
 

 

 

 

An Identity less Identity - The Ramblings of a Probashi Bangali  
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“Where are you from?” asked my mentor. The year was 2013 and the question was asked to 

an eighteen-year-old me. 

“Shillong”, I answered. 

“Ceylon?” 

“No Shillong, the capital of Meghalaya. A state in the North-Eastern part of India”, I tried to 

explain. 

“Ah, I see. But your admission slip says that your mother tongue is Bengali” 

“It is, Sir” 

“But, if you are a Bengali are you really from Shillong?” 

I didn’t know what to say to this. For as long as I remember, Shillong was the only place I 

would associate with the word ‘home’. It felt like it is here that I belonged; and yet deep 

down the teenager, I knew that the place did not consider me it's own. 

To be honest, the first realization of this happened somewhere in my early tweens. My 

parents were looking to get a place of residence. We have always lived in a rented place. As 

the housing search began (As an 8-year-old I got comprehend only bits and pieces of 

whatever was going on), everything seemed to center around Kolkata. 

“Ma, why are you looking for a place in Kolkata? Why not here? ”, I asked. 

“Because we cannot buy houses here. Meghalaya is a sixth schedule state, my dear. Only 

tribals can buy land in most parts of the state. Yes, there are some European Wards like Jail 

Road or Umpling. But property prices there are just too high.  And moreover, if we take a flat 

in Kolkata, we will be more easily accessible to you when you grow up and work”. 

Things the 8-year-old me comprehended out of this conversation. 

Shillong is not my home as I had thought it to be. It is not providing my parents with a 

conducive environment to set up a place of permanent residence despite having spent almost 

all their career here. 

I had to go out of Shillong to make my career. 



 

 

Fast forward to a couple of years from the day of this conversation, I became active in 

various co-curricular activities. I would ace the debates, science seminars, essay writing 

competitions, and others at the school level. This would make me qualify for the district level 

events. And that’s when the divide started to show up. I would not go past the district level 

events. Even if I did manage to make it to the state level, never would I be selected for 

national-level events. 

I started to lose hope, believing that something was lacking in me. That’s when elders 

(parents, teachers, and others) reached out to me and pointed it out that this was nothing to do 

with my talent and the people qualifying are all tribal residents of the state. The state does not 

consider us, the non-tribal Bengalis as its residents and hence the step-motherly treatment. 

Once it was pointed out to me, I started noticing the pattern. It was everywhere. Meghalaya 

did not consider me its daughter. I had no option but to accept this. This made me firmer in 

my resolve to study out-of-state and with that, a few years later, I found myself in the 

conversation we started this article with. 

Today, it’s been 7 years since that conversation. Let’s talk about 2017. Some 4 years since 

that conversation, I find myself with an engineering degree and two job offers. I join my 

present organization as a bubbly 22-year-old girl. And that’s when I have my first encounter 

with non-NE Bengalis. 

At first, it was a matter of great excitement for them to have spotted a fellow Bangali. Having 

been brought up in a cosmopolitan setup, the last name of my friends did not mean much to 

me. But to them finding a ‘Chakravorty’, a ‘Bhattacharya’, a ‘Ghosh’ or a ‘Sen’ in a land 

that’s 1000 km away from their home meant finding gold. 

Again, the same set of questions. “If you are a Bengali, how are you ‘really’ from Shillong?’ 

By now I had grown used to this question and knew how to dodge it. But what followed in 

the next few months is something I was not ready for. 

It started with making fun of my Bangla. Everything, from the use of an English word in a 

Bangla sentence, to being completely unaware of the technical terminologies in my mother 

tongue, came under the scanner. I was a subject of ridicule among the ‘Bengali group’. 

In the initial days, I would be upset about it. Befriending other people at work (a 

cosmopolitan group consisting of people from all over the country) made me realize that 

nothing was wrong with me. Yes, I did not fit in the ‘Bengali group’, but that does not 

hamper my confidence. 

Yes, I am a Bangal. My place of birth is Shillong. My father's was Silchar. My mother’s is 

Imphal. This is a fact. All three of our passports say the same. If my maternal or paternal 

grandfathers were to be alive, theirs would say ‘Part of undivided India’. So would that of my 

great grandfathers’. This is my lineage. And, I am proud of it. 

If the fact that visiting one’s ancestral village every Dol, Nababarsha, or Bijoya is what it 

takes to give him or her, an identity, and then I do not need such an identity. My identity is 

that of an Indian, An Indian Bangali. 

 

 



 

 

My place of birth is Shillong and the place has given me 18 years of beautiful childhood 

memories. These, I will cherish for a lifetime. My place of residence is Bangalore today. It 

can be Kolkata, Delhi, Chicago, or New York tomorrow. For me, home is where I live, where 

my family lives. So is Shillong was my home yesterday but is not so tomorrow, I have no 

regrets. I have my priorities sorted and more than 2/3 rd of my life in front of me (hopefully!) 

to carve a name for myself on the foundation of Indian Bangali – an identity passed on to me 

by my parents and ancestors. 
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