 
1992-93 600000 300000 300000 600000 0.0 
1993-94 9770000 400000 450000 850000 91.3 
1994-95 1219120 460000 490000 950000 22.1 
1995-96 1454826 460000 513000 973000 33.1 
1996-97 26031 50 1199650 890000 2089650 19.7 
1997-98 3885529 696651 647750 1344401 65.4 
1998-99 4146694 2975 1400000 1402975 66.2 
1999-2000 8971690 700000 1050000 1750000 80.5 
2000-01 7792149 1600000 2535000 4135000 46.9 
2001 -02 8095951 1000000 4765000 5765000 28.8 
2002-03 10626682 1000000 4200000 5200000 51.1 
2003-04 11277785 700000 4600000 5300000 53.0 
2004-05 11484959 700000 4600000 5300000 53.9 
2005-06 12531 236 700000 4600000 5300000 57.7 
2006-07 13055398 1500000 4600000 6100000 53.3 
2007-08 13243479 1500000 5000000 6500000 50.9 
2008-09 14224011 2000000 6200000 8200000 42.4 
2009-10 26229009 3500000 6200000 9700000 63.0 
2010-11 28009196 4500000 5170000 9670000 65 .5 
2011 -12 347011 30 14700000 5314000 20014000 42.3 
201 2-13 42374122 4500000 15034000 19534000 53.9 
2013-14 55841784 17000000 13900000 30900000 44.7 

Note: There was no budget in 1989-90. 
*Amount indicates the annual grant in aid received from Government of Assam and ICSSR 
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Appendix2 

Signatories of the Memorandum of the Institute 1989 

S.Kabilan 
Commissioner & Secretary 
Finance Department, Government of Assam 

Dr. Debo Prasad Barooah 
Vice-Chancellor 
Gauhati University 

Dr. P. C. Goswami 
IFCI Professor 
Department of Commerce 
Gauhati University 

Shri Bhaskar Barua 
Spl. Commissioner & Spl. Secretary 
Plann ing and Development Department 
Government of Assam 

Professor Iqbal Narain 
Indian Council of Social Science Research 
35, Ferozeshah Road 
New Delhi - 110016 

Professor Amiya K. Bagchi 
Centre for Studies in Social Sciences 
10, Lake Terrace 
Calcutta - 700029 

Dr. T. K. Majumdar 
Executive Director 
Indian Council of Social Science Research 
35, Ferozshah Road 
New Delhi - 110 001 
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Appendix 3 
Chairpersons of the Institute 

Late L C Jain (March 1991 -January 2000) 
Ex-member of the Planning commission of India and former High Commissioner 
of India to South Africa. 

Professor Mrinal Miri (February 2000-February 2005) 
Eminent Scholar, former Director of the Indian Institute of Advanced Studies, 
Shimla and Former Vice-Chancellor of North Eastern Hill University, Shi llong. 

Professor Ashok Jain (March 2005-March 2011) 
C V Raman Chair Professor of Development Studies at Dr C V Raman 
University, Vice President, EMPI Business School, Institute of Informatics and 
Communication, University of Delhi. 

Professor Atul Sarma (March 2011-till date) 
Eminent Economist; Former Vice Chancellor of Rajiv Gandhi University, 
ltanagar; Former Director of Indian Statistical Institute, New Delhi ; and Member 
of the 13th Finance Commission of Government of India. 
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Directors of the Institute 
Professor Annada Charan Bhagabati 
June 1992 to November 1993 

Professor Mohammed Taher 
November 1993 to March 1994 

Late Professor Atul Goswami 
March 1994-March 2000 

Professor Abu Nasar Saied Ahmed 
March 2000-March 2006 

Professor lndranee Dutta 
March 2006 - March 2012 

Professor Bhupen Sarmah 
March 2012 - ti ll now 
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Appendix5 

Faculty Members of the Institute 

A C Bhagabati 
MTaher 
Atul Goswami 
Archana Sarma 
lndranee Dutta 
Bhupen Sarma 
Nandita Khadia 
ANSAhmed 
Kalyan Das 
Saswati Choudhury 
Joydeep Baruah 
Piya Das 
Am it Kr Bhattacharjya 
Akshay Jyoti Sarma 
Monjit Borthakur 
lndrani Sarma 
Arunima Deka 

Visiting Faculty 

AmarYumnam 
A.C. Talukdar 
J.B . Ganguly 
Gurudas Das 
AniiSaikia 
Partha S. Ghosh 
Binayak Dutta 
Suryasikha Pathak 
AshokRay 

Professor and Director 
Director (i/c) 
Professor 
Reader 
Professor 
Professor 
Lecturer 
Professor 
Associate Professor 
Associate Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 
Assistant Professor 

Manipur University 
Arunachal University 
Tripura University 
North Eastern Hill University 
Moran College 
ICSSR 
Assam University 
Assam University 
Kolkata 
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(05-05-1992 to 30-11 -1993) 
(01 -12-1993 to 21-03-1994) 
(15-03-1994 to 21 -03-1994) 
(01 -02-1995 to 31-05-1995) 
(02-11-1995 till date) 
(09-11 -1998 till date) 
(28-12-1998 to 28-07-1999) 
(01 -06-1999 to 20-08-201 0) 
(06-09-1999 till date) 
( 19-08-2002 till date) 
(08-07 -2003 till date) 
(21-03-2012 to 30-05-2012) 
(29-03-2012 to 28-05-2012) 
(08-04-20 13 till date) 
( 16-09-2013 till date) 
(16-09-2013 till date) 
(01 -02-2014 till date) 

(1995-97) 
(1996-98) 
(1997-2000) 
(2000-2001) 
(200 1-2002) 
(2003-2006) 
(201 2-2013) 
(2013) 
(2012-2013). 
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Appendix 6 
Staff of the Institute Suraj Kumar Cleaner 01-02-2009 30-04-2009 

Gangaram Paswan Cleaner 01 -05-2009 31-05-2009 
Dipak Das Cleaner 01-06-2009 31-10-2009 

D. N. Sharma O.S.D. 26-12-1989 15-07- 1992 
Pranita Kalita Stenographer 24-03-1990 Till date 
Babuli Das Grade IV 30-03-1990 22- 10-1991 
S.R. Nath Attendant 13-04-199 1 Till date 
Dilip Kumar Boro Grade IV 02-12-1991 25-08-2000 
Joylal Basfore Cleaner 24-06-1992 29-09-1992 
D. N. Goswami Administrative 01-07-1992 28-02-1996 

Asstt. 
K. Basfore Cleaner 16- 10-1992 26-05- 1994 
M. P. Rajkhowa Administrative 01-02-1994 31-01-1999 

Officer 
Geeta Devi Cleaner 01 -06-1994 30-06-2009 
Rustam Ali Computer Operator 01 -08-1993 Till date 
Ramen Ch. Sarma Grade IV 01 -12- 1995 Till date 
Akbor Ali Driver 01 -03-1996 Till date 

Deepak Das (Jr.) Cleaner 06-07-2009 31-10-2009 
Satya Jyoti Sarma O.S.D. 01-07-2009 18.1 2.2009 
Biliphang Basumatary Cleaner 01 -11-2009 Till date 
Protap Rahang Cleaner 17-11-2009 Till date 
Loknath Sarma House Keeping Staff 09- 12-2009 15-03-2011 
MinaKumari House Keeping Staff 01 -08-2010 25-10-2012 
Uddipan Dutta Research Associate 10-05-2011 Till date 
Diganta Ranjan Patgiri Administrative 16-05-2011 Till date 

Officer 
Kai lash Barman House Keeping Staff 01-07-20 11 25-10-2012 
Bijoy Medhi Gardener 01 -01 -201 2 Till date 
Bobby Goswami Asstt. Librarian 17-05-201 2 31-03-201 3 
Basanti Ray House Keeping Staff 29-1 0-201 2 Till date 
Mithun Talukdar House Keeping Staff 01 -11 -2012 31 -01 -201 3 
Deepshikha Pathak Asstt. Librarian 08-07-201 3 Till date 

G. B. Devchoudhury Assistant Librarian 01 -04-1996 25-02-2013 
Satyajit Sinha Grade IV 01 -10-1998 Till date 
Mousumi Saikia Asstt. R. 0 . 31 -10-1998 01 -08-2000 
K. B. Devchoudhury Research Assistant 31 -10-1998 Till date 
Gautam Goswami Accountant 06-11-1998 Till date 
Bhadreswari Rabha Boro Grade IV 15-09-2000 Till date 
Binit Moral Administrative 10-01 -2001 04-05-2002 

Officer 
Pranab Borgohain Administrative 23-07-2003 01-07-2010 

Officer 
Tarun Das Driver 23-07-2003 31-01 -2005 
Anindita Sharma Asstt. 01 -04-2004 31-10-2006 

Till date 
SamirAli Grade IV 01 -11-2004 31-01 -2005 
Anjan Rabha Driver 01 -01 -2006 Till date 
Banamali Mazumdar Security Guard 01-09-2006 Till date 
Lagan Chandra Rabha Security Guard 01 -09-2006 Till date 
Bipul Hazarika Security Guard 01 -09-2006 30-06-2008 
Sarbeswar Kalita Security Guard 01-09-2006 28-02-2009 
Kuldeep Basfore Cleaner 01 -03-2008 31-01 -2009 
Narayan Rov House Keeping Staff 16-03-2008 Till date 
Tilak Chandra Deka House Keeping Staff 21-07-2008 06-12-2009 
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Appendix 7 

First Batch of Junior Research Fellows 
Alfreda L Lynddoh 
lsmat Ara Begum 
Jayanta Sarma 
Sujata Saha 

Fellows of the CENISEAS 
Senior Fellow 

Dr Geeta Gudihal 
Dr !rom Robindro Singh 
Dr Sanjeeb Kakoty 
Dr Sukanya Sharma 
Dr Suranjan Sarma 

Junior Fellow 
Abinash Lahkar 
Arupjyoti Das 
Bhupen Das 
Mriganka Madhukalya 
Pritima Sharma 
Priyam Krishna 
Sonreng Koireng 
Uddipana Goswami 

Fellows under the Chair of Peace Studies 

VIII 

Abhij it Bhuyan 
Dipak Kumar Sarma 
Elizabeth Devi Kh 
Jayanta Boro 
Nenei Lhumgdin 
Prateeti Barman 
Ratna Bhuyan 
Siddhartha Sankar Goswami 
Triveni Goswami 
Urmimala Sengupta 
Yagneswar Deb 
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