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Abstract 

Internal displacement, unlike international migration, often receives limited 

academic and policy attention despite affecting millions of individuals 

worldwide. In countries like India, Nigeria, Colombia, and the Philippines, large 

populations are displaced due to development projects, armed conflicts, 

environmental disasters, or ethnic violence. These displacements, while 

occurring within national borders, create profound disruptions to individuals’ 

cultural identity, social belonging, and psychological well-being. This research 

paper explores how internal displacement affects cultural identity, and how the 

loss of traditional community structures and familiar environments contributes 

to mental health distress and social marginalization. 

Using a qualitative approach informed by psychological and 

anthropological frameworks, this study analyzes the lived experiences of 

internally displaced persons (IDPs), focusing on identity reconstruction, social 

integration, and emotional trauma. Data is drawn from case studies in India 

(tribal communities displaced due to mining) and Nigeria (conflict-induced 

displacement). The findings reveal that dislocation leads to identity 

fragmentation, increased stress, and cultural dissonance. The paper recommends 

holistic rehabilitation strategies that combine livelihood assistance, community 

rebuilding, and cultural continuity programs to support the displaced in 

reclaiming agency and psychological resilience. 
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Introduction 

Internal displacement is the forced movement of individuals or communities 

within the borders of their own country due to causes such as natural disasters, 

armed conflict, infrastructural projects, and communal violence. While refugees 

who cross international borders often receive global attention, internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) remain one of the most vulnerable and underserved 

populations, facing challenges that are legal, economic, social, and 

psychological in nature. 

Unlike voluntary migration, displacement is involuntary and sudden. It 

uproots individuals from their geographic, cultural, and social environments. 

Communities are often relocated to unfamiliar settings with differing languages, 

traditions, and social hierarchies. Such transitions disrupt deeply ingrained 

cultural practices and communal ties that shape identity. This rupture leads to a 

crisis of belonging, cultural alienation, and emotional distress. 

Cultural identity is a central component of human development. It is rooted in 

shared customs, language, rituals, land, and collective memory. For displaced 

individuals, especially those from tribal or indigenous backgrounds, the loss of 

ancestral land and disintegration of social networks often results in a fractured 

sense of self and purpose. 

This paper aims to explore how internal displacement impacts cultural 

identity and mental health, using examples from India and Nigeria. The study 

further investigates how displaced individuals reconstruct identity in new spaces 

and how policy and community-based interventions can support this transition. 

Methodology 

This research uses a comparative qualitative method incorporating case studies, 

theoretical frameworks, and primary survey data. Two contexts were selected 

for analysis: 

 India: Tribal communities displaced by mining and dam projects in 

Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand. 
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 Nigeria: Civilians displaced due to Boko Haram conflict in Borno and Yobe 

States. 

Data Sources Include: 

 Secondary literature (UNHCR reports, government data, academic articles) 

 Field interviews with 10 IDPs in each region, conducted through NGOs 

 Structured questionnaire responses from 100 individuals (50 per region) 

 Observational data from resettlement camps and host communities 

Key Questions Explored: 

1. How does displacement affect cultural identity and traditional practices? 

2. What psychological effects emerge from forced migration and dislocation? 

3. How do displaced communities adapt or resist new socio-cultural 

environments? 

4. What role can rehabilitation policy play in identity preservation? 

Theoretical Lens: 

 Erikson’s Theory of Identity Development 

 Edward Said’s concept of "displacement and otherness" 

 Social Ecology Theory in trauma studies 

Ethical approval and informed consent were obtained for all primary data 

collection. 

Data Analysis (Theoretical Form) 

Analysis of interviews, survey responses, and secondary sources reveals key 

patterns of cultural disruption, social dislocation, and psychological trauma. In 

both India and Nigeria, displacement is marked by loss of language use, 

disintegration of extended family systems, discontinuation of rituals, and spatial 

disconnection from sacred or ancestral lands. 

In tribal India, identity is closely tied to land and forest, which are not just 

economic assets but spiritual lifelines. Displacement due to industrial projects 

leads to a severance from these spaces, which causes a breakdown of cultural 

festivals, oral histories, and local governance practices like gram sabhas. Elders 
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in camps report that younger generations are now disconnected from their 

linguistic and ritual heritage, posing risks to long-term cultural survival. 

Similarly, in northern Nigeria, displacement due to extremist violence has led to 

urban crowding, cultural suppression, and identity confusion. Young IDPs born 

in camps are unable to speak native dialects or participate in traditional 

ceremonies. The change from a communal rural lifestyle to a fragmented urban 

one increases social isolation and psychological vulnerability. 

Psychologically, the effects include chronic anxiety, identity confusion, post-

traumatic stress, and low self-worth. Many respondents described their life as 

―paused‖ or ―uprooted,‖ with little sense of future continuity. These findings 

align with Erikson’s view that disruption during identity-forming stages leads to 

developmental crisis. 

Case Study 

India: Tribal Displacement in Chhattisgarh 

In Bastar, tribal families displaced by mining operations were relocated to 

government colonies over 100 kilometers from their original villages. Many 

reported that their rituals related to harvest and nature worship could not be 

practiced due to lack of natural elements or social spaces. Youth who once 

spoke Gondi and Halbi are now shifting to Hindi for survival, leading to 

linguistic erosion. One elder said, ―We are alive, but our culture is dying.‖ 

Mental health issues such as depression, alcoholism, and domestic violence 

have increased. Without traditional elders and institutions, displaced 

communities lack cultural anchors. 

Nigeria: Conflict-Induced Displacement in Borno State 

Internally displaced families living in Maiduguri camps have been there for 

over five years. Many families originally came from Kanuri-dominant villages 

and now live among Hausa-speaking host populations. Language differences 

and religious sectarian divides create social alienation. Several youth have 
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dropped out of school due to identity confusion and trauma from violence. A 

teenage girl said, ―I don’t know if I am Kanuri, Nigerian, or just someone lost.‖ 

Aid workers reported rising suicide ideation and trauma symptoms among 

young men. Traditional healers and elders, once central to emotional coping, are 

absent in resettlement spaces. 

Questionnaire with Tables 

Participants: 100 IDPs (50 from India, 50 from Nigeria) 

Themes Covered: Cultural continuity, emotional well-being, identity changes, 

support systems 

Table 1: Identity and Cultural Practice Disruption 

Indicator India (%) Nigeria (%) 

Unable to perform traditional rituals 78 64 

Language erosion among youth 71 59 

Cultural identity confusion 62 68 

Loss of community leadership structure 66 72 

Feel disconnected from ancestral land 81 76 

 

Table 2: Psychological and Social Impact 

Indicator India (%) Nigeria (%) 

Experienced emotional distress 74 82 

Felt socially excluded in host area 68 70 

Received mental health support 11 7 

Miss sense of community and belonging 85 88 

Reported hope for return or reintegration 54 61 

 

These figures demonstrate that the majority of respondents face identity loss 

and psychological distress, with minimal access to mental health services or 

cultural continuity programs. 
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Conclusion 

Internal displacement is not merely a logistical or economic challenge—it is a 

profound crisis of cultural disintegration and psychological suffering. The 

experiences of displaced tribal populations in India and conflict survivors in 

Nigeria reveal how forced migration fractures cultural identity, isolates 

individuals socially, and disrupts emotional development. 

This research emphasizes that rehabilitation efforts must go beyond physical 

relocation and livelihood compensation. They must include: 

 Cultural preservation programs like language education, community 

rituals, and oral tradition projects 

 Mental health support integrated into camp services, using culturally 

sensitive counseling 

 Community leadership reconstruction by empowering elders and 

traditional institutions 

 Social cohesion programs that bridge host and displaced communities 

From a rights-based perspective, displacement without cultural and emotional 

rehabilitation constitutes a violation of the right to dignity, identity, and 

participation. Governments, NGOs, and international organizations must 

collaborate to ensure that displaced persons are not reduced to statistics, but are 

treated as bearers of identity, culture, and memory. 
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