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Abstract

This thesis is a critical inquiry into citizenship based on the ethnographic study of the foreigner
detection process in the Indian state of Assam. It explores the production of the ‘citizen’ beyond a
political and legal category by looking at the sociological underpinnings of what it means to be a
citizen through the acquisition — and loss — of citizenship as an iterative process. The thesis
critically explores the documentary fetish of the current citizenship discourse in India through an
ethnographic examination of the legal production of truth in Assam’s Foreigners’ Tribunals that
significantly alters the document centrism of the state and its people. The thesis looks at the
construction of both citizenship and ‘illegality” within the domain of law as something that the law
allows and often facilitates through the various procedural, certificatory, technical, and
bureaucratic requirements that the state and law demand of the people. Legal ‘truth’ is a production
of such procedural and technical correctness of paper and performances. The thesis reiterates how
the law is localized and charged with affect rather than legal rationality. It does so by uncovering
the Foreigners’ Tribunal, a quasi-judicial institution. It traces the ethnographic life of citizenship
laws in it through the procedure and interactions with people associated with decision-making in
these tribunals. Cartographic borders are experienced inside the courtroom of these tribunals
through the daily conversations around stereotyped migrant bodies and moral panics around them.
Outside the courtroom, the memory and experience of the trial are described differently and often
shared in fragments by family members through shared struggles that do not find a place in the
courtroom narrative. While criminality and what comprises crime is a constructed category, the
denial of labour, hierarchy of the quality of life and provisions allowed to prisoners vis-a-vis the
detainees inside the detention camps show how the state treats borders and their supposed crossing

as a crime graver than most others.
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