
E
arly October came the news that ethnic

clashes had broken out in Assam. The two

groups in question were the indigenous Bodos

and Bangladeshi migrants. Sectarian violence

in Northeast does not always make it to the front page

of newspapers. But this one did — coming as it was in

the backdrop of the attacks on Christians by Hindu

rightwing elements in Karnataka and Orissa, and a

palpable sense of Islamophobia that seemed to be all-

pervading in the aftermath of the serial blasts in

Ahmedabad, Bangalore and New Delhi.

Newswatch decided to look at the

news media coverage that the incident

generated. The study was conducted

over an eight-day period. The idea was

to examine stories over a week’s

timeframe, but since newspapers

needed to be given a day’s grace the

study looked at stories that were

published between October 3 and

October 10, 2008. It was meant to be a

qualitative analysis, not a quantitative

one. The idea was to look at the way the

news media covered the issue, and not

quantify the exact number of

publications or news outlets that did a

story, or did not. The prime objective of

this study was to look at how the media

uses descriptors and modifiers in

ethnic conflict situations. The

Newswatch study was concerned with

what would be the findings in this

context; all other findings of this

project are purely circumstantial.

Very few stories, it was found,

desisted from naming the two

communities involved in the clashes.

It would be wrong to say very few

“publications” did so, since different

news items emanating from the same

outlet used varied descriptors for the two groups of

people. In other words, there seemed to be a dearth of

policy when it came to naming communities or ethnic

groups involved in clashes. The study found 26 sets of

descriptors and modifiers which were used to describe

the Bodo tribals. In case of Bangladeshi migrants, the

number was 27.  Many terms, both correctly and

wrongly, were used as synonyms.

The study also looked at the use of the term

“Muslim” both in the headlines as well as in the body of

the copies. Seven news items (of six outlets) played up

the Muslim card in the headlines.

As many as 66 stories used “Muslim” to denote

Bangladeshi migrants either in the intro itself, or later

in the copy (if this community was first introduced only

in a latter part of the story concerned). Though the

Bangladeshi migrants, by and large, are Muslims, the

over-emphasis on the “Muslim” aspect of this

particular community went a large way in adding a

communal colour to a clash that was not essentially

communal in nature. 

It was rather surprising that the coverage of a clash

which left over 50 dead and rendered about 100,000

homeless, saw only 21 Bodos/Assamese/Bengalis and 8

Bangladeshi migrants being quoted in 138 stories. This

filtering of voices becomes all the more lopsided given

that most of the stories analysed directly or through

insinuation projected Bangladeshi migrants (even

mostly mentioned just as Muslims) as being the victims

of orchestrated violence against them. 

The lopsidedness in the count of both sources and

voices of the people may be gauged from the fact that

almost half the stories (65) originated from Guwahati. 

READ ON...
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SPOT THE ALIEN: Bangladeshi migrants at a shelter. The filtering of these victims’ voices becomes all the more lopsided given
that most of the stories analysed directly or through insinuation projected Bangladeshi migrants (even mostly mentioned just as

Muslims) as being the victims of orchestrated violence against them. Pic courtesy: Agence France-Presse (AFP)



� Headlines and treatment

The first element of a news story that makes an impact on the

reader is the headline. The Newswatch studies classify headlines

broadly into two categories – ‘declarative’ and ‘label’. The latter are

flat headlines where the obvious fact is stated. ‘Declarative’

headlines, on the other hand, are ones which may be just as

obvious as well, but are either implications of the content of the

story however low-toned and implicit, or have been lifted from the

mouths of people quoted in it. These headlines may be explicit

judgments  on part of the reporter / publication too. 

A little more than half the stories – 73 – went in for ‘declarative’

headlines . These ranged from ‘Under shadow of gun, peace

returns to Assam’ (the Pioneer) to ‘Assam govt fails to act as

Bodos, Muslims clash’ (CNN-IBN). A little less than half – 63 –

opted for ‘label’ headlines. These varied from ‘9 more bodies found

in Assam, toll is 60’ (the Asian
Age) to ‘Two killed, 15 injured in

Assam clash’ (Press Trust of

India). The two question ones

were  ‘Assam unrest all about

numbers?’ (the Times of India)

and ‘Pakistan flag in Udalguri?’

(the Indian Express).

The tone and tenor of a story

in terms of the language used also

have an impact on the reader and

can sway his/her judgment either

way. Most of the stories – in fact,

two-thirds of them – were flat,

straightjacket news stories that

steered clear of colour. These

accounted for 92 of the 138 stories

in all. The rest were either straight

news items laced with adjectives /

colour, or were features /

editorial-opinion articles. The

yardstick for treatment was

stringent — any news item that

might otherwise be taken as

straight was marked as an item of

colour either if it was seen to be coloured with adjectives, or if the

reporter/writer was even remotely judgmental. The use of

descriptors was not taken as a criterion here for two reasons:

firstly, it is a subjective issue, and secondly, the examination of

descriptors forms a specific segment of this study.
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� Ethnic cleansing
On October 6, after a visit to the affected areas in the state, Assam

health minister Himanta Biswa Sarma announced that the clashes

were not communal in nature, but systematic ethnic cleansing

perpetrated by the National Democratic Front of Boroland

(NDFB), the rebel organisation fighting for an independent

homeland of Boroland. NDFB has been observing a ceasefire with

the Indian government since 2005. This spin to the clashes was

also subsequently taken up by Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi.

This, however, was only a claim – an allegation – which was

clear from Gogoi’s statement the same day. 
• "We are investigating reports of the involvement of the NDFB in the clashes

and if proved we shall be forced to call off the ceasefire," Assam Chief
Minister Tarun Gogoi said. (Indo-Asian News Service, October 6)

In other words, the organisation had been branded as the

villain of the piece even before the government itself had

investigated the incident and come to its conclusions officially.

Most of the subsequent news reports prominently highlighted the

Gogoi-Sarma allegation, as also the fact NDFB is a primarily-

Christian group. Except in three, none of the stories analysed in

the study carried any confirmation or denial of NDFB.  The rebel

organisation, which had not been mentioned in any of the stories

published before October 5, found mention in 28 stories

thereonwards. Four other stories that mentioned NDFB had

nothing to do with the allegations.

• NDFB general secretary Gobinda Basumatary, however, asked chief
minister Tarun Gogoi to visit Udalguri to find out the “truth”. (The Telegraph,
October 7)

• Strongly refuting the allegation, the NDFB told Sakaal Times that the fight
was between Bangladeshi immigrant Muslims and non-Muslims. "Just go to
the relief camps and see. The lakhs of inmates include Assamese, Bodos,
Nepalis, Bengalis, and Adivasis. (Sakaal Times, October 7)

This is what the situation was:

Allegations against NDFB (16): Indo-Asian News Service

(IANS) -4, the Pioneer -3, the Indian Express -2, Deutsche

Presse-Agentur (DPA) -2, Agence France-Prese (AFP), Press

Trust of India (PTI), the Asian Age, the Economic Times,

Adnkronos International (AKI)

Allegations against NDFB with denial (4): Reuters -4

Allegations against NDFB with denial and quote (4): the

Telegraph, the New Indian Express, Sakaal Times, Associated

Press
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� The methodology
This study was launched to primarily look at how the news media used descriptors in
their coverage of the clashes between indigenous Bodo tribals and Bangladeshi
migrants which broke out in Assam in early October 2008. The tracking of stories was
done by monitoring Google News from October 3 to 10, 2008. Altogether, 597 stories
published during the period were tracked down. After leaving out duplicates (mainly
because of news agency creeds), the number was brought down to 187. The next
round of elimination was done to exclude non-English stories and ones that ran into
100 words or less. In the end, 138 stories were selected for the content analysis. 

In all, 113 of these were from Indian news outlets; the rest were of foreign origin.
Of these 138 stories, only three (Indo-Asian News Service, Press Trust of India and
Times of India) were seen to be in the actual “breaking news” category i.e they
carried reports the day the clashes broke out on October 3. The rest broke their news
in the form of follow-ups the next day onwards.  The “breaking news” in this case is
not the same as that in a live medium like television, radio or the Internet. In the
Newswatch studies, “breaking news” is the first story of an incident – here, the first

set of clashes.  News agency stories were selected if originals were available on their
websites. Otherwise, the longest reproduction of the agency’s story in any publication
was selected. The credit, however, went to the agency and not to the publication
which carried the story. When news outlets used wire services and credited them as
“agencies”, the outlet concerned was credited. The stories selected for the analysis
were coded on basis of 73 parameters. Each of these entries were cross-checked by
two other persons to avoid errors of omission and commission.

Stories of newspapers were tracked primarily through their websites. The epaper
version of a paper, if available, was also checked. The Web renditions were checked
both for reasons of convenience, as well as the empirical evidence that there is rarely
any difference between the version printed in the paper and the one published online.
Websites of television news channels had to be tracked more for the lack of
wherewithal to track live news bulletins. 

There is but one shortcoming in the study —it looks only at the English language
media. This was done, or not done, only because of logistical drawbacks —lack of
adequate financial resources. It would have been interesting to see how the language
media — particularly the Axomiya (Assamese) media —covered the event.
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� Sources, versions, allegations, datelines

It is a cardinal mistake in journalism not to attribute incidents in a

story to a source. Sources are of vital import in news items of

conflict where versions of the incident(s) can vary as much as the

variety of sources quoted. In case of news items pertaining to

violence and death(s), the primary source to fall back on are always

“official sources” and “police sources”. Accounts of eyewitnesses

and victims are as significant.

Official sources were quoted in 38 stories. These sources ranged

from the state home commissioner to the deputy commissioners of

the districts where these clashes occurred. Police sources were

quoted in 31 news items. Officials of the Army and the paramilitary

Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) were quoted in three stories.

The set of stories selected for analysis, however, were

dominated by Assam Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi and Himanta

Biswa Sarma, the state minister for health and government

spokesman on the clashes. They were mentioned in news items

both directly as well as attributively (i.e. being mentioned/quoted

for what they had said earlier on the issue). Initially, the two were

quoted on the steps being taken by the Assam government to

control the situation. Gogoi and Sarma were subsequently quoted

in many copies accusing the National Democratic Front of

Boroland (NDFB) of being behind the violence and indulging in

“ethnic cleansing” of non-Bodos. Tarun Gogoi found mention in 46

stories and Himanta Biswa Sarma in 27.

It was rather surprising that the coverage of a clash which left

over 50 dead and rendered about 100,000 homeless, saw only 21

Bodos/Assamese/Bengalis and 8 Bangladeshi migrants being

quoted in 138 stories. This filtering of voices becomes all the more

lopsided given that most of the stories analysed, directly or

through insinuation, projected Bangladeshi migrants (even

mentioned just as Muslims) as being the victims of orchestrated

violence against them. 

The lopsidedness in the count of both sources and voices of the

people may be gauged from the fact that most of the stories

originated — almost half — from Guwahati. 

The break-down looked like this: Guwahati (Gauhati): 65;

Udalguri: 23; New Delhi: 17; Undated: 12 (including 2 editorials);

Mangaldoi: 3; Tiyajhar: 3; Darrang/Udalguri: 2;

Guwahati/Kokrajhar: 2; Guwahati/Udalguri: 2;

Udalguri/Kokrajhar: 2; Assam: 1; Bhaktapara: 1; Ikrabari : 1;

Guwahati/Kokrajhar/Mangaldoi: 1; Rowta Chariali: 1;

Udalguri/Mangaldoi/Kalaigaon: 1. Ph
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� Descriptors and modifiers

The prime objective of this study was to look at how the media uses

descriptors in conflict situations. The need to do so was felt in the

backdrop of the attacks on Christians in Karnataka and Orissa by

Hindu rightwingers, and a palpable sense of Islamophobia that

seemed to be sweeping across the country in the aftermath of the

Ahmedabad, Bangalore and Delhi blasts. The study was concerned

with what would be the findings in this context; all other findings

of this study are purely circumstantial.

Very few stories desisted from naming the two

communities involved in the clashes. It would be wrong to

say very few “publications” did so, since different news items

emanating from the same news outlet used varied

descriptors for the two groups of people. In other words,

there seems to be a dearth of policy when it came to naming

communities or ethnic groups involved in clashes. More

than 20 descriptors each were used to describe the

indigenous Bodo tribals and the illegal Bangladeshi

migrants. Many terms, both correctly and wrongly, were

used as synonyms.

The study also looked at the use of the term “Muslim”

both in the headlines and in the body of the copies. Seven

news items (of six outlets) played up the Muslim element in

the headlines: 

1. Khabrein.info (twice) (Assam Violence: minister calls it

ethnic cleansing of Muslims; Death toll crosses 30 in anti-

Muslim riots in Assam)

2. Agence France-Presse (AFP) (Thirty dead as Muslims,

tribal groups clash in India)

3. CNN-IBN (Assam govt fails to act as Bodos, Muslims clash)

4. Deutsche Presse-Agentur (DPA) (Nearly 50 dead in anti-

Muslim violence in India's Assam state)

5. Hindustan Times (Assam burns as Bodos, Muslims clash)

6. Indo-Asian News Service (IANS) (Blame Bodo not Muslims

for Assam violence: Govt)

The CNN-IBN and Hindustan Times headlines mentioned

above were grossly wrong. Firstly, all illegal Bangladeshi migrants

in Assam may well be Muslims, but all Muslims of Assam are not

Bangladeshi migrants. Secondly, indigenous Assamese Muslims

also suffered in the clashes; not at the hands of marauding Bodo

villagers, but Bangladeshi migrants.

As many as 66 stories used “Muslim” to denote Bangladeshi

migrants either in the intro itself, or later in the copy (if this

community was first introduced only in a latter part of the story

concerned). Though the Bangladeshi migrants, by and large, are

Muslims, the over-emphasis on the “Muslim” aspect of this

particular community went a large way in adding a communal

colour to a clash that was not essentially communal in nature. 

Bodo rebels

Bodo tribal members

Bodo tribals

Bodo tribesmen

Bodo tribespeople

Bodo villagers

Bodos

Press Trust of India, Khabrein.info

Hindustan Times

Asia News International, CNN-IBN, Daily News &
Analysis, Deutsche Presse-Agentur, Economic Times,
Indian Express, Hindustan Times, Khabrein.info, Times
of India, Tribune, 

Deutsche Presse-Agentur

BBC, Reuters

NDTV, Press Trust of India, Times of India

Asia News International, Asian Age, Assam Tribune,
Associated Press of Pakistan, CNN-IBN, Daily News &
Analysis, Economic Times, Hindu, Hindustan Times,
Indian Express, Indo-Asian News Service, MeriNews,
New Indian Express, Press Trust of India, Sakaal
Times, Telegraph, Times of India, Zee News

The only Bodo rebels around are those of the National Democratic Front
of Boroland (NDFB). Their alleged involvement in the clashes was
confined only to allegations of Tarun Gogoi and Himanta Biswa Sarma.
Problem: Presents a wrong picture

Technically correct
Problem: A colonial way of putting things across

Technically correct

Technically correct
Problem: A colonial way of putting things across

Technically correct
Problem: A colonial way of putting things across

Technically correct

Technically correct
Problem: May or may not include rebels (and even others)

Descriptors & modifiers News outlets Remarks

Table 1: Descriptors and modifiers used by news outlets to describe the indigenous Bodo tribals
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Ethnic Bodo group

Ethnic Bodos

Indigenous Bodo tribespeople

Indigenous communities

Indigenous Hindu tribesmen

|Indigenous people

Indigenous tribesmen (Bodos)

(Local) Bodo tribesmen

Local Bodos

Local Hindus called Bodos

Mainly Hindu tribesmen

Majority community

Non-Muslims

Tribal Bodo group

Tribal Bodos

Tribal groups

Tribal people

Tribals

VDP volunteers

Canadian Press

Associated Press, New Indian Express

Bloomberg News

Indian Express

Adnkronos International, Reuters

Indian Express, Press Trust of India

Reuters

Kenyan Broadcasting Corporation

Associated Press of Pakistan

Associated Press of Pakistan

Reuters

Asian Age

Daily News & Analysis, NDTV

Indo-Asian News Service, Pioneer

Asia News International, Economic Times, Indo-Asian
News Service, New Indian Express, Pioneer

Agence France-Presse, Indo-Asian News Service,
Islamic Republic News Agency

CNN, Reuters

TimesNow

Asia News International, Indo-Asian News Service,
Tribune

Technically correct
Problem: May or may not include rebels (and even others); 

Technically correct
Problem: May or may not include rebels (and even others)

Technically correct
Problem: “Tribespeople” has a colonial connotation

There are innumerable indigenous communities in Assam. 
Problem: Too broad a term that insinuates involvement of other
communities and blows up the issue at hand

There are innumerable indigenous ‘Hindu’ communities in Assam. 
Problem: Too broad a term that insinuates involvement of other
communities and blows up the issue at hand; adds a religious colour;
ignores fact that many Bodos are also Christians

There are innumerable indigenous peoples in Assam. 
Problem: Too broad a term that insinuates involvement of other
communities and blows up the issue at hand

There are innumerable indigenous tribes in Assam. 
Problem: Too broad a term that insinuates involvement of other
communities and blows up the issue at hand; “tribesmen” has a colonial
connotation

Technically correct
Problem: A colonial way of putting things across

Problem: Implies a clash between locals and non-locals (who may or
may not include illegal Bangladeshi migrants)

Problem: Implies a clash between locals and non-locals (who may or
may not include illegal Bangladeshi migrants); adds a religious colour;
ignores fact that many Bodos are also Christians

There are many Hindu communities in Assam
Problem: A colonial way of putting things across; adds a religious
colour; implies involvement of communities other than Bodos; ignores
fact that many Bodos are also Christians

Problem: Implies involvement of all “majority” communities and blows
up the issue at hand

There are many non-Muslim communities living in Assam
Problem: Implies involvement of all non-Muslim communities and blows
up the issue at hand; adds a religious colour

Technically correct

Technically correct

There are many tribal groups in Assam
Problem: Implies involvement of more than one tribe, if not all, in the
clashes and blows up the situation

There are many tribal peoples in Assam
Problem: Implies involvement of more than one tribe, if not all, in the
clashes and blows up the situation

There are many tribes in Assam
Problem: Implies involvement of more than one tribe, if not all, in the
clashes and blows up the situation

The first clashes did involve members of a village defence party (VDP).
Technically perfect

Descriptors & modifiers News outlets Remarks



The issue of illegal Bangladeshi migrants was what gave birth to the Assam
movement. Though the agitation came to an end with the Assam Accord of
1985, the issue still rankles the genuine people of the soil. It is a different thing
that the Congress party, primarily, virtually dies that there is any largescale influx
of Bangladeshi migrants into Assam. It is important to look at some
internationally accepted terms in the context.:

Asylum seeker: A person expressing in any manner the wish to seek international
protection outside his/her country

Internally displaced person(s): Person(s) or groups of persons who have been
forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence,
in particular as a result of, or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict,
situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or
human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized
State border

International migrant: Person who changes his/her country of usual residence
Irregular migration: A process of moving across an international border or within a

state without the necessary documents or permits
Migrant: A person undergoing a (semi-)permanent change of residence which

involves a change of his/her social, economic and/or cultural environment.
[There is in fact no comprehensive or universally accepted definition of the term
“migrant”, though it is widely used also in policy circles. Although this is not
directly reflected in the proposed definition, the term migrant is commonly

understood to concern people whose decision to migrate is/was voluntary, that is
taken freely by the individual concerned for reasons of 'personal convenience'
and without intervention of an external compelling factor, unless specified.]

Migrant worker: Person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a
remunerated activity in a state of which he or she is not a national

Migrant with irregular status: Person entering, travelling through or residing in a
country without the necessary documents or permits [The term
undocumented/non-documented migrant is self-explanatory but not
equivalent to migrant with irregular status. It does not cover situations where
migrants overstay their visa or engage in prohibited work or travel with
inappropriate or false documents.Illegal migrant/alien and clandestine
migrant, roughly equivalent in use, are normative terms which should be
considered inadequate in so far as they blur the distinction between the person
and his/her status.]

Migration: A process of moving, either across an international border, or within a
state which results in a temporary or (semi-) permanent change of residence

Non-national / non-citizen: A person who does not enjoy the nationality/citizenship
of the state in which he/she resides

Refugee: Person outside his country of origin who cannot return to this country
because he/she has a well-founded fear of persecution or is unable or unwilling
to return there owing to serious and indiscriminate threats to life, physical
integrity or freedom resulting from generalized violence or events seriously
disturbing public order [The common language use of the term refugee often
simply implies forced migration but is not necessarily legally grounded. It
therefore differs significantly from the legal and international definitions]

Stateless person: A person who is not considered as a national by any state under
the operation of its law

Source: People on the Move: Handbook of selected terms and concepts; UNESCO

NB: This apart, the term settler implies any person who settles in a new country or
colony and is too broadbased and quite equivocal.

It is also worthwhile to look at the categorisation of migrants by the Stalker’s Guide to
International Migration.
Settlers: These are people who intend to live permanently in their new country. Most

head for the main countries of settlement, notably the United States, Canada
and Australia. Around one million travel year, the majority of whom are joining
close  family members.

Contract workers: They are admitted to other countries on the understanding that
they will stay only for a specific period: the length of their contract. Some are
seasonal workers. Others will be on longer-term contracts, of a year or more.
Most are to be found in the Gulf countries.

Professionals: These include employees of transnational corporations who are
moved around from one country to another. These tend to involve fairly small
numbers, typically fewer than 1% of people employed in local affiliates are
expatriates.

Irregular workers: Sometimes called undocumented or illegal immigrants. There are
significant numbers in most immigration countries. Some have been smuggled
in, others are overstaying their visas, or are working on tourist visas.

Asylum seekers and refugees: Asylum seekers have left their homes to escape
danger; if their claims for asylum have been accepted they are then classified as
'refugees'. In some cases of mass flight, however, when thousands of people
escape across a border they are accepted as refugees without going through
this individual process. 
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Alleged Bangladeshi immigrants

Bangladeshi settlers (immigrants)

Bangladeshi migrant Muslims

Bangladeshi migrants

Bangladeshi Muslim immigrant settlers

Daily News & Analysis

Reuters

New Indian Express

Associated Press of Pakistan, CNN-IBN, Khabrein.info, 
MeriNews, Press Trust of India, TimesNow, Zee News

Hindustan Times

Technically correct
Problem: Seems an echo of the Congress party which, for all practical
purposes, denies the existence if illegal Bangladeshi migrants in Assam

Problem: Broadbases the community

Early Bangladeshi immigrants are bona fide Indian citizens
Problem: Adds a religious colour

Technically correct
Problem: Leaves  out the “illegal” bit,for illegal migrants are the cause
of widespread public resentment in Assam

Problem: Convoluted; adds a religious colour

Descriptors & modifiers News outlets Remarks

Table 2: Descriptors and modifiers used by news outlets to describe the Bangladeshi migrants
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Bangladeshi Muslim migrants

Bangladeshi Muslim settlers

Bangladeshi settlers

Bengali Muslims

Illegal Bangladeshi immigrants

Illegal Bangladeshi migrants

Immigrant Muslim settlers

Immigrant Muslims

Immigrant settlers of Bangladeshi origin

Local Muslims

Members of a religious minority

Migrant Muslims

Migrant settlers

Minority community

Minority Muslim community

Muslim Bangladeshi settlers

Muslim migrant settlers

Muslim migrants (from Bangladesh)

Muslim settlers (from Bangladesh)

Muslims

Non-Bodo Muslims

Non-Bodos

Associated Press of Pakistan

Reuters

Kenyan Broadcasting Corporation

NDTV

Daily News & Analysis, New Indian Express, Press
Trust of India

Asia News International, Daily News & Analysis, Indian
Express, Indo-Asian News Service, Press Trust of India

Hindu

Assam Tribune, Hindustan Times, MeriNews, Press
Trust of India, Sakaal times, Tribune

Hindustan Times

Economic Times

Asia News International, Indo-Asian News Service

Indian Express

Assam Tribune

Press Trust of India, Times of India

Pioneer

Adnkronos International

Asia News International, Indo-Asian News Service,
Pioneer

Agence France-Presse, Deutsche Presse-Agentur,
Indo-Asian News Service, Islamic Republic News
Agency

Associated Press, BBC, Bloomberg News, Canadian
Press, Deutsche Presse-Agentur, Hindustan Times,
Indian Express

Agence France-Presse, Asian Age, CNN, CNN-IBN,
Khabrein.info, Daily News & Analysis, Economic times,
Indo-Asian News Service, NDTV, New Indian Express,
Telegraph, Times of India, Tribune

Economic Times

Indo-Asian News Service

Problem: Adds a religious colour

Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

There are many Muslims in both Assam and West Bengal who are
Indian Bengalis, but not Bangladeshis.
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Technically correct. See Notes

Technically correct. See Notes

Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

An immigrant Muslim can be anyone, not only a Bangladeshi
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Technically correct

There are both indigenous and Bangladeshi Muslims in Assam 
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Technically correct and safe
Problem: Assumes “attacks” were also against indigenous minorities

An immigrant Muslim can be anyone, not just  a Bangladeshi
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

An immigrant Muslim can be anyone, not just  a Bangladeshi
Problem: Too vague and broadbased

There are many kinds of minorites in Assam, religious and ethnic. 
Problem: Assumes “attacks” were also against indigenous minorities

There are both indigenous and Bangladeshi Muslims in Assam 
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour;
circumlocutory expression

Problem: Leaves  out the “illegal” bit,for illegal migrants are the cause
of widespread public resentment in Assam; adds religious colour

Problem: Leaves  out the “illegal” bit,for illegal migrants are the cause
of widespread public resentment in Assam; adds religious colour

There are both indigenous and Bangladeshi Muslims in Assam 
Problem: Broadbases the community; adds a religious colour

Problem: Preposterous term; adds a religious colour

Problem: Assumes that Bodos attacked all non-Bodos;  blows up the
situation

Descriptors & modifiers News outlets Remarks



8

Identities and descriptors How the news media described the Assam clashes

NEWSWATCH CONTENTIOUS SERIES NEWS MEDIA CONTENT ANALYSIS REPORTS

Identities and descriptors: How the news media described the Assam clashes. Edited and published by Subir Ghosh for Newswatch (www.newswatch.in). © Newswatch
2008. All rights reserved. Note: Even though efforts have been made to provide accurate information in this report, the publisher would appreciate if readers would call his
attention to errors by emailing newswatchindia@gmail.com. Suggestions for future study subjects can be sent to the same email address.

� Nellie massacre

The Nellie massacre of 1983 was mentioned

in three news items – one each of the

Indian Express, the Press Trust of India

(PTI), and news website Khabrein.info. The

Nellie massacre had been just that – a

massacre of some 3,300 people, mostly

women and children, in the early hours of

February 18, 1983. The October 2008

clashes, however, were clashes – between

indigenous Bodo tribals and (arguably

illegal) Bangladeshi migrants. In all three

cases, the allusion to Nellie seemed

editorialised and contrived in context.
• Rekindling memories of the Nellie massacre a

quarter century ago, violent clashes between
Bodo tribals and migrant Muslims have
claimed at least 30 lives — the unofficial count
is over 50 dead — in the last three days in the
north Assam districts of Udalguri and Darrang.
(The Indian Express, October 5)

• The clashes, which started in Udalguri and
Darrang districts, rekindled memories of
1983’s horrific Nellie massacre. (Khabrein.info,
October 5)

• Violent clashes between the two communities
first broke out in Assam's Udalguri and Darrang districts rekindling
memories of the Nellie massacre nearly 25 years back. (Press Trust of
India, October 6)

There have been many clashes between various groups in

Assam since then, many of which raged for days on an end and left

scores, even hundreds, dead. For instance, those between Bodos

and Adivasis (1996-98), Kukis and Karbis (2003-04), Hmars and

Dimasas (2003), and, Karbis and Dimasas (2005). Given the

backdrop and the demographic frames of the October 2008 clash,

any reference to the Nellie massacre would come across as both

unfair and out-of-context. None of the other publications, however,

mentioned Nellie in the copies.

� Pakistani flags
There was a buzz about the hoisting of Pakistani flags in the

affected districts in Assam, but this was an angle that was not

probed further by most either for confirmation or debunking.

Except for the Indian Express, all others let go off the

rumours/reports with casual, secondary mentions in the copies.

The Express quoted a local leader of the All-Assam Minority

Students' Union (AAMSU) who admitted that the flag in question

did have a crescent moon and a star, and at the same time insisted

that it was not a Pakistani national flag. The New Indian Express
raised the issue in an editorial subsequently.

Here’s how the publications mentioned the incident:
• Meanwhile, media persons saw a Pakistani flag in Sonaripara and

Mohanpur villages and took photographs of them. Local television channels
also ran footage of the flags. Officials and security forces denied any
knowledge of the presence of the flags. (The Indian Express, October 4)
[Headline: 12 killed, Pak flags sighted in Assam]

• Meanwhile, media personnel saw a Pakistani flag atop a pole in Sonaripara
village and took photographs of it. Local television channels also ran
footage of the foreign flag. (Press Trust of India, October 4)

• Meanwhile, media persons saw a Pakistani flag in Sonaripara and
Mohanpur villages and took photographs of them. Local television channels
also ran footage of the flags. Officials and security forces denied any
knowledge of the presence of the flags. (Press Trust of India, October 5)
[Headline: Pak flags sighted in Assam]

• Meanwhile, reporters saw Pakistani flags in Sonaripara and Mohanpur and
took photographs. But state government officials and the security forces

denied any knowledge of the flags. (Daily News & Analysis, October 5)
• Udalguri police said reports about hoisting of a Pakistani national flag at

Sonaripara caused fresh turmoil. (The Times of India, October 5)
• Shoot-at-sight order has been issued and an indefinite curfew clamped in

parts of communal violence-hit Udalguri and Darrang districts of Assam on
Saturday even as fears over further escalation of the violence loomed large
after a Pakistani flag was found hoisted at Mohanpuri village in Udalguri
district. (The New Indian Express, October 5)

• Rumours that Muslim militants had planted bombs and raised Pakistani
flags added to the tension, local officials said. (BBC, October 7)

• The news of a Pakistan flag seen flying in a Muslim village in riot-torn
Udalguri on Saturday has caused quite a sensation in the state. While Chief
Minister Tarun Gogoi on Monday denied any such flag having been seen or
raised, the state Government has asked the Udalguri SP to submit a report
on the matter by Monday night. (The Indian Express, October 7)

• Centre is so keen to keep the problem limited that it doesn’t want to
comment even on the reported fluttering of Pakistani flags in two villages of
the region this Saturday . (The New Indian Express, October 7)

• However, a new and disturbing feature of the outbreak is the hoisting of
Pakistani and Bangladeshi flags in some of the Muslim-inhabited villages,
pointing to the ISI’s hand. (The New Indian Express, October 7)

The Assam Tribune had two stories in which the All-Assam

Students Union (AASU) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)

expressed shock at the incident and criticised the state government

for failing to apprehend the alleged culprits.

Since, according the police, the incident was supposed to have

created fresh turmoil in the affected areas, this was an angle that

could have been explored further.


