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Modern Statelessness: The Enclave Disaster in India and Bangladesh 

 When looking at a map of Belgium and the Netherlands, the two northwestern 

European countries appear to share a fairly normal border with one another.  However, 

closer inspection reveals the two countries share one of the wackiest frontiers on earth.  

While this may not make much intuitive sense, Belgium lies within the Netherlands, but 

the Netherlands is situated inside Belgium as well. (see Figure 1).  This strange 

geographic anomaly arises from a group of feudal Belgian and Dutch enclaves that were 

certified by the Treaty of Maastricht in 1843.  An enclave is “a single part of a country 

isolated from the rest of it by another country or territory (belonging to a different 

country).”  Located just over a mile from the main border between the two countries, the 

town of Baarle-Hertog is a small part of Belgian territory located inside of the 

Netherlands (Figure 2).  At the same time, tiny Dutch enclaves lie within the Belgian 

town.  International borders run through houses and roads throughout the village.  In 

short, the resulting border between the two countries is an absolute mess.  The strange 

frontier carries benefits such as a magnet for tourists, but it creates many practical 

problems for residents of Baarle-Hertog and Baarle-Nassau, the Dutch village that lies 

next to and in part inside of the Belgian town.  For example, a letter sent from the Belgian 

part to the Dutch section must first pass back through Brussels in Belgium and then travel 

to Amsterdam in the Netherlands before returning to Baarle-Nassau.  Enclaves may be 

hard to spot, but Baarle-Hertog and Baarle-Nassau are hardly alone.  While the modern 



globe is filled with cookie-cutter countries with nice looking borders, this strange 

geographic phenomenon exists across the globe.  (Andersson, Smith) 

 

Some enclaves have caused far more serious issues and controversies than 

inefficient mail delivery, especially in Bangladesh and India.  Further, one might assume 

that the lines drawn across a map delineate not only the borders between countries, but 

also borders between cultures and groups of people.  In reality, these borders are often 

artificial lines drawn by Europeans with little regard for the actual inhabitants of 

countries.  Enclaves present a challenge both for the government that controls them and 

for the inhabitants themselves—since enclaves are cut off from the rest of the country, 

they are near impossible to govern inhabitants find themselves stateless while surrounded 

by a hostile nation. 
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 Most of the world’s enclaves used to exist in Bangladesh and India.  In April of 

2015, Bangladesh and India agreed to exchange their 162 enclaves with one another.  The 

agreement solved a decades-long issue in both countries with neither able to exert any 

influence over their respective detached territories.  Although no longer on the map, these 

enclaves formed a fascinating geographic landscape that merits inquiry, both into why 

they came into existence and how their inhabitants lived in them.  The careless way in 

which India was divided resulted in conflict between groups of people who previously 

coexisted.  Before the trade, the border between India and Northwest Bangladesh formed 

without a doubt the craziest frontier on the planet.  When the region was under colonial 

domination, British India (now India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and 

Nepal) existed as one entity, but the eventual decline in British influence brought a 

simultaneous decline in regional unity.  British India officially ceased to exist in 1947, 

and the British helped partition new, independent countries in its place.  The British tried 

to divide Muslims and Hindus from each other by creating Muslim Pakistan and Hindu 

India.  Sir Cyril Radcliffe and the Bengal Boundary commission he lead attempted to 

divide India and Pakistan fairly and quickly.  Pakistan at the time included both modern 
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Pakistan and Bangladesh, which eventually declared independence in 1971.  Radcliffe 

faced significant problems in creating two states with entirely separate religions.  Unlike 

much of the rest of India, the region lacked natural boundaries he could use to form 

borders.  While the Himalayas in northern India provided a suitable location for a natural 

boundary, this region of British India included no such topography.  Thus, the Muslim 

and Hindu populations lived side-by-side.  Pakistan and India simply had never existed as 

countries before, so Radcliffe lacked much of a blueprint to help him create the two 

nations.  The commission hastily created borders, often in an arbitrary way that split 

ethnic or religious groups apart and sometimes even split villages in half.  The 

commission decided to place the border along a river between the two countries, but this 

hardly alleviated the issue since the natural boundary did not divide Muslims and Hindus.  

The commission decided to use self-determination to help carry out its plan: the 

principalities located between newly created India and Pakistan could choose which 

country to join.  This strategy did not work for two reasons.  One, many of the 

principalities included both Hindus and Muslims.  Second, a few rulers did not adhere to 

the same religions as most of their constituents.  Thus, Muslims still ended up in India 

and Hindus in Pakistan.  This policy resulted in tension between the two countries that 

still persists today, such as in the Muslim-majority Kashmir province that famously 

joined Hindu India. (Schewly (2) 

 Although they appeared on the map following the end of British control in India, 

the Indian and Bangladeshi enclaves trace their historical roots to the pre-colonization 

period.  The enclaves likely originated from conflict between the Mughal Empire and the 

Kingdom of Cooch Behar before British reached India.  Legend states the kings of the 

two regions played chess against each other, and the two wagered villages over the games 



and lost them to the other over time.  In reality, Cooch Behar stopped the Mughals in the 

midst of their expansion, and landlords from the Cooch Behar kingdom maintained 

control over their lands.  Mughal landlords managed to do the same in land generally 

controlled by Cooch Behar.  These land holdings away from each kingdom’s principle 

territory formed the basis for the modern enclaves.  Later, when the British invaded and 

took over India, Cooch Behar was too far North for the British to exert anything more 

than indirect control, so it continued to exist as a sort of quasi state still under the 

administration of its king.  Cooch Behar, which still controlled 130 enclaves in East 

Pakistan, joined India in 1947 when given the chance to join either country.  These 

enclaves in Cooch Behar became surrounded by India after the merger (Whyte). 

 East Pakistan and India decided on a method at first to allow government officials 

a “right of passage” and other forms of administration like tax collection, but the 

governments ignored the issue of how citizens can engage in commerce and cross 

borders, thus taking away their right to trade with people outside the enclave.  In addition, 

people who owned land outside of their enclave were no longer able to farm it as they had 

before.  In other words, the new enclave policy made inhabitants of the enclaves second-

class citizens with limited economic rights.  Inhabitants of “subenclaves” faced an even 

more complicated situation.  A few enclaves within other enclaves arose in 1947, and 

inhabitants without a passport would have to go through four illegal border crossings just 

to reach the rest of their country and come back.  In one drastic instance, an Indian 

enclave was inside a Bangladeshi enclave inside of an Indian enclave (see Figure 3).  

Ultimately, enclave residents did their best to cross borders and avoid being caught.  

Bribery of troops maintaining the border often succeeded, but such a way of ensuring safe 

treatment was expensive.  Enclaves were too small to sustain their own economies, so 



traders would have to enter the surrounding nation to reach a market.  If caught with no 

visa, as was usually the case, police would arrest them and send them to jail for not 

having a valid ID. (Schewly (3), Van Schendel) 

 In the years after 1947, both governments realized the complicated bureaucracy of 

maintaining control over their enclaves was not worth it, so both gave up on attempting to 

maintain any sort of authority or even collect taxes despite the initial agreement to do so.  

Surrounded by a foreign nation and almost completely isolated from their true country, 

inhabitants of the enclaves become essentially stateless.  They were not stateless in the 

sense they had no rights; rather, they had no way to exercise the rights granted to them by 

their mainland country.  In addition to the economic troubles experienced by enclave 

inhabitants, they lacked basic support from the government.  While not paying taxes was 

an advantage, enclave residents did not receive basic services such as healthcare or 

infrastructure spending from the government.  Since neither country would allow the 

other to send power lines over the border, almost none of the enclaves had electricity.  

The surrounding nation reinforced notions of territorial nationality more than an enclave’s 

real state.  For example, Pakistani police would not allow enclave inhabitants to leave 

because they were “Indian,” but the inhabitants would have no way to communicate with 

the real “India” they were supposedly a part of.  Many enclave residents only came into 

real contact with the mainland part of their state when forced to register ownership of 

land they held within the enclave.  For decades to come, India and East 

Pakistan/Bangladesh failed to come to any sort of agreement over governing or 

exchanging enclaves; thus, residents of these locations could only such citizens of India 

and Bangladesh could only live out their lives by breaking laws. (Schewly (1),Schewly 

(3), Van Schendel) 



 In the absence of interaction with the mainland government, individual or nearby 

enclaves resorted to establishing their own forms of rule.  Enclaves elected individuals to 

small councils charged with managing the enclaves and engaging the surrounding and 

mainland nation.  The necessity of these pseudo-governments demonstrates the 

incompatibility of enclaves with democracy.  Given the difficulty in getting enclave 

citizens to the polls, they played little part in election processes and politicians had little 

incentive to ever leave the mainland.  In India and Bangladesh, the enclaves were spread 

out enough that they were situated in different districts, so enclave residents did not form 

a legitimate voting bloc.  One enclave resident complained “we are of no account to any 

raja [ruler]. Nobody seeks our votes.”   In India, only one Bangladeshi enclave grew close 

ties with the state.  Separated from mainland Bangladesh by only 85 meters, the enclave 

of Dohogram maintains a lifeline through Indian territory to the rest of the country.  As a 

result of this physical connection, the Bangladeshi government invested resources into 

building up the infrastructure of the enclave and making it a relatively normal part of the 

country.  One result was increased participation in Bangladeshi politics by the inhabitants 

of Dohogram, particularly with its leaders running for public office against politicians 

from mainland Bangladesh.  The example of Dohogram demonstrates in order for an 

enclave to become a fully functioning member of society and democracy, a physical 

connection to the mainland that facilitates free movement of people is necessary. (Van 

Schendel) 

 Despite their small size, many of the enclaves were not religiously homogenous—

they contained both Hindus and Pakistanis, and many of these citizens became “proxy 

citizens” of their surrounding nations.  Despite this heterogeneity of religion, India and 

Pakistan still considered themselves to be effectively Hindu and Muslim states, 



respectively.  For example, Hindus living in Pakistani enclaves would be treated better 

than Muslims by Indian security forces at the border.  In addition, local citizens from 

areas surrounding enclaves considered enclave residents of the same religion to be proxy 

citizens as well.  Amid government negligence of enclaves, a few were invaded and taken 

over by locals, especially in India.  In these cases, the local invaders expelled Muslims 

but allowed the original Hindu inhabitants to maintain ownership of their lands and 

homes.  Naturally, the Muslims lacked the support of Bangladesh’s military in most 

instances to defend themselves. (Van Schendel) 

 Like most other countries, nations like India and Bangladesh face immigration 

from other nations.  Even with a solid border and considerable funds invested in border 

defense, the US struggles to control its borders from illegal immigration.  With such 

awkward boundaries and comparatively limited resources, Bangladesh and India face an 

even more difficult challenge trying to stem the tide of illegal immigrants.  In this 

situation, the principle problem has been longstanding illegal immigration from 

Bangladesh into northern India and its job supply of better jobs.  The problem reached a 

tipping point when after Bangladesh continued to not recognize its citizens were illegally 

entering India, India began construction of a border fence between the two countries.  

India continues to construct the fence to this day.  Despite the ongoing efforts to construct 

the fence and harsh enforcement of the border by India’s Border Security Force, the 

boundary with Bangladesh is still open enough to be crossed easily.  India is more 

prosperous than Bangladesh, and Bangladesh’s worsening overpopulation contributes to 

the exodus.  With a population of 163 million and a comparable size to New York, many 

Bangladeshi have no option other than to migrate to India and its more open farmlands.  

Thus, India’s immigration crisis stems from the inferior economic situation in India, but 



the porous border between the nations facilitates this movement.  Through enclaves and 

open terrain, Bangladeshi can cross the frontier without too much difficulty, although 

confrontations with the Border Security Force do occur.  Even if much of the illegal 

immigration came from mainland Bangladesh and not from the enclaves, it still had direct 

effect on India’s enclave policy.  India long faced internal pressure not to exchange 

enclaves with Bangladesh, even if this meant getting rid of the pesky Bangladeshi 

enclaves.  The land area and population of India’s enclaves was greater than that of 

Bangladesh by 10,000 acres and around 23,000 citizens, and opposition political parties 

attacked the government for being weak if they tried to make a deal.  Likely more than 

the enclaves themselves, illegal immigration created the most antagonism between India 

and Pakistan/Bangladesh.  This ethnic conflict, coupled with the Bangladeshi 

government’s refusal to acknowledge illegal immigration, meant India’s government was 

unwilling for decades to cede Bangladesh any of its territory, even if such a deal served in 

the best interests of India’s detached population. (Rather) 

 



 While the Indian and Bangladeshi enclaves may be gone, their remarkable history 

provides a window into how enclaves function in society.  Indeed, there are far fewer 

enclaves now than a few centuries ago, and they are less relevant to world politics today.  

The land exchange in 2015 eliminated most of the enclaves in Asia, and the unification of 

Germany’s hundreds of principalities in the 19th century did the same in Europe.  

Nowadays with feudal boundaries all but gone, few places like Baarle-Hertog still exist.  

Still, the unique history of enclaves provides geographic lessons today.  The enclaves 

revealed modern centralized governments, especially democracies, rely on control over 

contiguous land to function.  Alaska, which is not contiguous to the continental United 

States and only borders Canada, looms as an exception to this rule, but the state faced a 

much different situation than the Indian and Bangladeshi enclaves.  With a far larger area 

and population, Alaska carried far more relevance to American interests than the enclaves 

did.  Further, as a far more developed country with amicable relations with Canada, the 

US carried far greater means to integrate Alaska into the country and government.  With 

the border regions already distant from the Indian and Bangladeshi capitals of New Delhi 

and Dhaka, the two governments had little ability to reach and administer the vast number 

of small enclaves.  Politicians from neither India not Bangladesh really had any need to 

pay much attention to the enclaves, since the scattered location of the enclaves rendered 

them an irrelevant political force. 

World maps separate countries with solid borders and different colors, but a look 

back at the history of India and Bangladesh reveals the people who make up these two 

countries are really not all that different.  The two cultures are heavily intertwined, and 

people from both sides of the border speak the same language.  Before the division of 

British India, inhabitants of modern India and Bangladesh lived side by side as one 



territory.  The conflict between Hinduism and Islam in the region seems to have emerged 

more as a result of the division of India rather than a cause for it.  The people of India and 

Pakistan did not necessarily want to form distinct countries, but the British mandated their 

creation and that principalities like Kashmir and Cooch Behar choose which one to join.  

Ultimately, the lesson to take from the Indian and Bangladeshi enclave disaster is not to 

trust maps—international borders may not necessarily designate cultural boundaries, and 

hastily drawn frontiers can have drastic impacts on society. 
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