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ABSTRACT:

The United Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA), established in 1979, emerged as a militant political
organization in Assam under the leadership of Paresh Barua, articulating demands rooted in political
sovereignty, cultural identity, economic justice, and indigenous self-respect. This research paper
critically examines the principal demands of ULFA within the framework of international law, with
particular reference to the doctrines of self-determination, state sovereignty, territorial integrity, human
rights, and indigenous rights.

The study evaluates whether ULFA’s claims find support under contemporary international legal norms
or whether they conflict with established principles governing sovereign states. Adopting a doctrinal and
analytical methodology, the paper argues that while several grievances raised by ULFA—especially
those concerning cultural protection, economic marginalization, and human rights—resonate with
international human rights discourse, the demand for unilateral secession lacks legal legitimacy under
prevailing international law.

The paper further explores the theoretical discourse on secessionist movements and terrorism, assessing
whether ULFA’s activities may be categorised as terrorism under international legal definitions. The
study concludes that sustainable resolution lies not in armed struggle but in constitutional, democratic,
and internationally lawful mechanisms of internal self-determination. This research contributes to
academic debate on insurgent movements, indigenous rights, and lawful alternatives to secession within
democratic states.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The post-independence political history of India has witnessed the emergence of several regional and
sub-national movements arising from perceptions of political marginalization, economic imbalance,
cultural alienation, and unequal distribution of resources. Assam, located in the strategically significant
North-Eastern region of India, has experienced prolonged socio-political unrest rooted in these structural
concerns.

The formation of the United Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA) in 1979 marked a decisive phase in
Assam’s political discourse. ULFA articulated demands for a sovereign Assamese nation, opposing what
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it perceived as constitutional domination by the Indian Union. The organization asserted that the Treaty
of Yandabo, 1826—through which British colonial authority was imposed—represented a historical
rupture in Assamese sovereignty and identity. According to ULFA’s ideological position, the post-
colonial Indian state perpetuated economic exploitation, cultural erosion, and systemic neglect of
indigenous Assamese life.

ULFA’s demands for sovereignty, control over natural resources, protection of indigenous identity, and
resistance to demographic change challenged the constitutional and territorial framework of the Indian
state. International law provides a structured normative framework to assess such claims by balancing
the right to self-determination against the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity. This paper
undertakes a legal and philosophical examination of ULFA’s demands within the framework of
international law and United Nations norms relating to self-determination and peoples’ rights.

2. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM:

Despite constitutional safeguards, federal arrangements, and democratic institutions, insurgent
movements such as ULFA continue to challenge the legitimacy of the Indian state’s authority in Assam.
The central problem addressed in this study is whether ULFA’s demands—particularly the claim for
sovereignty—are sustainable under international law or whether they remain incompatible with
established legal norms governing self-determination and territorial integrity.

The issue also raises moral, ethical, and philosophical questions concerning the aspirations of indigenous
peoples, cultural survival, and perceived historical injustice. The study seeks to examine whether the
Assamese demand for self-respect, identity, and autonomy can be accommodated within international
legal sustainability without resorting to violence or unconstitutional means.

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY:

1. The objectives of the present study are.

2. To identify and analyze the core demands of ULFA since its inception in 1979.

3. To examine the concept of self-determination and secessionist movements under international law.

4. To assess the legality of ULFA’s demands in light of international legal principles and philosophical
sustainability.

5. To evaluate the relevance of human rights and indigenous rights in ULFA’s claims.

6. To suggest constitutionally and internationally lawful alternatives for addressing regional grievances.
7. To examine the ethical and philosophical foundations of ULFA’s movement.

8. To assess whether ULFA’s activities may be classified as terrorism under international legal theory.
4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

e Do ULFA’s demands find recognition under international law?

e Does the principle of self-determination justify ULFA’s claim for sovereignty?

e How does international law reconcile self-determination with territorial integrity?
e What lawful mechanisms exist for addressing the grievances raised by ULFA?

5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This research adopts a doctrinal and analytical methodology. Primary sources include the Charter of the
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United Nations, international covenants, declarations, judicial decisions, and principles of customary
international law. Secondary sources consist of scholarly books, peer-reviewed journals, research
articles, and reports relating to international law, self-determination, insurgency movements, and
terrorism studies. The study relies on qualitative legal analysis supported by philosophical and ethical
reasoning.

6. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: SELF-DETERMINATION UNDER INTERNATIONAL
LAW

6.1 United Nations Charter

The Charter of the United Nations (1945) constitutes the foundational legal instrument governing
international relations. Article 1(2) recognizes the principle of equal rights and self-determination of
peoples, while Article 2(4) obligates states to respect the territorial integrity and political independence
of states. This duality establishes a balance between self-determination and sovereignty.

The UN Charter does not endorse secessionist movements within sovereign states except in situations
involving colonial domination or foreign occupation. Consequently, the Charter supports internal self-
determination through autonomy, participation, and self-governance within existing state structures
rather than unilateral separation.

6.2 International Covenants on Self-Determination

Article 1 of both the ICCPR and ICESCR affirms the right of peoples to freely determine their political
status and pursue economic, social, and cultural development. However, these covenants do not confer
an absolute right to secession. The provisions emphasize human rights, cultural dignity, and
development within existing states.

6.3 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948

The UDHR, though not legally binding, has attained customary international law status. It emphasizes
equality, non-discrimination, political participation, freedom of expression, and cultural dignity.
Importantly, the UDHR does not legitimize violent resistance or armed insurgency. Political aspirations
must conform to democratic and lawful processes.

7. OVERVIEW OF ULFA AND ITS MAJOR DEMANDS

7.1 Reasons for the ULFA Movement

The ULFA movement emerged due to several interrelated political, economic, historical, and socio-
cultural factors:

Political domination by the central government

ULFA articulated the view that excessive centralization of power undermined Assam’s political
autonomy. The movement alleged that decision-making authority remained concentrated at the national
level, limiting meaningful participation of the Assamese people in governance and policy formulation
affecting the region.

Economic exploitation

A major grievance highlighted by ULFA was the perceived economic exploitation of Assam. Despite the
state’s rich natural resources, including oil, tea, and forests, the local population continued to face
underdevelopment, unemployment, and inadequate infrastructure, leading to allegations of unequal
economic benefit-sharing.
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Erosion of cultural identity

ULFA emphasized concerns over the gradual erosion of indigenous Assamese culture, language, and
traditions. The organization argued that external influences and inadequate protective measures
threatened the preservation of Assam’s distinct cultural heritage.

Alleged human rights violations

The movement also cited alleged human rights violations, particularly during counter-insurgency
operations. These included claims of arbitrary arrests, custodial excesses, and restrictions on civil
liberties, which, according to ULFA, intensified public alienation from state institutions.

Historical impact of the Treaty of Yandabo, 1826

ULFA frequently referred to the Treaty of Yandabo (1826) as a historical turning point that resulted in
the loss of Assam’s sovereignty and the beginning of external political control. The treaty was presented
as a foundational grievance influencing later political aspirations.

Neglect of indigenous ethnic groups

The organization asserted that indigenous ethnic communities in Assam faced persistent neglect in terms
of political representation, land rights, socio-economic development, and cultural recognition,
contributing to long-standing grievances.

Demand for control over natural resources

ULFA argued that control over Assam’s natural resources should rest with the indigenous population.
The demand reflected concerns that resource extraction occurred without adequate local consent or
proportional economic benefits for the region.

7.2 Major Demands

ULFA’s principal demands, as articulated by the organization, include the following:

Recognition of Assam as an independent sovereign state

ULFA’s foremost demand was the recognition of Assam as an independent and sovereign political entity,
based on claims of distinct historical identity and the right to self-determination.

Protection of indigenous Assamese culture and language

The organization demanded constitutional and legal safeguards to preserve and promote the Assamese
language, cultural traditions, and indigenous identity.

Control over natural resources such as oil, tea, and forests

ULFA sought exclusive control over Assam’s natural resources to ensure their utilization for the
economic development and welfare of the local population.

Prevention of demographic imbalance

The movement raised concerns regarding demographic changes and demanded measures to prevent
demographic imbalance, which it viewed as a threat to the socio-cultural and political rights of
indigenous communities.

Redress of economic exploitation

ULFA called for corrective measures to address economic exploitation, including fair revenue-sharing,
employment opportunities for locals, and region-specific development policies.

8. ANALYSIS OF ULFA’S DEMANDS UNDER INTERNATIONAL LAW
8.1 Sovereignty and Secession
International law accords primacy to territorial integrity. ULFA’s demand for sovereignty does not arise

IJFMR260165654 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 4



http://www.ijfmr.com/

~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijffmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

from colonial domination or foreign occupation and therefore lacks legal justification under
contemporary international law.

8.2 Indigenous Rights

ULFA’s emphasis on cultural and indigenous identity aligns with international instruments such as the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, provided such objectives are pursued peacefully.
8.3 Natural Resources

The doctrine of permanent sovereignty over natural resources operates within constitutional frameworks.
International law does not support unilateral secession for exclusive control over resources.

8.4 Violence and Terrorism

International law condemns violence against civilians. While terrorism lacks a universally accepted
definition, armed violence undermines the legitimacy of political claims. ULFA’s engagement in
dialogue and peace processes indicates that its movement cannot be simplistically classified without
contextual legal analysis.

9. JUDICIAL PERSPECTIVE

9.1 Indian Constitutional Jurisprudence

The Supreme Court of India has consistently rejected any constitutional right to secession. In
Kesavananda Bharati, S.R. Bommai, and Kuldip Nayar, the Court affirmed the unity and territorial
integrity of India as a basic feature of the Constitution, permitting only internal self-determination within
the constitutional framework.

9.2 International Jurisprudence

International Court of Justice opinions in Western Sahara, East Timor, and Kosovo establish that self-
determination is context-specific. These rulings do not recognize a general or automatic right to
secession, particularly in cases where internal self-governance mechanisms exist.

10. LAWFUL ALTERNATIVES

International law favors lawful, peaceful, and constitutional mechanisms for addressing internal political
and cultural grievances rather than secession. These include:

Enhanced Political Autonomy: Greater devolution of powers within the constitutional framework
allows regional populations to exercise meaningful self-governance while preserving territorial integrity.
-Cultural and Linguistic Safeguards: Protection of indigenous languages, traditions, and cultural
identities is recognized under international human rights instruments as a core element of internal self-
determination.

Equitable Resource Distribution: Fair access to and sharing of natural resources addresses economic
marginalization and aligns with principles of distributive justice and sustainable development.
Strengthened Local Governance: Empowering local institutions enhances democratic participation,
accountability, and responsiveness to regional needs.

Peaceful Dialogue and Negotiated Settlements: International law prioritizes dialogue, negotiation, and
reconciliation as legitimate means to resolve internal conflicts and political demands.

11. FINDINGS
Lack of International Legal Basis: ULFA’s demand for complete sovereignty is not supported by
international law, as Assam does not meet the legal criteria for external self-determination or secession.
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Partial Recognition of Cultural and Indigenous Rights: ULFA’s claims regarding protection of
cultural identity and indigenous rights find limited support under international human rights and
indigenous peoples’ law.

Preference for Internal Self-Determination: International law prioritizes internal self-determination
through political participation, autonomy, and federal arrangements within an existing state.

Impact of Violence on Legitimacy: The use of armed violence undermines ULFA’s political credibility
and weakens the legitimacy of its claims under international legal standards.

12. CONCLUSION

The study concludes that while ULFA’s grievances concerning cultural identity, economic justice, and
human dignity deserve serious consideration, the demand for secession does not conform to international
legal standards. Sustainable resolution lies in dialogue, constitutional reform, and inclusive governance.
The realization of Assamese self-respect and self-governance must proceed within the framework of
international law, democratic principles, and United Nations norms.

REFERENCES

1. Charter of the United Nations (1945): Establishes principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and
self-determination within international peace and security.

2. ICCPR (1966): Recognizes civil and political rights and affirms self-determination, primarily as
internal self-governance.

3. ICESCR (1966): Guarantees economic, social, and cultural rights, reinforcing internal self-
determination and resource equity.

4. UNDRIP (2007): Protects indigenous peoples’ rights to culture, land, and autonomy while upholding
state territorial integrity.

5. Shaw, M. N., International Law: Authoritative analysis of sovereignty, self-determination, and limits
of secession.

6. Hannum, H., Autonomy, Sovereignty and Self-Determination: Highlights autonomy as a lawful
alternative to secession.

7. Brownlie, I., Principles of Public International Law: Foundational text emphasizing territorial
integrity and state sovereignty.

IJFMR260165654 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 6



http://www.ijfmr.com/

