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SUMMARY 

 

The  rise  of  the  political  power  of  Arakan  kingdom  in  the  sixteenth  

and  seventeenth  centuries  connects  the  peoples  of  Arakan  and  South-

eastern  Bengal  (Banga).  At  that  time,  Arakanese  kings  occupied  

Chittagong,  the  political  centre  of  Banga.  This  thesis  argues  that  the  

annexation  of  Chittagong  by  Arakan  during  the  sixteenth  century  

resulted  in  the  formation  of  two  overlapping  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  

Banga.  During  the  Arakan  kingdom  period,  the  advent  of  Chittagonian  

(Bengali)  speakers  in  Arakan  was  observed.  On  the  other  hand,  

settlements  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Banga  could  also  be  

traced.  In  1785,  Arakan  was  annexed  by  the  Burmese  and  forty  years  

later  in  1825,  the  British  East  India  Company  occupied  the  territory  of  

Arakan.  After  the  Arakan  kingdom  fell  to  the  Burmese,  many  Arakanese  

refugees  fled  to  Banga.  During  the  British  colonial  rule,  the  mass  

migration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  to  Arakan  took  place.   

 

In  the  twenty-first  century,  Arakanese  speakers  have  already  

developed  distinctive  identities  such  as  Rakhine  in  Arakan  and  Marma  

in  Banga.  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  have  likewise  developed  an  

identity  as  Rohingya  in  Arakan.  The  research  presented  in  this  thesis  

explores  the  importance  of  local  and  colonial  narratives  in  formulating  

and  strengthening  cultural,  ethnic,  and  linguistic  identities.  This  research  

explores  constructions  of  the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  identities  
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within  their  respective  Arakan  and  Banga  contexts,  arguing  that  

Arakanese,  Western,  and  Bengali  nomenclatures  have  played  a  major  

role  in  these  constructions.  Moreover,  the  production  of  British  colonial  

maps,  and  narratives  has  been  of  incremental  importance  to  shape  

identities  and  further  the  rise  of  Rakhine  and  Rohingya  nationalism.  

This  study  views  the  emergence  of  Rohingya  identity  of  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  population  as  a  competing  identity  to  Rakhine  

which  resulted  in  the  further  separation  of  the  two  communities,  

evolving  into  a  “clash  of  nationalisms”  between  the  two  communities  in  

post-independence  Burma/Myanmar.   

 

Furthermore,  this  thesis  highlights  the  unexplored  “notions  of  

belonging”  within  the  construction  of  Burmese  citizenship  that  has  been  

used  by  successive  Burmese  governments.  It  argues  that  the  definition  

of  Burmese  citizenship  is  not  based  on  Western  citizenship  concepts  but  

on  the  traditional  Southeast  Asian  concept  of  maṇḍala.  This  concept  is  

based  on  “notions  of  belonging”  to  the  maṇḍalas  resulting  in  a  Burmese  

citizenship  concept  which  goes  beyond  the  demarcated  territories  of  

Myanmar.   

 

  



xiii 
 

 

LIST  OF  MAPS  AND  TABLES 

 

Maps   

Map.  1.  Arakan  and  Banga   

(Western  Myanmar  and  South-eastern  Bangladesh)  ………………………...……2 

 

Map.  2.  The  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga   

in  relation  to  their  neighboring  counterparts  of  Upper  and  Lower  

Myanmar……………….………………………………………………………….…39 

 

 

Tables   

Table.  1.  Population  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  ……..……103 

 

Table.  2.  Population  decline  of  Arakanese  speakers   

in  Bangladesh ………………………….…………………………………………..241 

 

 

 

  



xiv 
 

 

ABBREVIATIONS  

 

BSPP    the  Burma  Socialist  Program  Party   

CHT    the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts   

CL  Candamalā  Laṅkāra’s  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅsac  Kyam:   

DhAP   Dhañawatī  Are:taupuṁ   

JCAS    the  Joint-Committee  for  Arakan  State   

JBRS    the  Journal  of  the  Burma  Research  Society   

MDAP   Majjhimadesa  Are:taupuṁ  Kyam:   

MPLT   Mahā  Pañākyau  Lhyok  thuṁ:   

MRCT   Maṅ:  Rājākrī:  Cātam:   

NDPD   National  Democratic  Party  for  Development   

NDPH   National  Democratic  Party  for  Human  Rights   

NM    Ṅa  Mañ  Rājawaṅ   

RG    Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅkrī:   

RNDP   Rakhine  Nationalities  Development  Party   

RNUO  Rohingya  National  United  Organization   

ROB    the  Royal  Orders  of  Burma   

RSPC    Rakhine  State  People’s  Council   

RUASA   Rangoon  University  Arakan  Students’  Association   



xv 
 

TTMK   Thoṅtañ  Mau-kwan:. 

URO    United  Rohingya  Organization   

 

 

  



xvi 
 

 

GLOSSARY 

 

anok  bhuraṅ    king  of  the  west   

bhawa  shyaṅ   lord  of  the  life   

bhuraṅ    king   

cā:     governor,  (lit.)  “eater”  of  a  city   

kala     (derog.)  Indians  or  Muslims   

khoe  win    people  who  stole  in  without  proper  permission   

maṇḍalas    countries  which  do  not  have  demarcated   

   boundaries   

myo-won    governor,  (lit.)  town-minister   

lu-myo    race  or  ethnicity,  (lit.)  human-type   

taing-yin-tha    indigenous  peoples,  (lit.)  original  sons  of   

   a country  

 



 

 

1 

 

 

Chapter  1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1  Intertwined  Histories:  People  from  the  two  Maṇḍalas   

The  expansion  of  Western  powers  in  the  colonial  period  has  altered  

the  political  relationships  between  local  populations,  as  well  as  their  

relationships  in  their  respective  states,  in  both  South  and  Southeast  Asia.  

Today,  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh  are  two  different  countries  and  belong  

to  distinct  geopolitical  zones.  Such  a  division  based  on  colonially-

defined  boundaries  produced  contradictory  interpretations  about  ethnic  

groups  from  both  present-day  Myanmar’s  Arakan  State1  and  today’s  

South-eastern  Bangladesh.   

 

This  thesis  is  about  the  intertwined  histories  of  the  peoples  of  

present-day  Arakan  State  and  South-eastern  Bangladesh.  The  ancient  

histories  of  these  two  sub-regions  have  been  inter-connected  since  the  

first  millennium  CE.  During  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries,  the  

two  sub-regions  were  even  combined  together  under  the  kingdom  of  

Arakan.   

                                                            

1 In 1989, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (the Burmese military government) 
changed the name of the country from “Burma” to “Myanmar.” During the second legislative 
term of the Arakan State People’s Council (the Burma Socialist Program Party Period) 
between 1978 and 1981, the council changed the name of the region from “Arakan State” to 
“Rakhine State” (RSPC 1984a: 39). For the convenience of the readers, I mostly use the term 
“Myanmar” for the country and “Arakan” for Rakhine State in this thesis.  
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Map  1.  Arakan  and  Banga  (Western  Myanmar  and  South-eastern  

Bangladesh) 

 

Some  historians  (Charney  1999;  Van  Galen  2008)  regard  the  

combination  of  these  two  areas  under  the  Arakan  kingdom  as  resulting  

from  the  formation  of  an  “environmental”  or  “cultural”  continuum.  The  

first  part  of  this  thesis  argues  that  these  areas  should  instead  be  

classified  as  the  two  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  (formally,  Rakhine  State  

located in  Western  Myanmar)  and  Banga  (now  a  sub-region  of  South-
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eastern  Bangladesh),  based  on  political  developments  and  the  extension  

of  cultural  spheres.  In  this  thesis,  I  use  the  terms  “Arakan”  or  “Arakan  

littoral”  to  refer  to  present-day  Arakan  State,  while  “Arakan  maṇḍala”  

represents  the  realm  of  Arakan  which  overlaps  with  the  territories  of  

Banga.   

 

Throughout  the  thesis,  I  use  the  term  “Banga”  to  refer  to  an  area  

which  is  now  known  as  South-eastern  Bangladesh.  The  term  Banga  was  

first  utilised  by  Michael  Charney  in  his  doctoral  dissertation  to  represent  

this  specific  area  (Charney  1999:  20).  A  traditional  Arakanese  term,  

“Banga”  does  not  represent  the  “whole  Bengal”  or  it  even  does  not  

refer  to  “East  Bengal”  (present-day  Bangladesh)2.  Classical  literature  

refers  to  this  region  as  “Vanga”  (Mukherjee  1975;  Leider  2002a:  144),  

while  archaeological  and  numismatic  studies  show  that  “Vanga”  or  

Arakanese  “Banga”  can  be  defined  as  present  South-eastern  Bangladesh  

(Alam  1982:  10-15;  Mukherjee  1975:  115-119).  Similar  archaeological  

evidence  has  also  been  found  on  the  fringes  of  Tripura  (formerly  Hill  

Tippera  of  East  Bengal,  now  Tripura  State  of  Northeast  India),  which  is  

adjacent  to  Banga.  As  there  is  currently  no  precise  or  more  appropriate  

equivalent  term  to  represent  this  area,  I  apply  the  term  “Banga”  in  this  

dissertation  following  the  usage  already  established  by  Charney  (Charney  

1999;  Charney  2002:  213-224).   

                                                            

2 The Mughal chroniclers called South-eastern Bengal “Bhati” which was clearly set apart 
from the Mughal controlled Bengal (Sarkar 2004: 211).  
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In  this  thesis,  I  also  use  such  terms  as  Arakanese  speakers/  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  and  Chittagonian  speakers/  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  to  represent  the  peoples  of  the  two  maṇḍalas  of  

Arakan  and  Banga.  I  also  discuss  the  development  of  the  ethnic  

identities  of  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  and  Banga  

and  the  fates  of  these  peoples  as  they  encountered  each  other  in  these  

two  maṇḍalas.  Here,  I  follow  the  terminology  introduced  by  Michael  

and  Maitrii  Aung-Thwin  (Aung-Thwin  and  Aung-Thwin  2012:  25-52;  

77-106),  in  which  “Burmese  speakers”  refer  to  a  dominant  cultural  

group  in  Myanmar  which  shares  the  same  language  and  identity  shaped  

by  numerous  components  such  as  religion  and  related  belief  system,  a  

common  (albeit  contested)  history,  literature  and  mythology,  a  similar  

habitat  and  livelihood,  values  and  a  familiar  set  of  social  customs  

(Aung-Thwin  and  Aung-Thwin  2012:  25-26)3.  In  this  regard,  “Arakanese  

speakers”  in  my  thesis  refers  to  the  peoples  of  Arakan  and  Banga,  

speaking  a  similar  language,  sharing  a  common  culture,  and  practicing  

the  same  Buddhist  religion.  In  Banga,  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  are  

found  in  coastal  areas  and  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.  They  are  also  

found  in  Tripura,  which  is  adjacent  to  Banga. However,  all  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  do  not  cliam  their  identity  as  “Arakanese.” For  

example,  the  Arakanese  speakers  from  Myanmar  consider  themselves  as  

                                                            

3 For the use of language as a way of identifying ethnic groups such as “Malays”, “Bugis” and 
“the peoples of Borneo” in Southeast Asia, see Milner (2008), Pelras (1996) and King (1993).  
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“Rakhine,”  while  those  from  Bangladesh  claim  themselves  as  “Marma”  

and  those  from  Tripura  as  “Mog”.  It  is  somewhat  similar  to  the  

conditions  of  the  Malay-speaking  peoples.  Milner  (2008:  3)  states  that  

the  Malay  speakers  of  Medan  region  in  northwest  Sumatra  claim  

themselves  as  “Javanese,”  and  other  Malay-speaking  peoples  from  Malay  

Peninsula,  such  as  “Temuan”  and  “Jakun”,  do  not  claim  a  Malay  

identity.  

 

In  modern  Bangladesh,  Arakanese  speakers  are  considered  ethnic  

minorities,  along  with  other  groups  such  as  Chakma,  Chak  (Sak),  

Tanchangya,  Tripura,  Lushai,  Pankho,  Mro,  Bome,  Khumi  and  Khiyang  

(Chin)4.  People  such  as  Chak/Sak,  Mro,  Khumi  and  Khiyang/Chin  are  

also  found  in  Arakan.  The  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  the  former  

Banga  constitute  a  population  of  more  than  two  hundred  thousand  today  

(CERDC  2012).   

 

“Chittagonian  speakers”5  in  my  thesis  refers  to  a  cultural  group  

from  Arakan  and  Banga,  speaking  the  Chittagonian  language,  following  

the  Islamic  faith,  and  sharing  similar  customs.  While  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Banga  today  are  known  as  “Bangalees”  in  

Bangladesh,  speakers  of  the  same  language  in  Arakan  call  themselves  

                                                            

4 Research on the minority ethnic groups from Bangladesh can be found in Bernot and Bernot 
(1960), Bernot (1969), Van Schendel (1992).  

5 There are several studies on the dialect of Chittagong. For instance, see Učida 1970; Gaeffke 
1975: 207-9.  
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“Rohingya.”  In  Myanmar,  however,  Chittagonian  speakers  are  not  

considered  one  of  the  taing-yin-tha  peoples  (literally,  “the  original  sons  

of  a  country”)6.  They  constitute  about  one  third  of  the  total  population  

in  Arakan  but  they  were  not  enumerated  in  the  2014  Myanmar  census  

due  to  a  recent  controversial  policy  by  the  Burmese  government.  

However,  some  have  estimated  the  Chittagonian-speaking  Muslim  

population  in  Arakan  at  about  1.1  million  (McLaughlin  2015).  Apart  

from  the  Arakanese  and  the  Muslim  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples,  other  

ethnic  minorities  in  Arakan  are  the  Sak/Chak,  Daing-net,  Mro,  Marama-

gri,  Khumi,  Chin/Khiyang  and  Kaman.  The  Kaman  are  Muslims  but,  

unlike  the  Chittagonian-speaking  Muslims,  they  are  recognised  as  taing-

yin-tha  in  Myanmar.   

 

1.2  Previous  Historiography   

Over  the  last  five  decades,  scholars  have  contributed  several  

groundbreaking  studies  to  the  political,  religious,  and  literary  history  of  

Arakan  and  Banga  (Habibullah  1945;  Bernot  1957;  Benerjee  1964;  

Bernot  1967;  Gutman  1976;  Bahar  1981;  Qanungo  1988;  Charney  1999;  

Leider  2004;  Van  Galen  2008;  d’Hubert  2010).  So  far,  the  focus  has  

been  mainly  on  the  early  modern  and,  to  a  lesser  extent,  early  periods  

of  the  kingdom  of  Arakan  (Gutman  1976;  Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  

Van  Galen  2008).  The  history  of  this  region  after  the  creation  of  

                                                            

6 lit. တုိင္း (taing) = country, ရင္း (yin) = original, သား (tha) = sons. The Burmese government 
and society accept taing-yin-tha as “indigenous peoples”.  
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Burma-Myanmar  and  East  Pakistan-Bangladesh  and  especially  the  

communal  clashes  and  ensuing  displacements  of  population,  as  well  as  

the  debates  around  the  issue  of  citizenship,  have  been  repeatedly  

discussed  by  journalists  and  activists,  but,  despite  the  occassional  papers  

by  historians  and  political  scientists,  a  systematic  treatment  of  the  topic  

of  identity  and  citizenship  in  the  post-colonial  period  was  a  long  due  

(Fleishchmann  1978;  Razzaq  and  Haque  1995;  Selth  2003;  Nemoto  

2007;  Farzana  2011;  Leider  2012;  Leider  2013;  Leider  2016;  Bjornberg  

2016).  This  dissertation  therefore  fills  a  major  lacuna  by  providing  a  

throrough  treatment  of  the  topic  by  using  a  wide  array  of  sources  in  

English,  Burmese,  Arakanese  and  Bengali.  By  studying  the  histories  of  

the  peoples  of  Arakan  and  Banga,  this  thesis  hopes  to  provide  a  more  

complete  understanding  of  the  development  of  ethnic  identities  of  the  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  these  two  regions.  

 

While  previous  studies  of  the  Arakan  littoral  have  discussed  these  

peoples  as  pre-existing  ethnic  groups,  the  present  study  challenges  this  

view  and  focuses  on  the  historical  construction  of  these  identities.  By  

examining  the  development  of  identities  in  Arakan  and  Banga,  I  hope  

to  contribute  a  more  nuanced  understanding  of  how  colonial  maps  and  

narratives  based  on  censuses  structured  identities  in  the  two  regions,  and  

how  the  emergence  of  nationalism  during  the  post-colonial  period  

subsequently  strengthened  these  identities.  Today,  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  of  the  Arakan  littoral  define  themselves  as  “Rakhine”  and  claim  
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that  they  are  a  distinct  ethnic  group  in  Myanmar.  As  one  Arakanese-

speaking  expert  (Khin  Maung  Saw  2016a:  55)  explains,   

 

[Arakanese]  traditionally  believe  that  they  are  the  descendants  of  

the  “Sakya  Sakis”  the  race  from  which  Lord  Gautama  Buddha  

came.   

 

To  Arakanese-speaking  nationalists,  Chittagonian  speakers  from  

Arakan  are  “foreigners”  (Charney  1999:  4).  According  to  this  

“Arakanese  nationalist”  school  of  thought,  the  current  Chittagonian-

speaking  population  came  to  Arakan  primarily  during  the  colonial  period  

and  after  the  independence  of  Burma/Myanmar  (Maung  Tha  Hla  2009:  

25-36;  Khin  Maung  Saw  2016b:  43-50).  This  opinion  has  been  shared  

by  pro-“Arakanese-nationalist”  scholars  who  have  written  that  the  

Chittagonan-speaking  populations  in  Arakan  are  a  relatively  recent  

development  (Okkantha  1990:  177-178;  Aye  Chan  2005:  397-402;  Aye  

Chan  2011:  1-14).  According  to  a  scholar,   

 

These  are  Bengali  Muslims  who  live  in  Arakan  State...  Most  

Rohingyas  arrived  with  the  British  colonialists  in  the  19th  and  

20th  centuries.  (Selth  2003:  7)   

 

In  contrast,  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  claim  

that  they  are  the  natives  of  Myanmar  (Ba  Tha  1960a:  35;  URO  1960:  

13;  Amyotha  Party  1989:  20-23;  NDPH  1990:  1-6;  Zaw  Min  Htut  2001:  



 

 

9 

 

23).  This  opinion  is  also  shared  by  some  pro-“Chittagonian  nationalist”  

scholars  (Bahar  1981:  25-40;  Farzana  2011;  Farzana  2016:  283-287;  

Khan  2016:  333-353).  According  to  the  “Chittagonian  nationalist”  school  

of  thought,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  have  been  established  in  

Arakan  for  perhaps  a  thousand  years.  As  these  scholars  explain,   

 

Historically,  the  Rohingyas  in  association  with  Arakan  is  much  

older.  The  ancestors  of  the  people,  now  known  as  the  Rohingyas,  

came  to  Arakan  more  than  a  thousand  years  ago.  (Razzaq  and  

Haque  1995:  15)   

 

The  Rohingyas  have  been  living  in  Arakan  for  about  a  thousand  

years.  They  have  their  own  language,  culture,  and  heritage.  

(Ahmed  2014:  13)   

 

This  study  thus  challenges  the  view  of  both  “Arakanese-nationalist”  

and  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  schools,  who  have  argued,  separately,  that  

the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  are  either  “recent  

immigrants”  or  taing-yin-tha  people  from  Arakan.  The  “Arakanese-

nationalist”  school  used  to  claim  that  the  idea  of  the  “Rohingya”  was  

invented  by  Abdul  Gaffar  in  19517  (Aye  Chan  2005:  412).  However,  

this  claim  of  “Rohingya”  being  an  invention  is  not  found  anywhere  in  

                                                            

7 Aye Chan later admitted that “Rohingya” is derived from the old Bengali words such as 
“Rohong” [sic], “Roshang”, “Roan”, “Rohan” or “Roang”; but claimed that “Rohingya” 
specifically refers to the “Rakhine” and “Rakhine Ethnic Identity” [sic]. See “An Open Letter 
to Ban Ki Moon,” (then UN Secretary-General), by Aye Chan, dated 14 November 2014.  
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the  contemporary  sources,  such  as  print  media,  of  1951.  Between  the  

late  1940s  and  early  1950s,  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  were  

using  such  terms  as  “Rwangya,”  “Ruwangya”  or  “Rushangya,”  all  of  

which  are  cognates  of  the  older  term  “Roangya,”8  meaning  “peoples  

from  Arakan.”  Modern  historians  (Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  Van  

Galen  2008)  acknowledge  the  existence  of  Bengali  slaves  during  the  

Arakan  kingdom  period,  who  later  evolved  into  a  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  in  Arakan.  Some  scholars  (Leider  2016:  154;  de  Mersan  

2016:  140),  however,  puzzle  over  Buchannan’s  use  of  both  Rooinga  and  

“Rohingya,”  suggesting  that  Rooinga  exclusively  represented  the  pre-

colonial  Muslim  community  from  Arakan  and  is  not  associated  with  

colonial-period  Chittagonian  immigrants.  However,  Rooinga  is  also  a  

variation  of  the  term  “Roangya”  and  is  also  used  to  refer  to  Arakanese,  

Chakmas,  Hindus  and  Muslims  from  Arakan.   

 

Ba  Tha  (1960a),  a  pioneer  of  the  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  school,  

has  claimed  that  “Roewengyas”  have  been  settled  in  Arakan  since  the  

7th-8th  century  CE.  The  “Arakanese  nationalist”  school  of  thought  denies  

such  narratives,  declaring  them  simply  as  “fictitious  stories,”  “myths,”  or  

“legends”  (Aye  Chan  2005:  396).  However,  they  have  never  actually  

attempted  to  investigate  the  origins  of  such  narratives,  nor  what  factors  

                                                            

8 Buchanan (1798) called the country of Arakan “Roang.” In colloquial Chittagonian 
language, “Roangya” means “peoples of Arakan.”  
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have  pushed  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  to  create  these  

specific  “historical”  narratives.   

 

Not  surprisingly,  pro-“Chittagonian-nationalist”  scholars  see  

Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  as  indigenous  peoples  of  Myanmar  

and  consider  Arakan  to  be  their  ancestral  land  (Bahar  1981:  25-40;  Huq  

Choudhury  1994;  Farzana  2011:  1).  A  modern  historian  views  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  as  the  descendants  of  Bengali  slaves  who  

were  brought  to  Arakan  during  the  late-sixteenth,  seventeenth  and  

eighteenth  centuries  (Charney  1999:  144-166).  However,  these  scholars  

never  try  to  investigate  the  mass  migration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  to  

Arakan  during  the  colonial  period.  Presently,  Bangladeshi  scholars  

(Razzaq  and  Haque  1995;  Ahmed  2014;  Khan  2016)  also  follow  the  

“Chittagonian-nationalist”  school  and  claim  these  people  as  indigenous  to  

Arakan.  However,  their  current  writings  on  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  

Arakan  contradict  contemporary  print  media  sources  from  the  former  

East  Pakistan,  in  what  is  now  Bangladesh.  The  East  Pakistan  District  

Gazetteers  (Chittagong)  recalls  the  past  migration  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  to  Arakan  as  follows:   

 

So,  a  large  number  of  agricultural  labourers,  particularly  from  

south  Chittagong  used  to  migrate  to  Arakan  during  the  harvesting  

season  and  return  home  at  the  close  of  season…  A  fairly  good  

number  among  them  preferred  to  settle  in  Arakan,  acquire  land  

and  cultivate  the  same  on  their  own  account.  Beside  the  
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movement  of  agricultural  labour,  an  equal  number  of  persons  or  

more  went  to  Burma  (including  Arakan)  and  manned  the  rice  

mills,  saw  mills,  workshops  and  various  other  mills  and  factories.  

(Rizvi  1970:  180-181,  my  emphasis)   

 

A  paradigm  shift  took  place  with  regard  to  Arakan’s  Chittagonian  

speakers  in  East  Pakisan-Bangladesh.  While  the  early  publication  from  

East  Pakistan  acknowledge  the  mass  migration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  

people  to  Arakan  during  the  colonial  period,  the  more  recent  

Bangladeshi  scholars  from  the  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  school  avoid  

mentioning  these  types  of  Chittagonian  migrations,  instead  claiming  that  

such  people  have  lived  in  Arakan  for  about  a  thousand  years.   

 

During  my  research  on  the  peoples  of  Arakan  and  Banga,  it  soon  

became  clear  that  pre-colonial  Muslims  and  colonial-period  settlers  were  

generally  lumped  together  as  “Mohamedans”  (Muslims)  in  the  colonial  

narratives.  Furthermore,  during  the  nationalist  movements  of  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  post-colonial  Myanmar,  the  former  

community  was  absorbed  by  the  latter  under  the  terminology  of  

“Rohingya.”   

 

1.3  Structure  of  Argument   

The  dissertation  is  fundamentally  challenging  the  ways  we  spatially  

think  about  the  histories  of  the  peoples  in  this  zone.  I  argue  in  this  
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dissertaiton  that  the  way  people  think  about  their  space  and  place  was  

affected  by  colonial  map-makings,  local  narrative  productions  and  

political  motivations  of  the  peoples  at  various  points  in  time.  The  

primary  focus  of  this  thesis  is  on  the  parallel  development  of  the  ethnic  

identities  of  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  

and  Banga  during  the  colonial  and  post-colonial  periods.  Focusing  on  

these  developments  raises  a  number  of  historical  questions.  My  central  

questions  revolve  around  how  the  peoples  of  Arakan  and  Banga  

integrated  internal  elements  from  local  narratives  and  external  elements  

from  colonial  discourses  into  the  construction  of  their  own  identities,  

and  how  Chitttagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  have  tried  to  fit  their  

identity  into  the  taing-yin-tha  category  within  the  political  context  of  

Myanmar.  The  thesis  thus  explores  the  parallel  construction  of  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  identities  in  both  Arakan  and  

Banga  contexts,  arguing  specifically  that  the  production  of  British  

colonial  maps  and  narratives  based  on  censuses  were  important  in  the  

construction  of  these  respective  identities.   

 

In  the  not-so-distant  past,  Burmese  from  Myanmar  proper  and  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  themselves  considered  the  Arakanese  to  be  

Myanmar  (Mranmā)  or  “Burmese.”  In  pre-colonial  Arakan,  these  

Arakanese  speakers  assumed  various  local  identities  depending  on  their  

place  of  dwelling,  and  it  was  in  later  colonial  descriptions  that  the  

people  who  lived  within  the  boundary  of  the  map  of  Arakan  were  
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collectively  categorised  as  “Arakanese.”  The  political  milieu  of  post-

colonial  Burma/Myanmar  created  the  context  within  which  these  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  would  then  de-Myanmarise.  It  

means  that,  they  began  to  emphasise  “Rakhine”  as  a  distinct  identity,  

different  from  the  Burmese.  Arakanese  nationalism  appeared  in  the  early  

years  of  post-independence  Burma  and  strengthened  further  the  colonial  

classification  of  “Arakanese,”  or  “Rakhine”  in  the  vernacular  language.  

“Rakhine”  identity  formation  during  the  post-independence  period  also  

influenced  Arakanese  speakers  in  Banga  coastal  areas,  although  it  did  

not  affect  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

due  to  its  relative  geographical  isolation.  At  the  same  time,  Arakanese  

speakers  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  were  similarly  de-Arakanised  by  

cutting  off  their  connections  with  Arakan  during  the  colonial  period,  

though  this  process  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  did  not  affect  the  

closely-related  Arakanese-speaking  population  in  Tripura,  who  managed  

to  maintain  their  ancient  Arakanese  identity.   

 

This  thesis  uncovers  a  similar  context  for  the  development  of  the  

identity  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  population  in  Arakan  along  with  

the  emergence  of  the  term  “Rohingya,”  and  likewise  examines  the  why  

of  the  de-Bengalisation  of  Chittagonian  speakers.  I  argue  that  a  more  

modern  “Rohingya”  identity  appeared  after  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

communities  and  colonial-era  Chittagonian-speaking  immigrants  became  

conflated.  The  old  term  “Roangya”  was  still  sometimes  used  to  refer  
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the  people  from  Arakan  such  as  Arakanese,  Chakmas,  Hindus  and  

Muslims,  but  it  was  used  mostly  by  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  

of  Arakan.  During  the  colonial  period,  the  British  used  to  generally  

classify  the  category  of  “Mahomedans”  by  counting  together  all  Muslims  

in  Arakan,  resulting  in  the  emergence  of  a  single  Muslim  category.  It  is  

therefore  no  surprise  that,  in  the  construction  of  the  “Rohingya”  identity  

in  post-colonial  Burma/Myanmar,  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  

would  claim  everything  even  nominally  “Muslim”  in  Arakan  as  

“Rohingya.”  In  this  way,  the  terms  “Rohingya”  and  “Muslim”  became  

dogmatically  fused  into  a  single  referent.  The  result  is  that  pre-colonial  

Muslims  from  Arakan  were  absorbed  categorically  into  the  colonial-era  

Chittaonian  speaking  population,  first  as  “Muslims”  and  then  later  as  

“Rohingya.”  Chittagonian  nationalists  adapted  the  term  “Roangya,”  an  

ancient  name  for  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  in  Arakan,  into  

“Rohingya”  in  late  1950s.  As  a  result,  these  two  populations  were  

merged  into  a  brand  new  identity,  most  likely  to  legitimise  the  

existence  of  all  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  as  an  older,  established  

bonâ  fide  Muslim  community,  with  the  goal  of  achieving  equal  status  

as  taing-yin-tha  population  within  Myanmar.  Since  the  pre-colonial  

Muslim  community  constitutes  a  mere  percentage  of  all  Muslims  in  

Arakan,  they  were  likely  unable  to  resist  the  will  of  the  majority.  

Within  this  context,  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  explicitly  denied  

their  historical  roots  in  East  Bengal,  and  by  claiming  descent  from  the  

pre-colonial  Muslims,  they  have  argued  for  recognition  as  taing-yin-tha.   



 

 

16 

 

 

In  the  twenty-first  century,  the  communal  violence  that  erupted  in  

Arakan  State  in  2012  has  alarmed  global  observers,  and  drawn  scholarly  

attention  in  the  international  field  of  Myanmar  studies.  One  of  the  key  

issues  of  the  modern  period  in  Arakan  State  is  the  marginalisation  of  

this  area  within  the  politics  of  contemporary  Myanmar.  The  current  

understanding  of  this  communal  conflict  has  been  seriously  hampered  by  

the  lack  of  an  historical  approach.  This  thesis  shows  that  there  is  a  

vital  need  to  incorporate  a  more  thorough  understanding  of  the  historical  

background  and  political  contestations  between  the  two  peoples,  in  order  

to  appreciate  more  fully  the  long-term  roots  of  the  current  conflict.   

 

Another  important  question  addressed  by  this  thesis  is  how  the  

Arakanese  and  Chittagongnian-speaking  communities  in  Arakan  expressed  

their  identities  in  post-independence  Burma/Myanmar,  and  consequently  

how  the  fates  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Banga  and  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  have  unfolded  in  comparison.  

This  thesis  discusses  how  both  communities  have  tried  to  strengthen  

their  cultural,  ethnic,  religious,  and  linguistic  identities  in  Banga  and  

Arakan,  respectively.  In  comparing  the  fates  of  Arakanese  speakers  in  

Banga  and  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  with  regard  to  citizenship,  I  

argue  that  the  Burmese  citizenship  concept  follows  a  more  traditional  

Southeast  Asian  “notion  of  belonging,”  with  research  revealing  that  the  

definition  of  Burmese  citizenship  is  based  on  belonging  to  maṇḍalas  
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rather  than  actual  territories.  Through  an  investigation  of  the  pre-colonial  

and  colonial  archival  records,  this  thesis  sheds  light  on  the  issues  of  

citizenship,  identity,  and  nationalism  in  this  under-appreciated  zone  of  

Arakan  located  at  the  margins  of  Western  Myanmar  and  South-eastern  

Bangladesh.   

 

In  this  thesis,  I  also  make  additional,  inter-related  arguments.  I  

argue  that  modern  theories  of  citizenship  do  not  explain  satisfactorily  

the  concept  of  citizenship  employed  in  Myanmar.  The  Western  

citizenship  theory  of  sovereign  territory  cannot  be  applied  because  the  

Burmese  citizenship  concept  goes  beyond  the  demarcated  territories  of  

Myanmar.  In  this  respect,  I  argue  that  the  Burmese  government  

recognises  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  from  Banga  as  the  citizens  

and  “proxy  citizens”  of  Myanmar,  because  they  are  presumed  to  belong  

to  the  maṇḍala  of  Arakan.   

 

The  dissertation  contains  eight  chapters  (including  the  introduction  

and  conclusion).  Since  the  citizenship  concept  used  by  successive  

Burmese  governments  has,  in  my  view,  been  grounded  on  the  traditional  

Southeast  Asian  maṇḍala  theory,  I  have  found  it  necessary  to  introduce  

discussions  on  the  emergence  of  the  Arakan  and  Banga  maṇḍalas  during  

the  early  modern  period.  I  also  offered  the  notion  of  maṇḍala  as  a  

possible  alternative  to  think  the  “intertwined”  histories  of  Banga  and  

Arakan  in  this  introduction  chapter.   
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While  tracing  the  early  history  of  the  region,  Chapter  2  introduces  

an  argument  that  consists  in  surveying  and  commenting  on  the  terms  

that  enable  us  to  study  the  representation  of  the  Arakanese  polity  and  

the  components  of  a  discourse  on  “identity”  in  the  region.  I  discuss  the  

notion  of  “cultural  continuum”  used  by  previous  historians  to  describe  

the  coastal  regions  of  Banga  and  Arakan  and  highlights  the  contrasting  

idea  of  “overlapping  maṇḍalas,”  which  emphasises  the  existence  of  two  

administrative  spheres  within  the  Arakan  kingdom.  These  two  maṇḍalas  

of  “Arakan”,  centred  in  Mrauk U,  and  and  “Banga”,  centred  in  

Chittagong,  roughly  correspond  to  the  the  places  where  Arakanese  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  populations  are  inhabited.  In  the  various  

subsections  of  this  chapter,  I  systematically  collates  evidence  gathered  

from  primary  sources  and  other  kinds  of  historical  discourses  fomulated  

by  British  administrators,  antiquarians,  and  activists  where  I  distinguish  

between  the  claims  of  “nationalists”  and  “historians”  –  the  main  

difference  being  the  role  of  the  political  agenda  in  shaping  the  historical  

narratives.  Besides  the  terminology  used  to  describe  various  aspects  of  

the  Arakanese  polity,  I  tried  to  give  a  sense  of  the  demography  of  the  

various  waves  of  migrations  that  took  place  between  the  regions  of  

Arakan  and  Banga.   

 

Chapter  3  discusses  migrations  after  the  Burmese  invasion  of  

Arakan  and  during  the  colonial  period.  Whereas  the  Burmese  invasion  
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pushed  Arakanese  speakers  to  take  refuge  in  Banga,  the  British  invasion  

of  the  Arakan  region  led  to  the  migration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  to  Arakan.  This  chapter  characterizes  both  phases  of  migration  

by  using  James  Scott’s  theory  about  state-making  projects  and  the  

movement  of  peoples,  except  that  in  this  case  these  populations  did  not  

resettle  in  marginal  hill  areas,  but  in  the  neighbouring  plains.  On  the  

other  hand,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  migrated  to  Arakan  primarily  for  

economic  reasons,  in  that  case,  this  chapter  addresses  the  “push-pull  

factors”.  This  chapter  analyses  the  data  drawn  from  colonial  archives  to  

assess  the  demography  of  those  migrations  and  the  modes  of  settlement  

of  part  of  these  Chittagonian-speaking  populations  who  came  from  

Banga  to  Arakan.   

 

Chapter  4  and  5  address  the  identity  formations  of  “Rakhine”  and  

“Marma”  and  “Rohingya”  up  to  the  1950s.  In  these  chapters,  I  trace  the  

presence  of  various  ethnonyms  in  sources  ranging  from  inscriptions  and  

chronicles  from  the  turn  of  the  second  millennium  up  to  various  reports  

and  surveys  from  the  contemporary  period.  The  chapters  basically  

explores  the  movements  of  the  de-Myanmarisation  of  Arakanese  

speakers  in  Arakan,  the  de-Arakanisation  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  

in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts,  and  the  de-Bengalisation  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  in  Arakan.  The  understanding  of  “ethnicity”  inside  the  Burmese  

nation  led  to  the  reshaping  of  the  boundaries  of  ethnic  groups  in  

Myanmar.  In  this  context,  the  taing-yin-tha  (indigenous  ethnic  group)  
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became  the  basic  for  the  discourse  on  citizenship  and  compelled  the  

inhabitants  of  the  country  to  justify  their  belonging  to  the  nation  by  

formulating  the  historical  narratives  that  tie  them  to  the  land.  This  led  

the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  to  reject  their  “Bengali”  

cultural  background  and  claim  the  “Rohingya”  identity.  On  the  other  

hand,  the  Arakanese  speakers  claimed  a  specific  “Rakhine”  identity  by  

denying  their  former  traditional  concepts  of  “Myanmar-ness”  shared  with  

people  from  central  Myanmar.  These  newly  formulated  ethnic  identities  

also  started  competing  for  the  ownership  of  the  past  of  the  independent  

kingdom  of  Arakan  that  constituted  the  basis  of  nationalists’  claims.   

 

Chapter  6  deals  with  the  period  ranging  from  post-independence  to  

currennt  times  and  studies  the  competing  discourses  on  ethnic  identities.  

The  chapter  discusses  on  communalism  before  the  independence  of  

Burma,  by  arguing  that  the  combination  of  colonial  attitudes  towards  the  

“Mahomedens”  and  the  privileged  Arakanese  speakers  led  to  increased  

tensions  between  the  two  communities.  These  tensions  turned  into  

violent  conflicts  in  1942,  when  the  British  retreated  from  the  Japanese  

invasion  of  Burma.  This  event  marked  the  beginning  of  the  communal  

tensions  between  the  Chittagonian  and  Arakanese  speaking  peoples  in  

Arakan.  This  chapter  reviews  the  various  strategies  used  by  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  to  ensure  their  rights  in  post-

independence  Burma/Myanmar,  from  the  demand  of  an  autonomous  

Muslim  state  to  the  recognitin  of  their  status  as  taing-yin-tha.   
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In  Chapter  7,  citizenship  in  the  constitutions  of  Burma-Myanmar  

and  East  Pakistan-Bangladesh  are  discussed.  This  chapter  introduces  the  

citizenship  theories  and  distinguish  between  Western  and  Burmese  

understanding  of  this  concept.  In  this  chapter,  I  scrutinizes  the  core  of  

current  issue  surrounding  the  recognition  of  the  status  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  from  Arakan  (Rohingyas)  as  Burmese  citizens.  This  chapter  

shows  how  their  status  actually  changed  throughout  the  various  

amendments  made  to  the  constitution,  which  ended  in  the  denying  of  

the  Burmese  citizenship  to  Chittagonian  speakers.  On  the  other  hand,  

Bangladesh  does  not  acknowledge  the  Burmese  concept  of  citizenship  

that  relies  on  the  notion  of  “culturally-similar  united  groups”  and  puts  

forward  the  Western  concept  of  citizenship  based  on  the  idea  of  

“sovereign  territory”.  This  chapter  also  discusses  the  status  of  “proxy  

citizens”  of  Arakanese  speakers  in  Bangladesh  and  of  “statelessness”  of  

the  Chittagonian-speaking  people  from  Arkan.   

 

Last  but  not  least,  Chapter  8  recaps  my  three  main  arguments  

developed  in  the  dissertation  as  conclusion  –  1)  following  the  conquest  

of  Chittagong  by  the  Arakanese  speakers,  two  overlapping  maṇḍalas  

with  two  political  centres  were  never  actually  formed  a  unique  political  

and  cultural  entity;  2)  the  “Rakhine”,  “Marma”  and  “Rohingya”  

identities  are  constructions  thanks  to  local  and  British  colonial  

narratives,  maps,  censuses,  and  nationalist  movements;  3)  modern  
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citizenship  in  Myanmar  does  not  rely  on  politically  demarcated  borders  

but  on  the  idea  of  belonging  to  the  distinct  political  maṇḍalas.   

 

In  this  dissertation,  I  use  transcriptions  for  Burmese  words  because  

many  terms,  such  as  taing-yin-tha,  lu-myo,  myo-won,  have  been  used  in  

previous  scholarship  with  the  transcribed  forms  instead  of  

transliterations.  However,  I  use  transliterations  for  Arakanese  words,  as  

well  as  for  the  archaic  Burmese  terms  and  classical  usages,  following  

the  transliteration  method  established  by  the  Burma  Research  Society9.   

 

 

  

                                                            

9 See “Literal Transliteration of the Burmese Alphabet”, the Journal of the Burma Research 
Society 6 (2): 81-90.  
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Chapter  2 

ONE  KINGDOM,  TWO  MAṆḌALAS: 

HISTORICAL  BACKGROUND  OF  ARAKAN,  BANGA,  

AND  THEIR  PEOPLES 

 

In  this  chapter,  I  present  the  history  of  Arakan  and  Banga  as  two  

maṇḍalas  of  one  kingdom  at  one  time,  and  analyse  the  movements  and  

interactions  of  their  peoples  during  the  time  of  the  Arakan  kingdom.  In  

writing  this  chapter,  I  use  traditional  Arakanese  chronicles,  manuscript  

sources,  inscriptions,  contemporary  western  sources  and  previous  

academic  works  on  early  modern  Arakan.   

 

The  region  of  Arakan  is  located  between  the  boundaries  of  two  

major  geographical  zones  –  South  and  Southeast  Asia,  represented  by  

Bengal  and  Myanmar  respectively.  As  Richard  Eaton  (2002)  argues,  

Arakan  is  a  complex  region  that  compels  scholars  to  refine  analytical  

categories  such  as  “borderlands,”  “frontiers,”  or  “core zones”.  According  

to  Baud  and  Van  Schendel  (1997:  216),  the  drawing  of  borderlines  and  

the  creation  of  “borderlands”  are  the  outcome  of  the  formation  of  

modern  states  around  the  world.  Here,  the  term  “border”  is  used  for  the  

political  divides  that  were  the  result  of  state  building  starting  from  the  

eighteenth  century  onward.  “Borders”  all over  the  world  during  this  
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period  became  crucial  elements  in  a  new  state  system  (Baud  and  Van  

Schendel  1997:  214).  According  to  them,  “borders”  became  markers  in  

two  ways  –  firstly,  they  are  exposed  as  the  territorial  consolidation  of  

states  and,  secondly,  “borders”  became  markers  of  the  actual  power  that  

states  wielded  over  their  own  societies.  In  some  conditions,  most  states  

took  possession  of  loosely  defined  border  areas  to  which  two  or  even  

more  neighbouring  states  might  lay  claim  (Konvitz  1987:  31-42;  Blench  

1996:  111-28;  Lyons  1996:  131-44).  As  proposed  by  Jones  (1945,  cited  

in  Baud  and  Van  Schendel  1997:  215),  the  mapping  of  borders  was  

processed  in  three  stages,  namely,  establishment,  demarcation,  and  

control  of  the  border.  Prescott  (1965:  33-34)  states  that  the  notion  of  

“borderland”  is  usually  understood  as  a  region  in  one  nation  that  is  

significantly  affected  by  an  international  border.  However,  according  to  

the  “cross-border  perspective,”  the  region  on  both  sides  of  a  state  

border  is  taken  into  account.  As  quoted  in  Thelen  (1992:  437),  

“borderlands”  are  “broad  scenes  of  intense  interactions  in  which  people  

from  both  sides  work  out  everyday  accommodations  based  on  face-to-

face  relationship”.  Nowadays,  the  study  of  borderlands  has  been  mainly  

concerned  with  legal,  geographical,  geopolitical  matters  (see  Prescott  

1987;  Anderson  1996;  Barendse  1994).  

 

However,  in  this  chapter,  I  dismiss  the  perception  of  “borderlands”  

for  Arakan  and  Banga  for  several  reasons.  Firstly,  I  consider  Arakan  

and  Banga  as  “borderless”  political  spheres;  thus,  the  amplification  of  
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“borders”  is  not  applicable.  Secondly,  the  start  of  my  focused  period  is  

earlier  than  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries  (by  the  time  

“borders”  appeared  due  to  political  division;  and  the  creation  of  

“borderlands”  as  an  outcome  of  the  formation  of  modern  states  around  

the  world).  Thirdly,  my  discussions  on  Arakan  and  Banga  in  this  

dissertation  is  applied  to  much  more  bigger  “political  and  cultural  

zones”  rather  than  the  “borderlands”  of  area  studies.   

 

Following  Frederick  Jackson  Turner,  Eaton  defines  “frontier”  as  a  

dynamic  concept  where  a  cultural  group  expands  into  an  “empty”  space  

or  into  the  territory  of  another  culture  group  (Eaton  2002:  226).  In  

other  words,  “frontier”  refers  to  the  territorial  expansion  of  civilizations  

into  “empty”  areas  (Baud  and  Van  Schendel  1997:  213).  Eaton  states  

that  from  the  perspective  of  the  Irrawaddy  valley  of  Myanmar  proper,  

Arakan  may  be  considered  a  “frontier.”  However,  the  rulers  of  Arakan  

themselves,  possessing  a  centralist  historical  ideology,  would  not  have  

considered  their  kingdom  as  any  sort  of  “frontier”  (Eaton  2002:  226-

227).  As  the  political  history  of  Arakan  was  disconnected  to  the  

Burmese  centres  of  Irrawaddy  valley  such  as  Bagan,  Innwa,  Bago,  and  

Amarapura,  it  is  inappropriate  to  define  Arakan  as  a  “frontier”  of  the  

Irrawaddy  valley  centres.  On  the  other  hand,  the  political  centres  of  the  

Irrawaddy  valley  could  not  be  considered  the  “frontiers”  of  Arakan  

because  Arakan  did  not  extend  its  civilization  to  the  Irrawaddy  valley.  

There  is  a  question  of  relationship  between  the  Irrawaddy  valley  
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maṇḍalas  of  Myanmar  proper  and  their  relation  to  Mrauk U.  Yet  the  

actors  of  Arakan  maṇḍala  defined  themselves  and  their  cultures  not  only  

in  reference  to  “Banga”,  but  also  in  reference  to  “Myanmar”.  Cultural  

interactions  between  the  maṇḍalas  of  Bagan,  Bago,  Innwa,  and  

Konbaung  of  Myanmar  alongside  the  interaction  between  Mrauk  U  and  

Banga  showd  a  clear  historical  complexity  and  connectivities  that  

fluctuated  over  time  and  space.  However,  as  clearly  documented  from  

the  fifteenth  to  eighteenth  century,  any political  interaction  between  

Arakan  kingdom  and  the  Irrawaddy  centres  was  very  rare10.  As  a  result,  

the inter-relations between Arakan and Myanmar maṇḍalas is understated in 

this chapter.   

 

Following  the  theory  of  Frederick  Jackson  Turner,  I  will  argue  that  

from  an  Arakanese  perspective,  the  region  of  Banga  may  be  seen  as  a  

“frontier,”  in  the  sense  of  a  zone  in  which  the  Arakanese,  through  

political  and  cultural  dominance,  displaced  another  people.  In  contrast,  

the  Arakan  littoral  itself  might  be  considered  as  the  “core  zone.”  In  this  

regard,  I  dismiss  the  perception  of  Arakan  as  a  “frontier”  as  well. 

Paradigms  may  shift  depending  upon  the  perspective  of  the  researcher.  

On  the  other  hand,  I  consider  the  regions  of  Arakan  and  Banga  as  

                                                            

10 During the Mrauk U period (1430-1785) of Arakan kingdom, Myanmar’s political 
intervention in Arakan was extremely rare, with the exception of a single failed invasion of 
Arakan in the 16th century by the Burmese king Tabinshwehti (1516-1550). Only in 1785, 
Arakan was conquered by King Bodawphaya (1745-1819) of Myanmar proper and the Mrauk 
U period came to an end.  
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maṇḍalas11  grounded  in  their  own  respective  centres,  rather  than  places  

envisioned  from  different  perspectives.  For  example,  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  

stretched  out  from  its  own  political  centre,  the  capital,  Mrauk U,  

whereas  the  Banga  maṇḍala  was  centred  in  Chittagong.  The  mandala  

refers  here  to  both  a  roughly  defined  terrain  with  no  borderlines  (Wolter  

1999)  and  “the  sphere  of  political  activities,  the  arena  in  which  the  

Arakanese  kings  tried  to  gain  acknowledgement  as  overlords  and  obtain  

tributes  from  less  potent  chiefs  or  kings”  (Leider  2001:  142).  By  nature,  

the  mandalas  may  overlap  each  other  where  political  power  is  more  

diffused  (Wolter  1999:  27).  In  political  terms,  the  “kingdom  of  Arakan”  

in  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries  can  be  defined  as  the  areas  

covering  Banga  and  the  Arakan  littoral  (constituting  the  Banga  and  

Arakan  maṇḍalas).  In  recalling  the  historical  past  of  these  regions,  I  

cannot  view  the  domains  of  Arakan  and  Banga  either  as  “frontiers”  or  

“borderlands”  but  I  argue  them  as  individual  maṇḍalas  based  on  

Wolter’s  Southeast  Asian  political  model.   

 

In  fact,  “frontiers”  or  “borderlands”  might  exist  somewhere  within  

the  overrlapped  areas  of  the  two  maṇḍalas.  According  to  Ludden  (2011:  

146-7),  “[o]ld  imperial  frontiers…  move  across  boundaries  of  time,  

creating  borderlands  among  overlapping  regimes”  are  shaped  by  plural  

                                                            

11 The concept of maṇḍala is a product of area-studies scholarship. The idea explored by O. 
W. Wolters in 1982 is part of a broader conversation on the nature of early Southeast Asia 
polity which other scholars have discussed. Wolter’s maṇḍala idea should be considered 
alongside with other models such as “galatic polity” of Stanley Tambiah (see Tambiah 2013) 
and “solar polity” of Victor Liberman (see Liberman 2003).  
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sovereign  claims.  Based  on  this  statement,  Bergmann  (2015)  proposes  

the  “overlapping  sovereignities”  model.  In  this  model,  Bergmann  (2015: 

95)  describes  the  situation  of  the  Kumaon  region  of  British  India  

bordering  Tibet  in  the  nineteenth  century .  In  his  discussions,  Bergmann  

raises  an  issue  of  the  virtually  claimed  sovereignty  over  British  subjects  

of  Kumaon  by  the  Tibetan  authorities.  The  maṇḍala  model  is  somewhat  

similar  to  the  concept  of  “overlapping  sovereignties”  in  its  overlapping  

nature.  However,  Bergmann’s  “overlapping  sovereignty”  can  only  explain  

the  conditions  of  a  specific  area  which  falls  under  the  authority  of  two  

political  domains,  not  the  larger  areas  of  the  two.  In  this  regard,  the  

maṇḍala  model  works  better  for  discussing  the  two  greater  political  

domains,  such  as  Arakan  and Banga.   

 

During  the  sixteenth  century,  the  Arakanese  kings  controlled  parts  

of  Banga.  Charney  (1999:  16-59)  views  both  Arakan  and  Banga  as  an  

“environmental  continuum,”  arguing  that  the  Arakanese  from  Arakan  and  

the  Bengalis  from  Banga  had  a  shared  environmental  heritage.  Following  

Charney,  Van  Galen  (2008:  16-18)  interprets  the  zone  at  large  as  a  

“cultural  continuum”  underscoring  the  flourishing  of  Bengali  literature  in  

the  Arakan  littoral  and  the  spread  of  Arakanese  Buddhism  in  the  form  

of  Mahamuni  cult  in  Banga  (Van  Galen  2008:  16-17).  To  counter  this,  

I  envision  the  regions  of  Arakan  and  Banga  as  individual  political  

spheres  rather  than  a  continuous  zone.  Arakanese  chronicles  demonstrate  

how  the  region  of  Banga  was  historically  loosely  tied  not  only  to  the  
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state  formation  of  Arakan  kingdom  (even  though  it  came  under  Arakan,  

centered  in  Mrauk U),  but  also  geared  toward  the  creation  of  the  Banga  

maṇḍala  with  Chittagong  as  its  political  centre12.  After  this  formation,  

the  domains  of  Banga  and  Arakan  should  be  seen  as  “double-state  

spaces”,  comprised  of  the  territorities  of  two  regions,  and  yet  

transcendig  the  individual  autonomy  of  each  political  domain  (see 2.2).   

 

On  the  other  hand,  I  argue  these  instances  stated  above  by  Van  

Galen  (2008:  16-17)  as  the  extension  of  the  cultural  sphere  (e.g.,  

literature)  of  Banga  maṇḍala  into  the  Arakan  littoral;  and  the  

penetration  of  Arakan’s  cultural  domain  (e.g.,  the  Mahamuni  cult)  inside  

the  Banga  maṇḍala;  causing  two  overlapping  maṇḍala  domains.  The  

same  interpenetrations  pertain  also  to  the  linguistic  spheres.  While  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  of  the  Banga  maṇḍala  overlapped  with  the  

peripheries  of  Arakan,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  

also  overlapped  with  the  fringes  of  Banga.  On  the  other  hand,  political  

developments  in  the  late  sixteenth  century  show  the  formation  of  a  

separate  Banga  maṇḍala  ruled  by  its  own  “king  of  the  west”  in  the  

north  of  the  Arakan  littoral.  These  two  maṇḍalas  appear  to  have  

overlapped  as  well.  Arakan  and  Banga  together  geographically  or  

                                                            

12 The fifteenth and sixteenth-century Arakanese texts (such as the Rakhuiṅ Maṅ:samī: 
E:khraṅ:, written in 1459 CE; and the Tachay Nhacrāsī Ratu composed by the Arakanese 
court poet Ugga Byan under the reign of King Maṅ: Rājākrī: (1557-1612)), use a localised-
Pāli term “Rakkha Maṇḍuiṅ” (Rakkha Maṇḍala) which means “the realm of Rakhine.” In 
contrast, the region of “Banga” had always been treated as a separate conquered land by the 
Arakanese kings, but part of the greater “Arakan kingdom” (see MRCT 1775 [1602]: fᵒ khī-rᵒ; 
DhAP 2006 [1787]: 79).   
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culturally  constituted  a  sort  of  “Arakan-Banga  Continuum.”  However,  

these  two  regions  also  existed  culturally  and  politically  as  two  distinct  

maṇḍalas.   

 

The  maṇḍalas  do  not  have  demarcated  boundaries  and  their  

territories  are  not  fixed  compared  to  modern  maps  with  sometimes  

arbitrary  borderlines.  The  existence  of  maṇḍalas  is  imagined  only  in  the  

minds  of  the  people  and  not  on  the  maps:  depending  upon  the  

perceptions,  cultural,  and  social  activities  of  the  people,  the  domains  of  

maṇḍalas  spread,  shrink,  and  even  overlap  one  another.   

 

During  the  pre-colonial  period,  polities  in  Southeast  Asia  were  

constructed  based  on  the  control  of  labour  (i.e,  their  population)  not  on  

land  (Steinberg  1987:  30).  Until  the  nineteenth  century,  the  modern  

concept  of  states  with  fixed  boundaries  did  not  exist  in  Southeast  Asia.  

In  fact,  this  concept  is  an  imported  construct  from  recent  times.  The  

concept  of  country  which  Southeast  Asian  peoples  understood  was  more  

in  terms  of  flexible  geographic  boundaries  or  maṇḍalas.  In  this  regard,  

Southeast  Asian  people  were  not  so  much  concerned  with  the  

demarcation  of  frontiers  (Steinberg  1987:  5).  Leach  (1960:  50,  quoted  in  

de  Mersan  2016:  124)  reminds  us  that  “frontiers  are  not  always  well  

established,  depend  on  the  scale  one  chooses  to  consider,”  and  that  they  

“are  the  outcome  of  the  dynamics  of  interaction  among  groups.”  The  

transition  from  the  maṇḍalas  (where  borderlands  used  to  shift  their  
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rulers  either  from  this  maṇḍala  to  that  maṇḍala)  to  modern  states  (with  

geographically  defined  borders  on  the  maps)  only  began  in  Southeast  

Asia  with  western  colonisation  (Leach  1960:  52  and  Liberman  1987:  

186,  quoted  in  Boutry  2016a:  105).  How  did  Arakanese  speakers  

represent  their  “geographic”  or  “political”  territories?  Like  every  other  

Southeast  Asian  people,  they  viewed  their  country  simply  as  a  maṇḍala  

that  could  spread  into  or  overlap  with  other  domains  in  terms  of  its  

population  or  cultural  activities.  Demarcated  boundaries  were  not  

required  in  their  domains,  and  their  maṇḍalas  could  overlap  with  one  

another.   

 

In  the  sections  that  follow,  I  will  describe  very  briefly  the  many  

significant  connections  between  Arakan  and  Banga  during  the  first  

millennium  CE,  the  emergence  of  distinct  Arakan  and  Banga  maṇḍalas  

during  the  sixteenth  centuries,  and  the  migration  of  Arakanese  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  populations  between  the  two  maṇḍalas  during  the  

Arakan  kingdom  period.   

 

2.1  Early  Interactions  between  Arakan  and  Banga   

During  the  first  millennium  CE,  urban  centers  developed  in  ancient  

Arakan.  The  earliest  site  known  to  us  is  the  city  of  Dhanyawadi13.  

Around  the  sixth  century  CE,  the  centre  of  political  power  moved  to  

                                                            

13 Gutman (1976) discusses that Dhanyawadi was founded in the fourth century CE.  
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another  city  known  as  Vesali14  (Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2007:  57).  During  the  

Vesali  period,  the  histories  of  Arakan  and  Banga  were  connected  to  

each  other.  There  are  indications  that  the  Candra  dynasty  of  Banga  was  

politically  and  culturally  dominated  by  the  descendants  of  the  Vesali  

Candra  dynasty  from  Arakan  (Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2007:  59-61;  Van  Galen  

2008:  34-35).   

 

The  western  face  of  the  Shitthaung  Pillar  inscription  (Ānanda  

Candra  praśasti)  of  Arakan  written  in  Sanskrit  in  the  eight  century  CE  

mentions  a  list  of  the  Candra  kings  who  ruled  in  the  cities  of  

Dhanyawadi  and  Vesali  from  the  fourth  to  eight  centuries15  (Johnston  

1944;  Sircar  1962;  Gutman  1976:  42).  Silver  coins  bearing  the  kings’  

names  discovered  in  Arakan  confirm  the  existence  of  these  kings  

(Gutman  1978;  San  Tha  Aung  1979;  Mitchiner  2000).  The  northern  face  

of  the  Shitthaung  Pillar  also  contains  the  names  of  a  few  Candra  kings  

from  Arakan  in  the  tenth-eleventh  century.  At  the  same  time,  epigraphic  

evidence  shows  that  another  Candra  dynasty  flourished  in  the  Harikela  

kingdom  (Alam  1982:  13;  Hazra  1998:  254-7).  Mukherjee  (1975)  

identifies  Harikela  with  “Vanga”  (Banga)  or  South-eastern  Bengal.  This  

strongly  suggests  connections  between  the  Candras  of  Arakan  and  

Banga.   

                                                            

14 This tentative assignment of Vesali is according to the dating of Pamela Gutman (Gutman 
1976). Johnston suggests Vesali to be established in the fourth century CE (Johnston 1944).  

15 Chronology of the Candra kings of Arakan is needed to revise following ongoing epigraphic 
research on Vesali inscriptions carried out by Arlo Griffiths (see Griffiths 2015).  
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Coins  bearing  the  names  of  Candra  kings  were  discovered  in  the  

Arakan  littoral  and  in  Banga.  (Mukherjee  1975;  Gutman  1976;  Mitchiner  

2000).  Interestingly,  the  coins  found  in  Banga  are  the  exact  copies  of  

Arakan’s  Vesali  coins.  The  Vesali  Candra  coins  of  Arakan  spread  to  

Banga,  while  the  Candra  coins  of  Banga  also  spread  as  far  south  as  

Arakan.  According  to  some  scholars,  the  strikers  of  these  coins  from  

Banga  might  have  been  inspired  by  Arakan  coinage  (Khan  1999:  15;  

Chakrabarti  2001:  168-9).  Some  scholars  argue  that  Banga’s  Candra  

kings  were  the  descendants  of  Arakan’s  Candras,  or  perhaps  a  branch  

of  Arakan’s  Candra  dynasty.  Epigraphic  and  numismatic  studies  confirm  

that  Arakan’s  Candra  kings  (from  around  the  fourth  to  tenth-eleventh  

centuries)  preceded  Banga’s  Candras  (from  the  tenth  to  eleventh  

centuries).  One  scholar  argues  that  a  Vesali  Arakan  king  of  mid-seventh  

century  by  the  name  of  Sūriya  Candra  fled  to  Banga  and  established  a  

new  Candra  dynasty  there  (Chowdhury  1996:  38).  The  time  of  Sūriya  

Candra  coincided  with  a  dynastic  breakdown  in  Vesali.  The  Ānanda  

Candra  praśasti  omitted  the  name  of  this  Vesali  king,  and  Chowdhury  

hypothesises  that  one  reason  for  the  absence  of  Sūriya  Candra’s  name  

in  the  inscription  might  have  been  due  to  the  aim  of  the  inscriber  of  

the  praśasti  to  establish  an  untainted  and  unbroken  dynastic  succession  

from  his  ancestors,  in  which  the  presence  of  the  name  of  this  king  

would  have  been  undesirable  (Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2007:  59).  An  

interesting  fact  is  that  an  inscribed  metal  vase  of  a  Candra  ruler  from  
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Banga  is  dated  in  the  Arakanese  sakkarāj  era  matching  with  715  CE.  

This  is  close  to  the  date  hypothesised  for  the  arrival  of  Sūriya  Candra  

from  Arakan  to  Banga  and  the  initial  minting  of  Banga’s  Candra  coins  

(Chowdhury  1996:  39;  Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2007:  59).  This  has  led  to  the  

suggestion  that  Banga  was  culturally  and  politically  dominated  by  the  

descendants  of  Arakan’s  Vesali  kings.   

 

2.2  The  Emergence  of  two  Maṇḍalas:  Arakan  and  Banga   

This  section  argues  that  the  annexation  of  Banga  by  the  kingdom  

of  Arakan  during  the  Mrauk U  period  resulted  in  the  formation  of  two  

maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga.  They  became  two  distinct  parts  of  the  

same  realm  at  the  time,  encompassing  two  distinct  political spheres  that  

were  controlled  by  two  different  rulers:  the  king  of  Arakan,  and  the  

“king  of  the  west,”  ruling  over  Chittagong,  the  centre  of  Banga.   

 

Manuscript  sources  agree  that  in  1430  CE,  the  city  of  Mrauk U  was  

founded  in  Arakan  (Leider  2002a:  127).  From  the  middle  of  the  

fifteenth  century  onwards,  the  Mrauk U  kings  had  progressively  extended  

their  domains  beyond  the  Arakan  littoral  towards  the  northwest,  i.e.,  

towards  Banga,  to  what  is  now  the  southern  part  of  the  Chittagong  

District  (Leider  2002a:  127).  During  the  sixteenth  century,  the  Arakanese  

kings  strove  to  establish  control  over  Chittagong,  the  political  and  

commercial  centre  of  Banga.  Their  rule  over  Chittagong  led  to  the  

military  predominance  and  economic  strength  of  Arakan  during  the  
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sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries  CE.  After  taking  control  over  Banga,  

Arakan  became  the  regional  power  of  that  time  (Van  Galen  2008:  33),  

a  kingdom  encompassing  two  maṇḍalas  where  two  different  linguistic  

spheres  –  Indo-European  (Chittagonian)  and  Tibeto-Burman  (Arakanese)  

–  overlapped.   

 

The  Arakanese  chronicles,  written  since  the  seventeenth  century  CE,  

tell  a  story  that  King  Maṅ:  Co  Mwan,  who  had  been  expelled  from  

Arakan  by  the  Burmese  troops  to  Bengal,  regained  the  throne  of  Arakan  

in  1430  with  the  military  support  of  a  sultan  of  Bengal  and  founded  

the  city  of  Mrauk U16  (MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  kā:-rᵒ;  CL  2014  [1931]:  

277).  The  legend  regarding  the  foundation  of  Mrauk U  in  the  fifteenth  

century  may  point  to  a  close  relationship  between  Arakan  and  Bengal  at  

that  time  (Subramanyam  1997:  202;  Van  Galen  2008:  34).  Claims  of  

the  role  of  a  Bengal  lord  in  the  Arakanese  chronicles  were  rationalised  

by  later  colonial  historians  saying  that  Arakan  became  a  tributary  to  the  

Bengal  sultanate  for  several  decades  after  this  alleged  event17  (Phayre  

1844:  23-52;  Harvey  1925:  139).  However,  recent  scholarship  has  

already  shown  that  the  fabulous  stories  about  the  foundation  of  Mrauk U  

with  the  help  of  a  Bengal  sultan  in  1430  was  not  confirmed  by  a  

                                                            

16 The Maṅ: Rājā-krī: Cātam: (MRCT), originally compiled in 1602 CE and expanded in 
1775 CE, is the first Arakanese chronicle to mention this story almost two centuries after the 
alleged event.  

17 Habibullah (1945: 35) states that one cannot read anything in the Bengal history about the 
evidence of Arakan’s continued political subjection to Bengal or Bengal’s influence on 
Arakan after this event.  
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single  Bengali  source18  (Leider  2002a:  128;  Van  Galen  2008:  34),  

archaeological  and  epigraphic  evidence  (Leider  and  Kyaw  Minn  Htin  

2015:  373),  or  contemporary  Arakanese/Burmese  sources19  (Banya  Dala  

2006  [1457]:  215-216;  Nai  Pan  Hla  1997:  274).   

 

Before  the  late  sixteenth  century,  Arakanese  kings  attacked  the  city  

of  Chittagong,  but  likely  did  not  gain  any  firm  and  lasting  control  over  

it.  In  1439  CE,  King  Maṅ:  Kharī,  aka  Ali  Khan,  the  successor  of  Maṅ:  

Co  Mwan,  led  military  expeditions  against  Chocoria  and  Chittagong  (CL  

2014  [1931]:  288;  Leider  2002a:  129;  Leider  2004:  67).  However,  

according  to  numismatic  evidence  from  Banga,  Chittagong  remained  

under  the  suzerainty  of  the  Bengal  sultans  (Leider  2004:  67;  Van  Galen  

2008:  35).  The  king  was  reported  to  have  founded  the  town  of  Ramu  

located  north  of  the  Naf  river  on  his  return  from  Chittagong  (RG  1852  

:  fᵒ  ñi).  Phayre  (1883:  78)  writes  that  Maṅ:  Kharī  extended  the  

Arakan’s  territory  until  Ramu.  Leider  (2002a:  129;  2004:  67)  suggests  

the  probability  of  Arakanese  settlements  in  this  area.  According  to  

Qanungo,  the  Arakanese  kings  controlled  most  of  the  areas  in  the  south  

of  Chittagong  during  the  early  fifteenth  century  (Qanungo  1986:  150;  

                                                            

18 Hussain (2003: 113-114) retells the Arakanese chronicle tradition but doubts the narrative 
of this particular event and rejects the story based on numismatic grounds.  

19 The Purin Achuṁ: Toṅ Inscription (A. 4), c. 1400s, states that the “king of Arakan” was 
supported by King Rājādhirāj of Pegu. The Rājādhirāj Are:taupuṁ Kyam: Chronicle, possibly 
compiled in 1457 CE, states the same as above (see Banya Dala 2006 [1457]: 215-216). The 
verse 27 of the Rakhuiṅ Maṅ:samī: E:khraṅ: (1459 CE) does not say anything about the 
support of a Bengal sultan, but only states that Maṅ: Co Mwan came back from “the West.” 
(Aung Tha Oo 1970).  
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Leider  2002a:  130).  The  Arakanese  kings  who  succeeded  Maṅ:  Kharī,  

namely,  Bha  Co  Phrū  and  Maṅ:  Do  Lyā,  also  invaded  Chittagong  in  

1459  and  1481  respectively  and  may  have  controlled  the  area  between  

the  Naaf  river  and  Chittagong  only  for  a  limited  period  of  time  (Leider  

2004:  70-74).  Around  1515  CE,  Arakan  again  led  military  campaigns  

against  Chittagong  and  temporarily  controlled  the  city.  This  period  

coincides  with  the  first  arrival  of  the  Portuguese  in  the  region  (Leider  

2002a:  131).  In  the  year  1539-40  CE,  King  Maṅ:  Pā  successfully  

annexed  Chittagong.  The  Arakanese  chronicles  illustrate  the  war  affairs  

with  Chittagong  of  King  Maṅ:  Pā  as  the  reclamation  of  the  “twelve  

towns  of  Banga”20  (MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  khi-rᵒ;  DhAP  2006  [1787]:  

23;  CL  2014  [1931]:  311).  A  votive  inscription  written  in  Arakanese,  

dated  1542  CE,21  confirms  the  presence  of  Arakanese  in  Chittagong  

after  the  attack  of  Maṅ:  Pā  in  1539-40  CE  (Leider  2002a:  131;  Leider  

2004:  128).  The  gradual  rise  of  Arakan’s  power  in  Banga  could  have  

been  connected  to  the  growth  of  a  Portuguese-Arakanese  alliance  (Van  

Galen  2008:  38).  The  Arakanese  themselves  did  not  administer  

Chittagong  at  that  time,  and  the  city  maintained  its  autonomy  under  a  

local  Muslim  governor  (Leider  2002a:  132).  It  seems  that  the  control  of  

Chittagong  by  the  Arakanese  was  merely  temporary,  and  Chittagong  

remained  under  the  control  of  the  Afghan  lords  or  Tripura  kings  for  

some  years  after  this  Arakanese  invasion  (Van  Galen  2008:  46).  Later,  
                                                            

20 ဘဂၤါ တစ္ဆယ့္ႏွစ္ျမိဳ႕, Bhaṅgā tac chayḥ nhac mruiḥ.  

21 Magha (Arakanese) year 904. The inscription commemorates the establishment of a 
Buddhist temple by an Arakanese lord in Chittagong (Shore 1790: 383-387).  
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the  account  of  Cesare  de  i  Federici,  an  Italian  jeweler,  on  his  visit  to  

Chittagong  in  1569  CE,  and  an  inscription  dated  1568  CE,  confirm  that  

Chittagong  had  returned  to  the  authority  of  the  sultans  of  Bengal  

(Leider  2002a:  132).   

 

The  Arakan  maṇḍala  also  spread  its  domain  to  neighboring  hill  

regions.  Wars  between  the  kings  of  Arakan,  the  Chakma  chiefs  of  the 

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts,  and  the  kings  of  Tripura  reveal  that  Arakan  

once  extended  its  maṇḍala  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  and  the  hilly  

region  of  Tripura  (CL  2014  [1931]:  328-329,  332-333).  Theoretically,  

the  maṇḍalas  were  a  phenomenon  of  the  lowlands,  and  the  highlands  

were  beyond  the  political  reach  of  the  centres  of  these  maṇḍalas  

(Wolter  1999:  39).  However,  it  appears  that  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  had  

extended  its  political  power  to  the  highlands  at  one  time.   
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Map.2.  The  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga  in  relation  to  their  neighboring  
counterparts of  Upper  and  Lower  Myanmar 

 

Permanent  control  over  Chittagong  by  the  Arakanese  may  have  been  

initiated  around  1578  CE,  during  the  reign  of  King  Maṅ:  Pha  Loṅ:  

(Leider  2002a:  133;  Leider  2004:  156).  However,  in  the  early  years  of  

domination,  the  Arakanese  did  not  rule  Banga  directly.  Initially,  the  

local  Muslim  chiefs  were  appointed  to  govern  Chittagong.  In  1581  CE,  

Maṅ:  Pha  Loṅ:  appointed  his  son  Maṅ:  Co  Lha  as  the  first  Arakanese  

“king  of  the  west”  or  anok  bhuraṅ  (အေနာက္ဘုရင္),  referring  to  his  

position  as  the  “king”  of  Banga  (CL  2014  [1931]:  331;  Leider  2001:  

133;  Leider  2004:  158;  Van  Galen  2008:  50).  I  argue  that  this  

appointment  created  a  separate  administrative  entity  that  I  refer  to  as  
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the  “Banga  maṇḍala,”  within  the  Arakan  kingdom,  ruled  by  a  separate  

“king,”  with  Chittagong  as  its  designated  political  centre.  While  Mrauk 

U  fulfilled  the  role  of  political  centre  for  the  Arakan  maṇḍala,  

Chittagong  constituted  the  centre  of  the  Banga  maṇḍala.   

 

In  1591  CE,  Maṅ:  Co  Lha,  “king  of  the  west,”  issued  his  own  

coin  in  Banga  (953  Arakanese  sakkarāj  era  [1591  CE])  and  Maṅ:  Co  

Lha  portrayed  himself  as  “king  of  the  west,  the  royal  son  of  the  great  

king  of  the  law”22  (Chowdhury  1997:  149;  Mitchiner  2000:  132).  In  

1597  CE,  another  “king  of  the  west”  who  succeeded  Maṅ:  Co  Lha  

issued  his  coin  in  Banga.  This  anok  bhuraṅ  portrayed  himself  as  “lord  

of  the  life  in  the  west,  the  royal  son  of  [King]  Narādhippati”23  

(Mitchiner  2000:  134).  The  honorific  title  of  “lord  of  the  life”  (ဘဝသွ်င္,  

bhawa  shyaṅ)  was  generally  used  by  the  Arakanese  and  Burmese  

sovereign  kings  in  Buddhist  contexts24,  and  it  may  signify  that  he  was  

a  ruler  of  the  Banga  maṇḍala  under  the  suzerainty  of  the  Arakan  

kingdom.  According  to  the  diary  of  G.C.  Fernberger,  Reisetagebuch  

(1588-1593),  the  governor  of  Chittagong  had  rebelled  against  his  lord,  

                                                            

22 Author’s translation from the Arakanese legend on the coin: မင္တရားၾကိ သာေတာ္ အေနာက္ဖုရင္, 
maṅ tarā:kri sātau anok phuraṅ (see Mitchiner 2000: 132).  

23 Author’s translation from the Arakanese legend on the coin: နရာဓိပၸတိ သာေတာ္ 
အေနာက္ဘဝသွ်[င္], Narādhippati sātau anok bhawa shya[ṅ] (see Mitchiner 2000: 134).  

24 ROB, dated 25 August 1598.  
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the  king  of  Bengal,  Nandia  Sundar,  son  of  the  king  of  Arakan25  (Van  

Galen  2008:  50).  This  simply  means  that  the  “king  of  Bengal”  (anok  

bhuraṅ),  who  was  son  of  the  Arakanese  king,  was  not  the  governor  of  

Chittagong.  His  authority  as  “king  of  the  west”  was  above  the  

governorship  in  Chittagong  because  there  is  evidence  that  the  Arakanese  

appointed  governors  under  anok  bhuraṅ  in  other  places  such  as  Dianga  

(Van  Galen  2008:  181).  The  Arakanese  chronicles  used  to  refer  to  the  

governor  of  Chittagong  as  Cac  ta  koṅ:  cā: (စစ္တေကာင္းစား)  (literally,  the  

eater  (cā:)  of  Chittagong),  and  did  not  refer  to  him  as  bhuraṅ  (king)  

(MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  khī-rᵒ;  DhAP  2006  [1787]:  79).  On  the  other  

hand,  numismatic  studies  show  that  the  subordinate  rulers  did  not  have  

authority  to  issue  their  own  coins.  The  Arakanese  “king  of  the  west”  

obtained  his  authority  to  govern  the  Banga  maṇḍala  as  a  ruler  and  

received  the  honorific  title  bhawa  shyaṅ  (lord  of  the  life),  used  by  the  

sovereign  lords  in  Arakan  and  Myanmar.  However,  several  Arakanese  

“kings  of  the  west”  minted  their  own  coins.  Some  Arakanese  rulers  of  

Banga  also  assumed  the  title  of  “king  of  Chittagong”26,  and  issued  their  

own  coins  in  Banga  (Chowdhury  1997:  Mitchiner  2000:  138).  These  

factors  reveal  that  the  Banga  maṇḍala  existed  as  a  distinct  political  

                                                            

25 Van Galen’s translation from Reisetagebuch, p. 112. Van Galen suggests that Nandia 
Sundar is a Bengali name for Maṅ: Co Lha, the anok bhuraṅ.  

26 စစ္တေကာင္းမင္း, Cac ta koṅ: maṅ: (the king of Chittagong) is different from စစ္တေကာင္းစား, 
Cac ta koṅ: cā: (the governor of Chittagong). I read the Arakanese legends on the coins of 
Banga’s rulers as: စစ္တေကာင္မင္, Cac ta koṅ maṅ (king of Chittagong); စစ္တေကာင္မင္ 
မင္ရဲေက်ာ္ထင္, Cac ta koṅ maṅ Maṅ Rai Kyau Thaṅ (Chittagong king ‘Min Rè Kyaw Htin’); 
စစ္တေကာင္မင္ သိရိေဇယ် ေနာ္ရထာ, Cac ta koṅ maṅ Siri Jeyya Naurathā (Chittagong king ‘Siri 
Jeya Nawrahta’). Read from the photos of the coins of Mitchiner (2000: 138).  
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sphere  ruled  by  the  Arakanese  “kings  of  the  west”  or  “kings  of  

Chittagong”  inside  the  Arakan  kingdom.  Until  the  fall  of  Chittagong  to  

the  Mughals  in  1666  CE,  the  Arakanese  rulers  of  Banga  maṇḍala  bore  

the  title  of  either  “king  of  the  west”  or  “king  of  Chittagong”  (Mitchiner  

2000:  132-139).   

 

The  significance  of  Chittagong  as  a  political  and  commercial  centre  

is  evident  from  Portuguese  sources  of  the  sixteenth  century  (Van  Galen  

2002:  153).  Chittagong  was  a  principal  port  in  the  Bay  of  Bengal  

before  the  seventeenth  century  (Subramanyam  1987:  265-289).  

Portuguese  accounts  describe  the  important  role  of  trade  of  Chittagong  

in  the  Bay  of  Bengal  (Qanungo  1988:  110-135).  When  comparing  

Chittagong  and  Mrauk U,  the  political  centre  of  Arakan  maṇḍala,  

Chittagong  was  apparently  far  more  successful  in  terms  of  trade  

activities.  Arakanese  rule  in  Banga  brought  a  period  of  stability  for  

more  than  fifty  years  between  the  end  of  the  sixteenth  century  and  the  

middle  of  the  seventeenth  century  (Van  Galen  2002:  156).  The  eighty-

eight  years  of  Arakanese  rule  in  Chittagong  reflects  that  Banga  enjoyed  

special  status  as  a  “world”  of  its  own  under  anok  bhuraṅ.  In  other  

words,  Banga  functioned  as  a  maṇḍala  without  specific  boundaries,  like  

other  maṇḍalas  everywhere  in  Southeast  Asia.   

 

After  the  fall  of  Chittagong,  parts  of  the  Arakanese  Banga  maṇḍala  

were  absorbed  into  the  Mughal  territories.  Soon  after  Chittagong  was  
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occupied,  the  Mughals  renamed  the  city  Islamabad.  However,  the  whole  

Banga  maṇḍala  was  never  fully  conquered  by  the  Mughals  (Qanungo  

1988:  410).  In  the  very  beginning  of  Mughal  rule  in  Banga,  the  Sankha  

River  was  the  southern  boundary  of  Mughal-occupied  Banga.  Even  in  

1761  CE,  after  nearly  one  hundred  years  of  occupation  by  the  Mughals,  

the  southern  limit  of  Mughal-occupied  territory  in  Banga  had  only  

extended  down  to  the  Khuruskul  River,  fifty  miles  to  the  south  of  

Chittagong  (Qanungo  1988:  411).  Meanwhile,  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

remained  under  the  suzerainty  of  the  Arakan  maṇḍala.  In  1711  CE,  the  

Raja  of  Chakmas’  realm  in  the  Hill  Tracts  was  appointed  by  the  

Mughals.  However,  he  still  had  to  be  confirmed  by  the  king  of  Arakan  

(Serajuddin  1971a:  52).  This  indicates  that  some  areas  of  Banga  

remained  within  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  even  after  the  fall  of  Chittagong  

to  the  Mughals.  In  1760  CE,  the  Mughals  handed  over  control  of  

Chittagong  to  a  Mr  Verelst,  a  representative  of  the  British  East  India  

Company  (O’Malley  1908:  37).  On  5  January  1761,  Verelst  took  formal  

charge  of  the  territory  from  the  last  Mughal  faujdar  of  Chittagong  

(Qanungo  1988:  409;  Rizvi  1970:  87).  During  its  cession  to  the  East  

India  Company,  Mughal-occupied  Banga  extended  in  latitude  southward  

of  the  capital  (Islamabad)27  about  fifty  miles,  to  a  river  called  Cruzcolly  

[Khruskul]28  (Qanungo  1988:  410).  Although  after  1666,  the  Mughals  

attacked  Ramu,  situated  about  eighty  miles  south  of  Chittagong  
                                                            

27 This became the new name of Chittagong.  

28 Letter from Verelst and his Council (dated 16 February, 1761 CE), qt Fifth Report I, CXX 
(Qanungo 1988: 410).  



 

 

44 

 

(Qanungo  1988:  389),  they  could  not  retain  it  and  eventually  gave  up  

possession  of  Ramu.  This  means  that  the  Ramu  area  (now  known  as  

the  Cox’s  Bazar  District  of  South-eastern  Bangladesh)  was  never  under  

the  control  of  the  Mughals.  In  fact  it  still  remained  within  the  maṇḍala  

of  Arakan.  In  1785  CE,  Arakan  was  occupied  by  the  Burmese,  marking  

the  fall  of  Arakan  kingdom.  The  Naaf  River  became  a  natural  

borderline  between  British-controlled  Banga  and  Myanmar-controlled  

Arakan.  Thus  came  the  formal  political  end  of  both  the  Arakan  and  

Banga  maṇḍalas.   

 

 

2.3  Arakanese  Speakers  from  Banga   

The  Arakanese  speakers,  known  as  Rakhine  or  Arakanese,  mostly  

live  in  present-day  Arakan.  Similar  peoples  are  also  found  nearby  in  

Banga  and  its  adjacent  areas.  They  also  live  in  the  coastal  areas  of  

Banga,  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts,  and  in  Tripura  (India).  Most  of  

the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  and  Banga  share  the  same  

culture  and  practice  the  same  Buddhist  religion.  The  Arakanese  speakers  

of  Banga  coastal  regions  are  also  known  as  Rakhine,  but  those  of  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  identify  themselves  as  Marma  (Ahsan  1995),  and  

those  of  Tripura  call  themselves  Mog  (Krairi  Mog  2011).   
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2.3.1  Previous  Migration  of  Arakanese  Speakers  to  Banga:  Chronicle  

Claims   

Several  Arakanese  chronicles  claim  the  establishment  of  Arakan  

peoples  in  Banga  during  the  second  half  of  the  first  millennium  CE.  

According  to  these  sources,  the  Candra  kings  from  Vesali  in  Arakan,  

known  as  Sīri  Candra  and  Siṅgha  Candra,  occupied  the  territories  of  

Banga  during  the  period  between  the  seventh  and  tenth  centuries  CE  

(CL  2014  [1931]:  208-211).  However,  there  is  no  evidence  to  support  

this,  from  what  we  know  about  the  intertwined  histories  of  Vesali’s  

Candras  and  Banga’s  Candra  kings  (discussed  in  2.1.1),  nor  does  current  

research  provide  enough  data  with  regard  to  the  peoples  of  the  two  

maṇḍalas  from  that  time.   

 

The  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Bohmong  thoṅ  (ဗုိလ္မင္းေထာင္)  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  claim  that  they  have  been  settled  there  since  

Arakan’s  Mrauk U  period.  According  to  the  family  history  of  the  

Bohmongs29,  a  Burmese  lord  conquered  the  Pegu  city  of  Myanmar  

proper  in  1599  CE,  with  the  assistance  of  the  king  of  Mrauk U.  The  

Burmese  lord  recognised  the  help  of  Arakanese  and  reportedly  presented  

the  latter  with  33,000  “Talaing”  (Mon)  prisoners,  and  a  prince  and  a  

                                                            

29 The Bohmongs are the rulers of the Arakanese speakers of Bohmong thoṅ or Bohmong 
Circle (modern Bandarban Hill District in Bangladesh).  
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princess  of  Pegu.  These  captives  were  later  resettled  in  Arakan  

(Hutchinson  1906:  109;  Hutchinson  1909:  28).   

 

An  undated  Arakanese  manuscript  entitled  Thoṅtañ  Mau-kwan:  

explains  the  foundation  of  various  thoṅ  (or  “communities”)  in  Banga  in  

the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries  CE  (TTMK:  fᵒ  ka-khi).  It  

describes  the  first  wave  of  Arakanese  settlement  in  Banga  in  the  

seventeenth  century.  The  Mau-kwan:  claims  that  the  “Talaings,”  “Pyus,”  

and  the  Princess  of  Pegu  were  captured  by  the  king  of  Arakan  during  

his  Pegu  campaign  in  1599  (TTMK:  fᵒ  kā-vᵒ).  The  Arakanese  king  

established  those  people  in  Arakan  but  later  they  reportedly  ran  away  to  

Myanmar  proper.  Due  to  these  circumstances,  the  Pegu  princess  

requested  of  the  king  of  Arakan  to  establish  new  thoṅs  in  Banga  

around  the  year  1612  CE,  to  keep  the  remaining  captives  inside  the  

Arakanese  territories  (TTMK:  fᵒ  ki-rᵒ;  Sakkinda  1996:  93;  Kyaw  Mra  

Than  1993:  4).   

 

Another  undated  manuscript  entitled  Rakhuiṅ  Jātivaṁsa  Mau-kwan:  

Cā  (RJMK)  originating  from  Banga  mentions  the  Pegu  Princess,  Pyu,  

and  the  “Talaings.”  This  Mau-kwan:  Cā  attaches  an  additional  story  

with  regard  to  the  settlement  of  these  people  on  the  upstream  of  the  

rivers  (Sakkinda  1974:  137-138).  These  two  chronicles  mention  

something  about  “Talaing”  people  from  Pegu  who  resettled  in  Arakan  or  

Banga.  The  Mau-kwan:  claims  that  nearly  two  million  people  were  
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settled  by  the  Arakanese  king,  but  this  is  almost  surely  an  exaggeration  

(Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2015).   

 

The  Mau-kwan:  also  mentions  a  second  wave  of  settlements  in  

Banga  in  the  seventeenth  century.  The  date  is  given  as  1613  CE  (Kyaw  

Mra  Than  1993:  4;  Sakkinda  1996:  94).  The  Mau-kwan:  later  reports  

yet  another  wave  of  settlements,  again  in  the  plains  and  hills  of  Banga,  

this  time  in  the  eighteenth  century  CE.  It  is  said  that  some  thoṅs  were  

successively  established  by  the  Arakanese  king  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  in  1711  and  1724  CE  respectively  (Kyaw  Mra  Than  1993:  4;  

Sakkinda  1996:  94).  The  pattern  of  establishing  Arakanese  communities  

in  Banga  at  that  time  may  have  been  an  expansion  policy  of  the  

Arakan  maṇḍala  to  enlarge  its  polity  within  the  geographical  domains  of  

Banga.   

 

2.3.2  A  Critical  Assessment  of  the  Migration  of  Old  Arakanese  

Speakers   

Banga  came  under  the  suzerainty  of  the  Arakanese  kings  in  the  

sixteenth  century  (Qanungo  1988:  230-306;  Leider  2004:  150-286;  Van  

Galen  2008:  60-151).  Some  historians  claim  that  the  Arakanese  speakers  

who  live  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  the  descendants  of  the  

Arakanese  who  controlled  Chittagong  in  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  

centuries  CE.  One  account  points  out  that  these  people  had  settled  in  

the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  a  long  time  before  the  invasion  of  Arakan  
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by  the  Burmese  in  1784  CE  (Hamilton  1825:  201).  Some  scholars  argue  

that  the  Arakanese  retreated  to  the  jungles  of  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  and  

settled  there  after  the  loss  of  Chittagong,  the  Arakanese  political  centre  

of  Banga  maṇḍala,  to  the  Mughals  in  1666  CE  (Qanungo  1988:  21-38:  

Rizvi  1970:  114-115;  Majid  2005:  38).  One  scholar  argues  that  they  

have  been  long  settled  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  and  regard  

themselves  as  the  aborigines  of  the  Hill  Tracts  (O’Malley  1908:  61).  

Yet  others  argue  that  they  are  instead  Arakanese  emigrants  from  the  

late  eighteenth  century  who  fled  to  Banga  around  the  time  of  the  

Burmese  conquest  of  Arakan  (Bernot  1960:  143;  Bernot  1967:  33;  Ishaq  

1971:  29;  Khan  1999:  46-48).  Bernot  (1957:  49-55)  acknowledges  the  

migration  of  people  at  different  moments  from  different  regions  as  far  

south  as  “Talaing”  or  Pegu.  However,  he  insists  that  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  had  been  settled  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  for  at  

least  a  century  and  a  half  [counting  back  from  1960]  (Bernot  1960:  

143).  Khan  (1999:  46-48)  also  agrees  that  most  of  the  Arakanese  

speakers  who  migrated  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  did  so  in  the  late  

eighteenth  and  early  nineteenth  centuries,  although  he  mentions  one  

instance  of  a  group  of  Arakanese  arriving  in  Bengal  in  1775  CE,  ten  

years  before  the  Burmese  conquest  of  Arakan  (Khan  1999:  45).   

 

An  assessment  of  several  sources  shows  that  some  groups  of  

Arakanese  speakers  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  predated  the  arrival  of  

Arakanese  refugees  after  the  fall  of  the  Arakanese  kingdom.  Captain  



 

 

49 

 

Lewin  might  be  one  of  the  first  writers  to  argue  that  the  Arakanese  

speakers  had  already  arrived  and  settled  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

by  the  time  the  kingdom  of  Arakan  collapsed.  Lewin  (1869:  28)  states  

that,   

 

A  greater  portion  of  the  hill  tribes,  at  present  living  in  the  

Chittagong  Hills,  undoubtedly  came  about  two  generations  ago  

from  Arracan  [Arakan].   

 

Two  generations  ago,  counting  back  from  1869  CE,  nearly  coincides  

with  the  time  of  the  Burmese  occupation  of  Arakan  kingdom  in  1785.  

For  this  statement,  Lewin  quotes  a  letter  sent  from  a  Burmese  governor  

of  Arakan  to  the  British  East  India  Company,  dated  June  24,  1787  CE.  

Lewin  (1869:  29)  states  that  the  tribes  of  Arakan  such  as  “Domcan  

Chukma,  and  Kiecopa  Lies,  Marring”  ran  away  to  the  hills  of  Banga  

when  Arakan  was  attacked  by  the  Burmese.  They  were  identified  by  

him  as  the  Chakma  and  the  Murung  tribes  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts.  Ishaq  (1971:  29)  follows  Lewin’s  argument  that  they  ran  away  

from  Arakan  together  with  other  Arakanese  peoples  when  the  country  

was  plundered  by  the  Burmese  invaders.  According  to  Ishaq,  following  

Lewin,  the  Arakanese  and  other  tribes  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

were  immigrants  of  the  late  eighteenth  century.  However,  Lewin  may  

have  misinterpreted  his  sources.   
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In  reviewing  other  letters  of  the  East  India  Company,  I  note  that  

individual  names  of  the  people  who  ran  away  to  Banga  from  Arakan  

were  mentioned.30  Among  the  names,  “Lohwa  Murung”  (or  Lakwai  

Mran  in  Arakanese  spelling)  appears  to  have  been  an  important  figure:  

Lakwai  Mran  was  the  honorific  title  given  to  an  officer  at  the  Arakan  

court.  Some  sources  mention  that  Lohwa  Murung  was  one  of  the  

leaders  of  the  Arakanese  resistance  forces  who  took  shelter  in  the  

jungle  in  Bengal.  In  1794  CE,  a  large  contingent  of  Burmese  troops  

entered  Bengal  and  demanded  the  surrender  of  Arakanese  rebels,  

including  Lohwa  Murung  (Qanungo  2010:  13-14).  “Kiecopa  Lies,  

Marring,”  quoted  by  Lewin  was  likely  to  have  been  this  “Lohwa  

Murung”  mentioned  in  other  sources.  While  “Lies  Marring”  (British  

transcription  of  Lakwai  Mran,  Lohwa  Murung)  was  the  title,  “Kiecopa”  

would  be  Kywan:-up,  meaning  a  village  group  chief.  Such  an  

interpretation  would  invalidate  Lewin’s  earlier  assessment  regarding  the  

origins  of  the  Arakanese  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.   

 

Francis  Hamilton,  who  met  Arakanese  speakers  in  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts  in  1798  CE,  seventy  years  before  Lewin  wrote  his  account,  

noted  that  these  particular  people  had  settled  there  a  long  time  before  

the  invasion  of  Arakan  by  the  Burmese.  As  Hamilton  (1825:  201)  

states,   

                                                            

30 For example, see the letter sent from the Magistrate of the Zillah of Chittagong, dated 30 
November, 1798 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583). At that time, “Lohwa Murung” had already been 
well established in Bengal.  
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It  is  true,  indeed,  that  they  would  appear  to  have  retired  from  

their  original  country  about  the  middle  of  the  last  century,  that  

is,  between  thirty  and  forty  years  before  the  conquest  of  Rakhain  

[Arakan]  by  the  King  of  Ava,  while  the  refugees  that  were  

delivered  up  were  insurgents,  who  had  risen  against  the  

government  of  Ava  ten  years  after  the  conquest.   

 

According  to  Hamilton,  the  Arakanese  speakers  had  already  settled  

in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  thirty  and  forty  years  prior  to  the  

conquest  of  Arakan  by  the  Burmese,  around  the  1740s  or  1750s.  

Hamilton  also  mentions  that  they  refused  to  be  associated  with  the  

Arakanese  refugees  who  arrived  around  1794  CE.  As  mentioned  above,  

they  feared  possible  respression  from  the  Burmese  if  they  were  linked  

to  the  newly  arrived  Arakanese  refugees  (Hamilton  1825:  201).   

 

There  are  other  sources  mentioning  an  earlier  arrival  of  Arakanese  

speakers  in  Banga  before  the  Burmese  conquest.  In  1760  CE,  Banga  

came  under  the  control  of  the  British  East  India  Company,  and  the  area  

was  renamed  the  Chittagong  District.  At  that  time,  the  British  

encouraged  people  from  neighboring  countries  to  settle  in  the  

unpopulated  areas  of  Banga,  with  the  ambition  to  reclaim  the  waste  

lands  (Serajuddin  1971b).  In  1775  CE,  ten  years  before  Arakan  was  

conquered  by  the  Burmese,  some  2,000  Arakanese  came  to  the  East  
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India  Company  territories  to  settle  in  the  Chittagong  District  (Serajuddin  

1971b:  126).   

 

The  presence  of  Arakanese  speakers  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

offers  an  opportunity  to  link  to  James  Scott’s  (2010)  argument  that  

ethnic  groups  in  the  uplands  of  Southeast  Asia  are  the  descendants  of  

lowland  people  who  fled  from  the  state.  According  to  Scott,  those  

people  were  refugees  who  chose  to  escape  from  the  “state-making”  

projects  such  as  taxation,  warfare,  or  any  kind  of  torture  imposed  upon  

them  by  the  valley  states  (Scott  2010:  24-26),  and  they  settled  in  the  

hills.  Scott  also  argues  that  the  central  states  drove  both  marginal  

groups  and  their  own  people  from  the  lowlands  into  the  mountains.  

According  to  Scott,  these  people  are  not  “primitive”  tribal  people,  but  

instead  are  people  who  have  chosen  to  live  apart  from  “civilised”  areas  

(Scott  2010:  127-177).  Nowadays,  however,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  regarded  as  “tribes”  or  “primitive  peoples”  in  

Bangladesh31  (Ahsan  1995;  Khan  1999;  Majid  2005).  According  to  

Bangladeshi  scholars,  referring  to  theories  of  cultural  evolution  that  have  

long  been  discredited  in  the  West,  the  “tribes”  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  have  not  yet  arrived  at  the  “civilised”  status  of  lowland  peoples.  

However,  as  discussed  before,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts  are  in  fact  descended  from  “civilised”  lowland  peoples.   

                                                            

31 Uddin (2010: 283-294) explains that the peoples of the Chittagong  Hill  Tracts (in former 
East Bengal/ East Pakistan, now Bangladesh) were initially classified as “hill men” by 
colonial narrators and later categorised as “tribes” by the Pakistani government.  
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Scott’s  argument  about  hill  peoples  as  “runaways”  (Scott  2010:  24)  

from  state-making  projects  of  the  lowland  elites  is  not  entirely  accurate,  

but  it  is  partially  so  in  the  case  of  some  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  

the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.  For  the  most  part,  they  have  been  part  of  

various  state-making  projects,  rather  than  people  who  fled  from  state  

authority.  It  is  stated  in  the  Arakanese  chronicles  (see  2.2.1)  that  the  

Arakanese  kings  established  settlements  in  the  Banga  maṇḍala  in  the  

sixteenth,  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries.  These  activities  could  be  

related  to  an  expansion  policy  of  Arakan  which  increasingly  tried  to  

edge  into  the  Banga  “domains”  with  its  Arakanese  speaking  population.  

Therefore,  these  migrations  of  Arakanese  speakers  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  resulted  from  state  projects,  in  contrast  to  Scott’s  model.  

However,  in  1666  CE,  there  were  indeed  Arakanese  speakers  –  those  

who  controlled  the  political  centre  of  the  Banga  maṇḍala  –  who  fled  

upland  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  after  the  fall  of  Chittagong  to  the  

Mughals  (Qanungo  1988:  21-38:  Rizvi  1970:  114-115;  Majid  2005:  38).  

These  particular  refugees  indeed  appear  to  have  chosen  upland  life  in  

order  to  avoid  incorporation  into  the  Mughal  Empire,  thus  did  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  become  a  zone  of  refuge  for  Arakanese  

lowlanders.  Between  1784  and  1794  CE,  after  the  Burmese  conquest  of  

the  Arakan  kingdom,  other  groups  of  Arakanese  fled  to  Banga  and  took  

refuge  there.  This  period  of  warfare,  a  type  of  state-making  projects  

according  to  Scott,  expelled  many  Arakanese  to  Banga,  though  in  this  
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instance  they  fled  primarily  to  Banga’s  coastal  areas  and  plains,  not  

necessarily  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.  In  this  case,  warfare  and  

oppression,  as  state-making  projects,  pushed  lowland  peoples  not  to  the  

hills  but  to  other  lowland  areas.32   

 

2.4  Chittagonian  Speakers  in  Arakan   

Chittagonian  speakers  are  found  in  the  northern  part  of  present-day  

Arakan.  Most  of  them  are  Muslims.  The  Chittagonian  language  

(Chatgāiyā),  a  dialect  of  the  Bengali  language,  has  long  been  widely  

spoken  in  the  Banga  maṇḍala  where  the  city  of  Chittagong  stood  as  the  

political  centre33.  During  the  colonial  period  and  the  early  years  of  the  

post-independence  period,  a  particular  group  of  Muslims  in  Arakan  

referred  to  themselves  as  “Arakanese  Muslims.”  These  Muslims  are  

descendents  of  an  old  Bengali  community  that  had  been  settled  in  

Arakan  since  the  Mrauk U  period,  before  the  country  was  occupied  by  

the  Burmese.  These  pre-colonial  Muslims  are  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  and  presently  living  in  Mrauk U  and  Kyauktaw  townships  in  

central  Arakan.  Another  Muslim  group  in  Arakan  is  known  as  the  

“Kaman.”  They  are  claimed  to  be  descendants  of  Afghans  who  arrived  

at  Arakan  around  the  seventeenth  century  CE  (Harvey  1925:  148).  They  

                                                            

32 The exodus of Arakanese speakers to Banga due to the Burmese conquest is further 
discussed in Chapter 3.  

33 “Chittagonian” is fairly far aware from “standard Bengali”. Most Chittagonian speakers 
inside Myanmar are not literate in Bengali and do not write their langauge using the Bengali 
alphabet.  
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are  not  Chittagonian-speaking  population  and  instead  speak  Arakanese  

and  practice  Arakanese  customs.   

 

The  largest  Chittagonian-speaking  community  of  Arakan  is  found  in  

the  Akyab  District,  especially  in  the  Buthidaung  and  Maungdaw  

townships  on  the  international  border  with  Bangladesh.  Most  of  them  

appear  to  be  descended  from  Chittagonian  immigrants  who  arrived  from  

East  Bengal  during  the  British  colonial  period.  There  is  another  group  

of  Chittagonian-speakers  in  Arakan  who  are  Buddhists,  known  as  

Marama-gri  to  the  Arakanese  speakers  in  Myanmar.  In  Bangladesh,  they  

are  known  as  the  Barua.  In  this  section,  I  focus  on  the  older  

Chittagonian-speaking  Muslim  community  who  settled  in  Arakan  during  

the  pre-colonial  period.   

 

2.4.1  The  Settlement  of  Chittagonian  Speakers  in  Arakan:  Claims  of  

Nationalists  and  Historians   

The  “Arakanese-nationalist”  school  of  thought  claims  that  most  of  

Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  are  either  descendants  of  immigrants  

from  Banga  who  came  to  settle  in  Arakan  after  the  colonisation  of  this  

region  by  the  British  in  1824  CE  or  more  recent  “illegal  immigrants”  

(Maung  Tha  Hla  2009;  Khin  Maung  Saw  1994;  Khin  Maung  Saw  2011;  

Khin  Maung  Saw  2016b).  Meanwhile,  the  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  

school  of  thought  proposes  that  they  are  they  are  either  the  descendants  

of  Arab  and  Persian  traders  who  settled  in  Arakan  as  early  as  the  
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seventh  or  eighth  century  CE  (Ba  Tha  1960a;  Ba  Tha  1960b;  Ba  Tha  

1961;  Ba  Tha  1965;  Karim  2000),  or  are  indigenous  peoples  from  the  

soil  of  Arakan  who  have  lived  in  their  homeland  since  time  immemorial  

(Yunus  1994;  Zaw  Min  Htut  2001;  Aneen  2002).  The  first  narrative  has  

spread  widely  among  some  scholars,  activists,  and  the  media,  even  

appearing  in  official  statements  (see  Farzana  2011;  Ahmed  2014).   

 

Modern  historians  (Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  Van  Galen  2008)  

acknowledge  the  existence  of  Bengali  slaves  during  the  Arakan  kingdom  

period  but  remain  divided  on  the  explanations  of  their  origins.  One  

historian  states  that  a  large  and  permanent  settlement  of  Bengali  slaves  

arose  in  Arakan  as  early  as  the  late  sixteenth  century  (Charney  1999:  

146)34.  According  to  this  historian,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  present-

day  Arakan  are  the  descendants  of  the  Bengali  slaves  who  were  brought  

into  Arakan  during  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries  (Charney  

1999:  144-166).  However,  he  undermines  the  migration  of  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  to  Arakan  during  the  British  colonial  period  (1824-

1948)  from  Banga.  Other  historians  discuss  the  deportation  of  Bengali  

slaves  to  Arakan  during  the  seventeenth  century  CE  (Leider  2004;  438-

442;  Van  Galen  2008:  222-227)  but  suggest  that  most  Chittagonian-

                                                            

34 One may note several inconsistencies in Charney’s work. Charney (1999: 6-7) rejects the 
Ba Tha’s claim (1960a) of the rise of Muslim community in Arakan to a period as early as 7th 
century CE as an anachronism. However, he asserts elsewhere, without indicating his sources, 
that “there was a long-term but relatively minor Muslim presence in the Arakan littoral as 
early as the ninth century” (Charney 1999: 146). Yet elsewhere, Charney also writes that there 
is “very little evidence of a rural Muslim community in Arakan prior to the 1570s” (Charney 
1999: 171).  
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speaking  peoples  in  present-day  Arakan  are  the  descendants  of  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  settlers  who  arrived  during  the  colonial  time  

(Leider  2014;  2016).  It  appears  that  large-scale  settlement  took  place  

only  during  the  colonial  period,  and  that  the  descendants  of  the  Bengali  

slaves  from  the  Arakan  kingdom  constitute  only  a  small  minority  of  

total  Muslims  in  Arakan.35   

 

2.4.2  Bengali  slaves  in  pre-colonial  Arakan:  An  Assessment  of  

Historical  Writings   

We  do  not  know  when  Arakanese  slave  raids  into  the  neighbouring  

maṇḍala  of  Banga  first  began.  However,  according  to  Roberts  (1800  

[1777]:  163),   

 

We  are  traditionally  informed  that  the  people  of  Rekheng  

[Arakan],  from  time  immemorial,  plundered  the  southern  shares  

of  Bengal,  and  carried  the  inhabitants  into  slavery.   

 

The  development  of  slave  raids  appears  to  have  been  a  by-product  

of  the  confrontation  between  rival  Mughal  and  Arakanese  expansionist  

aspirations  in  Bengal  at  the  end  of  the  sixteenth  century  (Leider  2004:  

438).  Slave  raids  were  carried  out  either  by  Arakanese  themselves  or  in  

the  alliance  with  Portuguese  freebooters  (Van  Galen  2008:  229-232),  

sowing  terror  in  Banga.  Through  these  slave  raids,  the  Arakanese  

                                                            

35 Colonial period settlements of the Chittagonian speakers in Arakan are discussed in Chapter 
3.  



 

 

58 

 

devastated  and  depopulated  Banga,  creating  a  deserted  buffer  zone  

which  could  then  be  used  to  counter  the  invasions  of  the  Mughals  bent  

on  gaining  control  over  Banga.  At  the  same  time,  the  Arakanese  were  

able  to  populate  areas  and  extend  their  agriculture  practices  into  central  

Arakan,  thanks  to  the  slaves  from  Banga.  Therefore,  the  loss  of  

Chittagong  in  1666  CE  was  a  fatal  blow  to  the  Arakanese  power  in  

Banga,  although  it  did  not  put  an  end  to  the  slave  raids.  According  to  

Mughal  chroniclers,  the  conquest  of  Chittagong  in  1666  led  to  the  

release  of  many  Bengalis  slaves  (Leider  2004:  309).  However,  the  

Arakanese  continued  their  slave  raiding  activities  until  the  conquest  of  

Arakan  by  the  Burmese.   

 

The  Arakanese  kings  benefitted  considerably  from  the  slave  trade.  

In  the  eighteenth  century,  the  Arakanese  king  granted  his  subjects  the  

right  “to  leave  the  country  to  plunder  and  make  slaves”36  (Leider  2004:  

439).  In  addition,  the  Arakanese  king  claimed  the  right  to  a  quarter  of  

all  captured  slaves  (Roberts  1800  [1777]:  161).  The  Arakanese  kings  

chose  the  most  qualified  slaves  to  employ  in  their  service.  Roberts  

mentions  the  arrival  of  a  group  of  1,800  Bengalis  in  February  1777  CE,  

though  a  large  number  of  them  apparently  ran  away  afterwards  (Leider  

2004:  439).  Leider  mentions  that  useful  craftsmen  and  others  among  the  

slaves  were  chosen  by  the  king,  while  the  remaining  slaves  were  sold  

in  the  market.  In  fact,  Arakan  had  a  slave  market  in  the  seventeenth  

                                                            

36 “de quitter le pays, de piller et de faire des esclaves.”  
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and  eighteenth  centuries,  but  the  Arakanese  did  not  sell  any  skilled  

slaves  abroad  (Van  Galen  2008:  225).    Chittagong,  Orissa  and  Dianga,  

located  in  Bengal  and  Mrauk U,  the  capital  of  Arakan,  seemed  to  have  

been  the  places  where  one  could  acquire  slaves  (Leider  2004:  440;  Van  

Galen  2008:  180).  The  slaves  captured  by  the  Arakanese  were  also  sold  

at  various  marketplaces  such  as  Banga,  Hugli,  Tamluk,  Balasore  and  

Pipli  (Orissa)  (Schouten  1727:  262;  Ghosh  1960:  105;  Sarkar  1907:  

422).  Slaves  were  also  exported  to  Aceh  and  Java,  as  Dutchmen  

acquired  slaves  from  Arakan  market  for  their  plantations  in  the  

Indonesian  archipelago  (Reid  1988:  133).   

 

There  also  exists  a  group  of  Bengali  population  in  Arakan  who  

settled  there  in  the  time  of  the  Arakanese  kings.  As  the  British  Burma  

Gazetteer  (1879:  16)  explains,   

 

Those,  who  are  bonâ  fide  residents,  though  recruited  by  

immigrants  from  Bengal,  are  for  the  most  part  descendants  of  

slaves  captured  by  the  Arakanese  and  Burmese  [sic]  in  their  

wars  with  the  neighbours.  The  Arakan  kings  in  the  former  times  

had  possessions  all  along  the  coast  as  far  as  Chittagong  and  

Dacca  and  many  Mahomedans  were  sent  to  Arakan  as  slaves…  

They  differ  but  very  little  from  the  Arakanese  except  in  their  

religion  and  in  the  social  customs  which  their  religion  directs;  in  

writing  they  use  Burmese  but  among  themselves  employ  

colloquially  the  language  of  their  ancestors.   
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The  percentage  of  the  Bengali  slaves  relative  to  population  of  

Arakan  is  difficult  to  estimate.  Numbers  provided  for  Bengali  slaves  in  

the  historical  sources  do  not  provide  a  clear  picture.  The  account  of  

Sebastian  Manrique  (1629-1634)  mentions  that  there  was  an  average  

1,538  Bengali  deportees  between  1615  and  1628,  and  3,600  deportees  

between  1629  and  1635  (Manrique  1927:  286-287;  Leider  2004:  440).  

Meanwhile,  Dutch  sources  mention  that  the  Arakanese  brought  30,000  

Bengali  slaves  in  1623  and  10,000  slaves  in  162537  (Van  Galen  2008:  

123-124).  The  10,000  slaves  delivered  to  Arakan  in  1625,  mentioned  in  

the  Dutch  sources,  reportedly  escaped  later  (Qanungo  1988:  272;  

Raychaudhuri  1962:  96,  quoted  in  Leider  2004:  439).   

 

Charney  (1999:  144,  171)  argues  that  a  substantial  portion  of  

Arakan’s  Muslim  population  are  descendants  of  pre-colonial  Muslims  

who  had  lived  in  Arakan  for  centuries,  and  they  clearly  constituted  a  

large-scale  population  in  the  1770s.  This  is  based  on  a  report  from  

1777  CE  which  describes  that  “almost  three-fourths  [sic]  of  the  

inhabitants  of  Rekheng  [Arakan  proper]  are  said  to  be  natives  of  

Bengal,  or  descendants  of  such”  (Roberts  1800  [1777]:  157-162).  This  

historian  theorises  that  the  Bengali  slaves  might  have  comprised  30%  or  

so  of  the  populations  of  Arakan  by  the  1660s  and  argues,  following  

Roberts,  that  their  numbers  grew  due  to  slave  raiding  in  Banga,  which  

                                                            

37 NA VOC 1083, dated 5 December 1623, fol. 188-190, quoted in Van Galen (2008: 123).  
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continued  through  the  eighteenth  century  (Charney  1999:  166).  However,  

I  will  argue  it  in  another  way.   

 

According  to  Michael  Charney,  there  may  have  been  55,000  

Bengalis  in  northern  Arakan  by  the  year  1630  (Charney  1999:  164).  

Manrique  (1927:  133)  states  that  about  11,000  Bengali  families  were  

settled  in  northern  Arakan  by  1630  CE.38  The  account  of  Manrique  

mentions  that  24,000  Bengali  slaves  (arriving  at  the  rate  of  about  3,000  

per  year)  were  allegedly  brought  in  by  the  Portuguese  between  1622  

and  1629  (Charney  1999:  162).  However,  they  were  apparently  settled  

near  Dianga  and  Angarcale  in  Banga  (Manrique  1927:  253).  According  

to  Manrique,  the  Portuguese  brought  18,000  slaves  (at  the  rate  of  3,600  

per  year)  to  these  Dianga  and  Angarcale  regions  in  Banga  between  

1630  and  1634  (Charney  1999:  162).  This  adds  up  to  approximately  

42,000  Bengali  slaves  in  Dianga  and  Angarcale  (in  Banga)  between  

1622  and  1634,  excluding  the  numbers  of  Bengali  slaves  from  raids  

carried  out  by  the  Arakanese  kings  (Charney  1999:  163).  However,  

Charney  uses  3,000  as  an  average  number  with  regard  to  yearly  

captured  slaves.  This  calculation  places  the  number  of  Bengali  slaves  at  

about  15,000  between  the  years  1617  and  1621;  and  90,000  between  

1635  and  1666,  bringing  the  total  number  of  Bengali  slaves  brought  to  

Arakan  between  the  period  of  1617  and  1666  to  147,000  (Charney  

1999:  164).   

                                                            

38 Theoretical number of five people per family makes a total of 55,000 people.  
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The  problem  here  is  that  the  sources  do  not  provide  a  clear  

reference  for  the  settlements  of  those  Bengali  slaves  either  in  the  

Arakan  littoral  or  in  Banga.  However,  they  do  mention  more  often  the  

places  that  were  located  in  Banga,  such  as  Dianga  and  Angarcale,  rather  

than  places  in  Arakan.39  On  the  other  hand,  a  source  from  the  end  of  

the  eighteenth  century  quoted  by  Hosten  places  the  number  of  captured  

Bengali  slaves  at  5,000  to  6,000  yearly  (Leider  2004:  440).  This  would  

double  the  above  estimate  of  147,000,  pushing  the  numbers  up  to  

approximately  245,000-294,000  Bengali  slaves.  The  numbers  147,000  or  

245,000-294,000  seem  rather  unrealistic  because  the  total  population  of  

the  Arakan  littoral,  before  the  Burmese  conquest  in  1785,  has  been  

estimated  at  either  170,000  (Charney  1999:  161)  or  250,000  (Leider  

2004:  398).   

 

Dutch  sources  also  exaggerate  the  numbers  of  Bengali  slaves  

captured  by  the  Arakanese.  One  account  relates  that  the  Arakanese  

brought  5,000  families40  to  Arakan  from  Banga  in  February  of  1644,  

and  that  in  March  1644  CE,  1,700  people  from  Banga  were  brought  to  

                                                            

39 The release of Bengali slaves in Chittagong after the conquest of the city in 1666 by the 
Mughals also shows that the Bengali slaves were kept not only in Arakan but also in Banga 
(Sarkar 1933: 206-209, quoted in Leider 2004: 306).  

40 Approximately 25,000 slaves.  
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the  palace  at  Mrauk U41  (Van  Galen  2008:  159).  One-third  of  the  

deportees  reportedly  died  soon  after  arrival  from  Banga.  Also  in  the  

1630s,  4,000  Bengalis  out  of  10,000  taken  from  the  raid  reportedly  died  

soon  after.  In  addition,  seventy-five  percent  of  the  544  slaves  purchased  

by  the  Dutch  from  this  raid  reportedly  also  died  (Subramanyam  1997:  

218;  Charney  1999:  164;  Leider  2014:  421;  Van  Galen  2008:  231).  

Again  in  1644  CE,  Dutch  sources  reported  that  the  Arakanese  army  

brought  an  estimated  number  of  85,000  Bengalis  to  Arakan42  (Van  

Galan  2008:  161).  The  same  event  is  described  by  Leider  (2002b:  82),  

who  estimates,  also  drawing  on  Dutch  sources,  the  number  of  Bengali  

slaves  at  30,000.43  In  another  raid  in  1644,  the  Arakanese  took  around  

2,700  or  2,800  people  from  Banga.  Afterwards,  only  very  low  numbers  

of  captured  slaves  are  reported  in  the  Dutch  sources.  In  1655,  for  

example,  the  Portuguese  brought  only  89  slaves  to  Dianga  located  in  

Banga  for  the  Arakanese.  In  November  1678,  the  Arakanese  captured  

only  300  people  in  Banga44  (Van  Galen  2008:  229).   

 

As  mentioned  earlier,  the  total  population  of  the  Arakan  littoral  

before  1785  was  merely  170,000  (Charney  1999:  161)  or  250,000  
                                                            

41 NA VOC 1157, fol. 632-640, 13 February 1644; NA VOC 1149, fol. 524-567v. 19 February 
to 30 October 1644, cited by Van Galen.  

42 Diary of Van der Helm 1644, entry for 10 June, quoted in Van Galen. Elsewhere, Van 
Galen (2001: 159) gives the number as 80,000 Bengalis.  

43 It is possible to confuse 30,000 and 80,000 in the original script because the numbers, “3” 
and “8” appear to be quite similar in the manuscripts.  

44 NA VOC 1214, fol. 190-200v, dated 24 December 1655; NA VOC 1339, fol. 941v-944v, 
dated 15 December 1678, cited by Van Galen.  
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(Leider  2004:  398).  However,  one  Dutch  account,  dated  5  February  

1650  CE,  estimates  the  total  number  of  the  soldiers  of  the  Arakanese  

army  as  350,000  (Van  Galen  2008:  173)  which  is  100,000  more  than  

the  overall  population  of  the  Arakan  littoral.  Another  Dutch  account,  

written  on  29  September  1628  CE,  reports  that  the  Arakanese  army  was  

comprised  of  80,000  soldiers  (Van  Galen  2008:  127).  Either  350,000  or  

80,000  Arakanese  soldiers  would  have  been  impossible  for  Arakan,  

whose  total  population  was  estimated  at  anywhere  from  170,000  to  

250,000  for  that  period.  With  such  data,  the  figures  are  hardly  

conclusive.  Moreover,  there  were  frequent  escapes  by  Bengali  captives  

throughout  the  seventeenth  century,  as  well  as  the  untimely  deaths  of  an  

unusually  large  number  of  slaves  en  route  to  the  Arakan  littoral  

(Charney  1999:  164).  Yet  after  considering  factors  such  as  the  frequent  

escapes  and  massive  demise  of  captives,  Charney  (1999:  165-166)  

concludes  that  the  Bengali  slaves  could  have  constitute  over  60,000  (or  

30%)  of  Arakan’s  population  in  the  seventeenth  century.   

 

Soon  after  the  occupation  of  Arakan  by  the  British  in  1824  CE,  

Charles  Paton  in  1828  stated  the  population  of  Aracan  to  be  100,000  

(Paton  1828:  372).  Paton  also  estimated  the  population  of  Chittagonian-

speaking  Muslims  to  be  30,000  (or)  30%  of  the  population  of  Aracan,  

for  the  period  before  the  British  occupation.45  Many  other  British  

accounts  reproduced  Paton’s  numbers  in  their  respective  writings  

                                                            

45 Or, the first few years of the early colonial period.  
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(Hamilton  1828:  59;  Symonds  1843:  333;  Stocquler  1848:  12).  However,  

critical  analysis  shows  that  the  estimation  of  the  existence  of  30%  

Muslims  in  Arakan  before  the  British  occupation  is  likely  incorrect.  

According  to  early  British  surveys  in  1842,  the  population  of  Arakan  

was  estimated  to  be  about  250,000  (Comstock  1847:  224).  Based  on  

these  data  from  the  British  sources,  Charney  (1999:  334)  once  suggested  

that  Paton’s  estimated  population  of  Aracan  (i.e.,  100,000  people)  could  

certainly  be  the  population  of  the  “Arakan  proper,”46  rather  than  the  

whole  Arakan  region  (with  the  population  of  250,000).  If  we  accept  

this,  the  population  of  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  (30%  of  

Aracan’s  population)  could  only  be  30%  of  the  population  of  Akyab  

District,  or  the  “Arakan  proper.”  This  then  brings  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  population  down  to  around  12%  of  the  total  Arakan  population  

in  Paton’s  account.47   

 

Henry  Burney,  who  visited  the  Burmese  court  after  the  first  Anglo-

Burmese  War  of  1826,  provides  the  population  of  Arakan  in  terms  of  

households  –  at  232,301  households  of  Arakanese  speakers,  and  27,437  

                                                            

46 Paton (1828: 355) uses the term “the province of Aracan” along with “the provinces of 
Ramree, Sandaway and Cheduba”. In this situation, “Aracan” clearly refers to “Arakan 
proper” or “Akyab district”. In another occasion, he writes that “the province of Aracan, as 
has been observed, consists of four divisions, Aracan proper, Ramree, Sandoway and 
Cheduba” (Paton 1828: 372). Akyab district was also referred to as “Arakan proper” by 
Phayre (see Phayare 1841). 

47 The Chittagonian speakers were sparsely populated in the rest of Arakan. For example, The 
1872 and 1891 censuses show that there were only about 5,000 and 7,000 Chittagonian 
settlers in the rest of Arakan (outside of Akyab District).  
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households  of  non-Arakanese  speakers48  (Burney  1941:  19,  quoted  in  

Leider  2003:  8).  Burney’s  numbers  for  Arakan’s  population  seem  

extremely  high  and  are  not  reliable,  in  my  view.  However,  even  

according  to  Burney’s  figures,  the  population  of  non-Arakanese  

(Chittagonian)  speakers  constituted  merely  12%  of  the  Arakan  

population.  A  British  account  in  1841  said  that  “Bengali  descendants”  

constituted  about  15%  of  the  whole  population  of  Arakan  (Phayre  1841:  

681).  Since  no  systematic  census  or  data  collection  had  yet  been  done  

in  the  early  years  of  the  colonial  period,  accounts  from  Paton  to  Phayre  

simply  provide  us  with  estimates.  Later  on,  a  more  systematic  survey  in  

1842  found  that  Chittagonian  speakers  made  up  10%  of  the  total  

population  for  the  whole  Arakan  region  (Comstock  1847:  224).49   

 

More  reliable  data  can  be  found  from  the  later  colonial  period,  after  

systematic  surveys  of  population  in  Arakan  were  carried  out.  The  

Administration  Report  (1867-68)  gave  the  information  that  Chittagonian  

speakers  constituted  only  7%  of  the  whole  Arakan  population,  but  after  

1872,  the  gradual  increase  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  can  be  observed.  

In  the  1872  census,  their  population  is  found  to  be  13%  of  total  

                                                            

48 Burney was said to have drawn these data from the Burmese archives. The Arakanese 
chronicles argued that Burmese authorities multiplied the numbers of households in Arakan – 
making the population three times larger. The goal of this multiplication was to obtain more 
taxes for the court of Myanmar (CL 2014 [1931]: 504).  

49 Comstock (1847: 224) gives the total population of Arakan as 250,000; where 167,000 were 
counted as “Mugs” (Arakanese speakers), 40,000 as “Burmese”, 20,000 as “Mussulmans” and 
5,000 as “Bengalees.” As the distinctions between “Mugs”/ “Burmese” and “Mussulmans”/ 
“Bangalees” were emergent and inchoate at that time, interpretations remain ambigious. I 
tentatively count the “Mussulmans” and “Bangalees” together as Chittgonian speakers.  
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population  of  Arakan,  with  their  numbers  increasing  to  18%  in  1891,  

and  then  up  to  26%  in  1931  (see  3.2.2).  However,  the  1931  census  

gives  the  population  of  people  who  identified  themselves  as  “Arakanese  

Muslims”  (i.e.,  descendants  of  pre-colonial  Muslim  community)  at  

merely  4.6%  of  the  total  population  of  Arakan,  while  the  

“Chittagonians”  (colonial-period  immigrants)  constituted  21%  of  the  total.   

 

The  presence  of  a  very  large  Muslim  population  during  the  Arakan  

kingdom  period  is  highly  unlikely  due  to  several  reasons.  Bhattacharya  

(2001:  106)  recalls  the  flight  of  many  Arakanese  speakers  to  Banga  

during  the  period  of  Burmese  rule.  However,  she  remarks  that  Muslim  

from  Arakan  were  not  among  the  refugees.  If  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  constituted  a  large  extent  of  population  in  Arakan,  

presumably  they  would  have  have  been  seen  among  the  Arakan  refugees  

during  this  period  of  great  turmoil.  However,  another  historian,  Leider  

(2015:  197)  states  that  the  refugees  from  Arakan  were  composed  of  

both  Buddhists  and  Muslims50  and  argues  that  the  latter  merged  within  

the  local  Bengali  community  in  East  Bengal.  The  statements  of  these  

two  historians  contradict  each  other.  However,  my  research  at  the  

British  Library  shows  that  the  numbers  of  Muslims  among  the  refugees  

were  extremely  low.  Between  December  1794  and  November  1798,  

                                                            

50 Leider quoted Francis Buchanan (1798) and noted that there were many Arakanese Muslims 
of Bengali origin who had resettled among their Bengali brethren (see Leider 2015: 197).  
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several  waves  of  refugee  migration  from  Arakan  took  place.51  Estimated  

numbers  of  refugees  from  Arakan  were  at  given  as  either  twenty-five  to  

thirty  thousand,  or  thirty  to  forty  thousand,  or  forty  to  fifty  thousands52  

(O’Malley  1908:  41;  Pearn  1933:  57).  In  communications  by  the  British  

East  India  Company  authorities  with  regard  to  the  migration  of  these  

refugees  to  Banga  from  Arakan,53  the  number  of  “Mussulmans”  from  

Arakan  is  mentioned  only  in  a  few  instances:  “nearly  one  hundred  

refugee  Muggs  [Arakanese]  and  Mussulmans  with  their  wives  and  

children”54;  “fugitives  of  the  Mussulman  caste  have  entered  with  their  

wives  and  families  amounting  to  nearly  1500  souls”55;  and  “refugees  

under  the  several  descriptions  of  Mussulmans,  Hindoos,  and  Muggs.”56  

As  seen  in  these  official  communications,  their  numbers  are  very  low  

when  compared  to  the  Arakanese  speakers.  Therefore,  if  we  assume  a  

roughly  proportional  representation  among  the  refugee  population,  it  

would  indicate  that  a  significantly  smaller  pre-colonial  Muslim  

population  in  Arakan  during  the  Arakan  kingdom  period.   

                                                            

51 Letter from Thannahdar’s arzee to the Magistrate, dated 22 November 1798 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 
71/ 1583).  

52 Letter of Captain Cox, dated 19 February 1799 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  

53 (i) Papers regarding a colony of Myanmar refugees who have settled in Chittagong District 
(BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583); (ii) Papers regarding the colony of Arakan emigrants in 
Chittagong District (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 2029); (iii) Report on the colony of Arakan emigrants 
in Chittagong (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 128/ 2381); (iv) Further papers regarding the colony of Arakan 
refugees in the Chittagong District (BL/ IOR / F/ 4/ 159/ 2778); (v) Continued unrest on the 
frontier of Chittagong District and Arakan (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 426/ 10410).  

54 Letter of the Magistrate of the Zillah of Chittagong, dated 10 November 1798.  

55 Translation of Thannahdar’s arzee to the Magistrate, dated 19 November 1798.  

56 Letter of the Magistrate of the Zillah of Chittagong, dated 13 December 1798.  
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2.5  Summary   

As  I  have  explained  in  this  chapter,  I  view  the  geographical  regions  

of  Arakan  and  Banga  as  two  intertwined  maṇḍalas  due  to  a  shared  

historical  background.  I  highlighted  the  early  interactions  between  

ancient  Arakan  Vesali  and  Banga,  whose  history  and  culture  were  

strongly  interconnected  during  the  first  millennium  CE.  Despite  the  

shared  geographical  space,  I  regard  them  as  two  distinct  political  

spheres  rather  than  an  “Arakan-Banga  Continnum.”  I  view  the  migration  

of  Arakanese  speakers  to  Banga  as  an  expansion  policy  of  the  Arakan  

kingdom  to  enlarge  its  maṇḍala  within  the  geographical  domain  of  

Banga.  I  analysed  the  historical  writings  on  the  migration  of  

Chittagonian  speaking  peoples  to  Arakan  during  Arakan  kingdom  period.  

Last  but  not  least,  drawing  on  historical  sources  for  population  data,  I  

argue  that  there  was  an  established  Chittagonian-speaking  population  in  

pre-colonial  Arakan,  including  Bengali  slaves  captured  in  raids.  

However,  this  population  did  not  constitute  a  large  percentage  of  the  

total  population  of  the  Arakan  region  in  the  pre-colonial  period.   
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Chapter  3 

UNDER  FOREIGN  RULES: 

WAVES  OF  MIGRATION  AND  SETTLEMENT  IN  

BANGA  AND  ARAKAN 

 

This  chapter  discusses  the  migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  from  

Arakan  to  Banga  during  the  Burmese  rule  and  that  of  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  from  Banga  to  Arakan  during  the  colonial  period  by  

analysing  various  source  materials.  Migrations  between  Arakan  and  

Banga  in  contemporary  British  East  India  Company  accounts  and  early  

colonial  administration  reports  are  systematically  investigated  in  this  

chapter.   

 

In  1785  CE,  a  victorious  Burmese  army  conquered  the  kingdom  of  

Arakan  and  the  Arakanese  maṇḍala  was  integrated  territorially  and  

politically  into  the  Myanmar  kingdom.  Forty  years  later,  when  the  First  

Anglo-Burmese  war  broke  out  in  1824  between  the  Burmese  king  and  

the  British,  Arakan  was  occupied  by  the  troops  of  the  British  East  India  

Company  and  became  part  of  the  British  Empire.  Arakanese  call  the  

forty  years  between  1785  and  1824  as  the  period  of  Burmese  rule.  

During  this  period,  thousands  of  Arakan  residents  left  their  country  to  
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take  refuge  in  the  south-eastern  part  of  the  British  territories  of  Bengal,  

the  district  of  Chittagong  (Banga).   

 

Those  Arakanese  became  refugees  who  chose  to  escape  from  the  

state-making  projects  such  as  taxation,  warfare,  or  any  kind  of  torture  

imposed  upon  them  by  the  Irrawaddy-valley  state  of  Myanmar.  

Contradicting  to  the  Scott  (2010)  theory,  the  state-making  project  of  the  

Myanmar  kingdom  such  as  oppression  pushed  the  lowland  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  to  the  nearby  lowland  areas  in  Banga  –  

not  to  the  hills.  Those  areas  of  Banga,  at  that  time,  were  controlled  by  

the  British  East  India  Company,  which  had  demarcated  the  boundaries  

under  their  administration.  This  made  the  region  a  safe  zone  for  the  

Arakanese  refugees  who  fled  from  the  state-making  of  Burmese  kings  

secured  to  the  lowland  regions  of  Banga.   

 

The  Arakanese  were  protected  and  taken  care  of  by  the  East  India  

Company  which  resettled  and  provided  safety  inside  the  defined  

territories  so  that  the  migrants  no  longer  needed,  like  in  earlier  times,  

to  take  refuge  in  the  hills.  However,  for  the  Southeast  Asian  kingdom  

of  Myanmar,  the  perception  that  the  refugees  rightfully  belonged  to  the  

kingdom  overruled  the  respect  for  what  the  East  India  Company  saw  a  

mutually  agreed  border.  In  search  of  the  Arakanese  rebels  among  the  

refugees,  the  Burmese  authorities  frequently  penetrated  into  the  British  

territory.  The  Burmese  authorities  involved  in  these  raids  seemed  to  
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understand  the  British-defined  Arakan-Banga  border;  however,  according  

to  their  traditional  view,  the  areas  of  what  was  then  the  southern  

periphery  of  Banga  (controlled  by  the  British)  were  the  outskirts  of  the  

Myanmar  maṇḍala  (previously  Arakan  maṇḍala)  (MDAP  1998  [1823]:  fᵒ  

ṭhaṁ).   

 

After  the  annexation  of  Arakan  by  the  British,  there  was  a  mass  

migration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  neighbouring  Banga  to  

Arakan.  After  the  opening  of  the  Suez  Canal,  the  British  transformed  

the  economic  institutions  in  Arakan  by  expanding  the  cultivated  land  

and  developing  the  port-city  of  Akyab.  When  the  British  tried  to  

transform  Arakan  into  economically  developed  area  in  terms  of  rice  

production,  they  faced  a  problem  of  needed  labour  to  work  in  the  

agricultural  sector  in  Arakan.  Economic  transformation  in  Arakan  

attracted  many  Chittagonians  from  Banga  to  migrate  to  Arakan  

(O’Malley  1908:  51;  Rizvi  1970:  180-181).   

 

3.1  Different  Waves  of  Migration  of  Arakanese  Speakers   

In  1785  CE,  Arakan  came  under  the  Burmese  rule.  With  its  

historical  heritage  of  what  Arakan  had  been  in  the  past, Arakan’s  

territory  was  much  larger.  The  choice  of  the  term  maṇḍala  in  the  

previous  chapter  takes  its  full  significance  in  this  context  as  it  tries  to  

catch  the  ethnic  and  historical  dimension  of  this  heritage.  The  Burmese  
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created  a  new  administration  under  the  governorship  of  four  myo-wons57  

who  were  directly  controlled  by  the  Burmese  king  at  four  different  

political  centres  in  Arakan58.  As  a  result,  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  was  

absorbed  into  the  Myanmar  kingdom  and  its  previous  existence  as  a  

political  maṇḍala,  where  Mrauk U  stood  as  the  centre,  came  to  an  end.  

In  1790  CE,  Ramu  area  in  Banga  was  controlled  by  the  British.  The  

Naaf  River  became  a  borderline  between  the  district  of  Chittagong  and  

Burmese  controlled  Arakan.  The  shrinkage  of  the  previous  political  

maṇḍala  of  Arakan  became  clear  after  Ramu  area  was  included  in  the  

British  territory59.  Although  the  boundaries  were  defined  according  to  

the  western  point  of  view,  the  maṇḍala  of  Arakan  then  covered  some  

parts  of  Banga  including  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  (see  2.1.2).  During  

the  first  decade  of  the  Burmese  rule  in  Arakan,  there  happened  a  mass  

migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  to  Banga  due  to  its  geographical  

proximity.  The  settlement  of  Arakanese  speakers  took  place  in  the  

Ramu  area  (later  Cox’s  Bazar  District),  north  of  the  River  Naaf  and  in  

the  Sunderbands  islands  in  the  estuary  of  Banga.  The  former  area  was  

covered  with  waste-lands  while  the  latter  region  was  very  low  in  

elevation  so  that  flooding  always  happened  during  the  rainy  season.  By  

                                                            

57 ျမိဳ႕ဝန္, lit. “town-minister” (governor).  

58 ROB, dated 4 March 1785. Four political centres were located at Mrauk U, Ramree, 
Cheduba and Sandoway.  

59 When Arakanese-controlled Chittagong fell into the hands of the Mughals in 1666 CE, 
Ramu did not reach under the Mughal territories. Ramu was under the Arakan rule until 1790 
(see Qanungo  1988:  389).  
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the  time  the  Arakanese  speakers  arrived  there,  only  a  few  acres  of  land  

were  under  cultivation.   

 

About  forty  years  later,  Phayre  (1841:  697)  retold  the  sentiment  of  

some  Arakanese  immigrants  in  Banga  from  the  “lost  kingdom”  of  

Arakan.   

 

They  have  told  me,  that  in  their  exile  the  old  men  used  to  

speak  with  regret  for  its  loss  of  the  beauty  of  their  country  

[Arakan];  the  fertility  of  the  land,  which  a  hundred-fold;  the  

heavy  ears  of  rice;  the  glory  of  their  ancient  kings;  the  former  

splendor  of  the  capital  [of  Arakan];  the  pagodas,  and  the  famous  

image  of  Gotama  now  carried  away60…  [t]he  former  capital,  with  

which  the  fortunes  of  the  country  were  indissolubly  united.   

 

In  the  following  sections,  I  will  discuss  the  flight  of  the  Arakanese  

refugees  to  Banga  during  the  period  of  Burmese  administration,  

Arakanese  resistance  against  the  Burmese  rule,  and  the  return  of  the  

Arakanese  refugees  from  Banga  to  Arakan  during  the  early  years  of  the  

British  colonial  period.   

 

 

 

                                                            

60 The Great Mahamuni Buddha Statue of Arakan, which was transferred to Myanmar by the 
conquered Burmese king, now situated in Mandalay.  
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3.1.1  Flight  of  Arakanese-Speaking  peoples  to  Banga  under  Burmese  

Rule   

On  16  October  1784  CE,  the  Burmese  troops  commenced  the  

invasion  of  Arakan61.  On  1  January  1785,  Mrauk U,  the  capital  of  

Arakan  fell  into  the  hands  of  Burmese  forces62  (MDAP  1998  [1823]:  fᵒ  

-  gī).  On  26  January  1785,  the  Burmese  king  Bodawphaya  organised  a  

victory  celebration  by  making  a  proclamation  that  the  conquest  of  

Arakan  had  been  easily  accomplished  because  of  superior  merit  of  the  

king63.  After  losing  the  war  and  becoming  the  subjects  of  Burmese  

kingdom,  the  inhabitants  suffered  from  the  obstacles  of a  new  foreign  

rule  such  as  oppression,  forced-labor,  service  of  man-power  for  the  

Burmese-Siamese  war,  and  over-taxation.   

 

Soon  after  the  annexation  of  Arakan,  King  Bodawphaya  planned  to  

invade  Chiang  Mai  and  Siam.  In  1785-86,  the  king  himself  led  the  

campaign  against  Chiang  Mai  (Harvey  1925:  270;  Wyaat  and  

Wichienkeeo  1995:  153).  The  Burmese  levied  man-power  and  taxation  

in  Arakan  during  the  Chiang  Mai  campaign  (Benerjee  1964:  100;  

                                                            

61 ROB, dated 16 October, 1784.  

62 A line of Burmese inscription on a cannon seized from Arakan at the time of the fall of 
Mrauk U, now located at Edinburg in Scotland, and another contemporary cannon inscription 
from the Defense Services Museum in Naypyidaw give the date and time of the fall of Mrauk 
U as “4 khyaktī: and 1 nārī” of the Burmese traditional clock, on the 7th waning day of the 
month of Pyatho, 1146 Burmese Era [early morning, 1 January 1785].  

63 ROB, dated 26 January, 1785.  
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Harvey  1925:  280).  In  1790  CE,  about  6,000  Arakanese  were  dragged  

away  in  the  invasion  against  Chiang  Mai  (CL  2014  [1931]:  497).  Most  

of  the  Arakanese  speakers  allegedly  died  because  of  Malaria  or  in  the  

war.  The  Burmese  forcefully  demanded  2,000  people  from  Arakan  to  

work  in  the  construction  plan  of  Mingun  Pagoda.  Again,  3,000  more  

Arakanese  were  relinquished  to  work  in  the  Meikhtila  lake  

reconstruction  project  (Harvey  1925:  280).  Arakanese  and  Burmese  

chroniclers  claim  that  thirty  thousand  Arakanese  speakers  were  deported  

to  Myanmar  proper  (RG  1852:  fᵒ-de-vᵒ).  Arakanese  chroniclers  also  

claim  with  exaggerated  numbers  that  over  two  hundred  thousand  people  

[sic]  from  various  parts  of  Arakan  were  executed  by  the  Burmese  

authorities  during  the  first  four  years  of  the  Burmese rule  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  

dai-rᵒ  to  dam-vᵒ).  A  British  account  also  recalls  the  “cruel  oppression  

and  severe  exactions  by  the  Burmese  officers”  (Phayre  1883:  220).  

According  to  Phayre  (1883:  220),   

 

The  fact  of  thousands  of  men  being  forced  from  their  country  to  

labour  on  the  works  of  merit64  undertaken  by  Bodoahprâ  [the  

Burmese  king],  of  whom  none  returned  home,  is  recorded  with  

bitter  resentment  in  the  history  of  Arakan…  Thousands  of  the  

people  abandoned  their  country,  and  took  refuge  in  British  

territory,  where  they  were  permitted  to  settle  on  unoccupied  land.   

 

                                                            

64 “The forced labour on these works caused deep discontent.” (Phayre 1883: 230).  
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One  British  document  in  179765  explained  the  cause  of  migration  of  

Arakanese  speakers  to  Banga  as  warfare.  The  document  reads  as  

follows.   

 

Regarding  any  Mugg  [Arakanese]  families  who  may  arrive  within  

our  limits  through  dread  of  being  compelled  to  serve  in  the  War  

commencing  between  the  Kings  of  Burma  and  Siam  or  from  any  

other  cause.  I  beg  leave  Sir  to  inform  you  that  the  Raja  of  

Arracan66  sends  the  people  of  the  Arracan  country  to  the  war  of  

Siam,  in  consequence,  people  from  the  Arracan  country,  fearing  

for  their  lives,  leave  fled  from  the  said  country.   

 

Oppression  also  led  many  Arakanese  speakers  fled  to  neighboring  

Banga  from  Arakan  during  the  Burmese  rule  (Harvey  1925:  281).  

According  to  one  British  document67,   

 

On  the  subjugation  of  Arakan,  much  of  its  population  took  

refuge  from  the  cruelty  and  oppression  of  their  conquerors  in  the  

district  of  Chittagong,  or  secreted  themselves  in  the  hills,  thickets  

and  islands  on  its  southern  and  eastern  boundaries.   

 

                                                            

65 Extract Bengal Criminal and Judicial Consultations, Letter sent from the Magistrate of 
Chittagong to the Secretary of Government, dated 6 October 1797 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  

66 a Burmese myo-won of Arakan Province.  

67 Extracts from Wilson’s Documents illustrative of the Burmese War, cited by Pogson (1830: 
109).  
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A  modern  historian (Leider  2003:  9-10)  argues  that  over-taxation  

was  a  reason  for  the  flight  of  Arakanese  speakers  to  neighboring  British  

controlled  Banga.   

 

[T]he  Arakanese  villagers  risked  to  be  victims  of  over-taxation.  

This  may  indeed  have  been  the  case,  as  over-taxation  is  

considered  as  one  of  the  reasons  of  the  successive  waves  of  

emigration  [to  Banga]  under  the  Burmese  regime.   

 

The  British  made  no  objection  to  the  arrival  and  settlement  of  

Arakanese  speakers  in  the  southern  part  of  Banga,  partly  on  the  grounds  

of  humanity  and  partly  because  the  region  was  sparsely  populated  at  

that  time.  As  a  result,  an  increase  in  numbers  of  Arakanese  settlers  was  

welcomed  by  the  British68  (Pearn  1933:  55).  Hearing  about  the  

protection  afforded  by  the  British  to  the  natives  of  Arakan,  many  

Arakanese  followed  the  earlier  groups  of  refugees  and  came  to  settle  in  

Banga  towards  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century  (Robertson  1853:  5).  

Subsequently,  the  Arakanese  seem  to  have  settled  down  to  peaceful  

pursuits  in  the  British  territory  (Ramachandra  1977:  15).   

 

The  early  years  of  the  Burmese  rule  in  Arakan  began  with  the  

oppression  of  the  Arakanese  subjects  by  the  Burmese.  Just  one  year  

after  the  conquest  of  Arakan,  during  January  1786,  the  Burmese  

                                                            

68 Pearn quoted a letter from Bengal Secret and Political Consultations, dated 4 February 
1795.  
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authorities  had  been  engaging  depredations  inside  the  British  controlled  

territories  of  Banga  (Hunter  1894:  1142-1154).  It  could  simply  be  the  

opinion  of  the  Burmese  authorities  that  those  areas  were  the  peripheries  

of  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  and  they  had  no  clear  idea  whether  the  domains  

overlapped  with  the  British  territories  or  not  (MDAP  1998  [1823]:  fᵒ-

gai).  On  26  January  1786,  the  Governor-General  in  Council  at  Fort  

William,  desired  to  inquire  the  causes  of  the  Burmese  depredations  in  

Banga.  The  Governor-General  approved  measures  to  be  conducted  by  

the  Collector  of  Chittagong  (Hunter  1894:  1157).  These  incidents  

occurred  due  to  the  Arakanese  resistance  against  the  Burmese  oppression  

in  the  beginning  of  the  Burmese  rule.  In  June  1787,  the  Burmese  forces  

crossed  the  Naaf  River  and  demanded  the  surrender  of  certain  

Arakanese  resistance  leaders  (Ramachandra  1977:  16)  In  this  early  years,  

some  of  the  Arakanese  preferred  not  to  settle  in  Banga  area  but  they  

stayed  along  the  two  borders  of  the  Naaf  River.  As  a  result,  the  

Burmese  troops  retreated  when  the  British  authorities  promised  to  expel  

the  rebels  from  the  British  Banga  later  (Ramachandra  1977:  18).   

 

After  these  incidents,  waves  of  migrations  of  Arakanese  to  Banga  

took  place  in  1794.  The  British  welcomed  the  Arakanese  immigrants.  

The  Arakanese  speakers  comprised  of  not  only  people  from  central  

Arakan  but  also  from  the  southern  regions  of  Ramree  and  Cheduba.69  In  

                                                            

69 “We have seen that the Mugs [Arakanese] in the southern parts of Chittagong came from 
Cheduba and Ramre” (BL/ EUR/ F/ 140/ 123).  
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December  1794,  about  five  thousand  Arakanese  speakers  came  to  settle  

in  Banga.70  In  February  1795,  the  British  authorities  encouraged  the  

Arakanese  to  settle  in  the  southern  part  of  Banga.71  However,  in  August  

1795,  some  of  the  Arakanese  resistance  leaders  who  took  refuge  in  

British  Banga  were  surrendered  to  the  Burmese72.  The  leaders  and  their  

followers  were  reportedly  executed  by  the  Burmese  authorities  (CL  2014  

[1931]:  499).  In  April  1796,  the  British  authorities  pursued  encouraging  

the  Arakanese  speakers  to  colonise  in  Banga73.  A  letter  dated  6  October  

1797  described  that  the  cause  of  the  immigration  of  Arakanese  was  the  

fear  of  being  compelled  to  serve  in  the  war  between  the  kings  of  

Burma  and  Siam.  It  is  reported  on  that  date  that  several  Arakanese  with  

their  families  landed  on  the  Banga  side  from  the  River  Naaf74.  In  July  

and  November  1798,  waves  of  the  arrival  of  Arakanese  were  noted75.  In  

a  letter  dated  20th  November,  it  was  mentioned  that  1,500  Arakanese  in  

twelve  boats  came  to  Banga.  The  numbers  reached  up  to  4,500  by  the  

                                                            

70 Letter from Lt. Brougham to the Governor-General, dated 28 December 1794 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 
4/ 71/ 1583).  

71 Letter from Collector of Chittagong reporting on Mr. Brougham’s recommendation for 
encouraging the Arakanese to settle in the southern ports of Banga, dated 3 February 1785 
(Hunter 1894: 4491). Extract Political Letter from Bengal, dated 4 February 1785. Extract 
Bengal Political Consultations, a letter dated 27 February 1795 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  

72 Extract of the Political Letter from Bengal, dated 18 August 1795 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 
1583). See also: Whyte (1827: 7).  

73 Extract of the Company’s Political Letter to Bengal, dated 22 April 1796 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 
71/ 1583).  

74 Extract Bengal Criminal and Judicial Consultations, a letter dated 6 October 1797 (BL/ 
IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  

75 Extract of Bengal Criminal and judicial Consultations, Letters dated 8 July, 5 November, 8 
November, and 10 November 1798 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  
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ending  of  November76.  On  18th  November  alone,  nearly  10,000  

Arakanese  fugitives  entered77.  By  the  year  1798,  two  thirds  of  the  

inhabitants  [sic]  of  Arakan  were  said  to  have  deserted  their  native  land  

(Pearn  1933:  57).   

 

In  1799  CE,  Captain  Hiram  Cox  was  deputed  by  the  British  East  

India  Company  as  the  first  officer  to  superintend  the  settlement  of  

Arakanese  speakers  in  Banga  (O’Malley  1908:  41).  He  reported  that  

twenty  to  thirty  thousand  Arakanese  had  entered  the  district  of  

Chittagong  in  the  preceding  twelve  months  (Pearn  1933:  57).  Between  

1797  and  1800  CE,  it  is  said  that  about  thirty  to  forty  thousand  people  

reportedly  migrated  from  Arakan  to  Banga  (O’Malley  1908:  41).  

According  to  Cox,  the  total  number  was  forty  to  fifty  thousand  people  

including  those  who  had  previously  settled  there  (Pearn  1933:  57).   

 

In  a  letter  sent  in  February  1799  from  Captain  Hiram  Cox  to  G.  

H.  Berlow,  the  Secretary  to  the  Company  Government,  it  is  stated  

that78,   

 

                                                            

76 Letter from the Magistrate of Chittagong to the Secretary of Government, dated 20 
November 1798 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  

77 Letter from Thannahdar’s arzee to the Magistrate, dated 22 November 1798 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 
71/ 1583). Pearn (1933: 57) also mentions this event.  

78 Letter of Captain Cox, dated 19 February 1799 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583).  
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The  general  cause  of  emigration  from  Arrakan  has  been  extreme  

unceasing  oppression  –  the  immediate  cause  of  the  present  

emigration  on  enormous  demand  for  men,  money,  taxes,  and  

provisions  for  the  Siamese  War,  rigidly  enforced  by  cruel  

tortures…  The  inhabitants  of  Arrakan  and  the  neighbouring  

district  abandoned  their  habitations  in  the  night,  set  fire  to  them  

and  fled,  men,  women  and  children  towards  the  Naaf.  It  is  

impossible  to  ascertain  the  numbers  that  fled  but  all  accounts  

concur  in  stating  the  at  least  at  two  thirds  of  the  inhabitants  of  

the  province.  The  city  of  Arrakan  in  particular  I  am  credibly  

informed  is  entirely  depopulated  none  remaining  but  a  few  

decrepit  cretins  who  care  unable  to  remove…  They  are  generally  

computed  at  25,000  or  30,000  persons  of  all  ages  and  sexes.   

 

Though  we  are  not  sure  to  what  extent  the  numbers  shown  here  

are  reliable,  there  happened  a  mass  migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  to  

Banga  at  that  time.  On  4  June  1799  CE,  16,974  Arakanese  emigrants  

were  officially  registered  and  10,460  emigrants  had  already  settled  in  

Banga79.  In  August,  1799,  Arakanese  emigrants  were  also  established  in  

Banga  by  the  British  authorities80.  The  town  where  the  Arakanese  

speakers  were  settled  by  Captain  Cox  obtained  the  name  of  Cox’s  

Bazar  (O’Malley  1908:  41;  Harvey  1925:  282).  When  Malcolm,  a  

                                                            

79 Letter from Captain Cox to G. H. Berlow, Secretary to Government, dated 4 June 1799 (BL/ 
IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583). 

80 Letter from the Secretary of Zilla of Chittagong to President and Members of the Board of 
Revenue, Fort William, dated 26 August, 1799 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583). 
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Baptist  missionary,  visited  the  area  in  1836,  the  Arakanese  town  of  

Cox’s  Bazar  consisted  of  about  six  hundred  houses  (Malcoln  1839:  

135).   

 

Some  of  the  Arakanese  were  keen  to  move  back  to  Arakan.  In  

October,  1799,  it  was  reported  that  a  group  of  Arakanese  who  were  

settled  in  the  place  of  Wanjeeah  returned  to  Arakan81.  Between  March  

and  May,  1800  CE,  Arakanese  in  great  numbers  were  hastening  back  to  

Arakan82.  The  British  authorities  did  not  discourage  them  from  returning  

to  their  country83  and  supply  them  with  the  necessary  assistance  to  

enable  them  to  undertake  the  journey84.  However,  some  Arakanese  

“unanimously  declared  their  determination  of  never  returning  to  Arracan”  

as  “the  oppressions  still  exercised  on  the  Muggs  [Arakanese]  by  the  

Burmanhs  [Burmese]  is  confirmed”85.  Due  to  the  highest  degree  of  

distrust  to  the  Burmese  rulers  and  “on  hearing  that  many  of  their  

countrymen  who  have  lately  returned  to  Arracan  have  been  subjected  to  

the  most  severe  punishment,”  hundreds  of  Arakanesse  speakers  who  had  

been  dispersed  throughout  Banga  did  not  return  to  Arakan  and  some  of  
                                                            

81 Extract of Revenue Letter from Bengal, a letter dated 31 Oct 1799 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 
2029).  

82 Extract of a letter from the Collector of Chittagong, dated 22 March 1800 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 
99/ 2029).  

83 Extract of Bengal Revenue Consultations, a letter dated 13 May 1800 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 
2029).  

84 Letter from the Collector of Chittagong, dated 12 May 1800 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 2029). 

85 Letter from Mr Mackae at Wanjeeah to Collector of Chittagong, dated 23 May, 1800 (BL/ 
IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 2029).  
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those  who  returned  to  Arakan  re-emigrated  back  to  Banga86.  In  

September  1800,  the  tax-collector  of  Chittagong  was  directed  to  

discourage  any  further  migration  from  Arakan87.  In  December,  1800,  

some  Arakanese  speakers  cleared  waste  lands  allocated  to  them  and  

settled  there.  As  the  migrants  on  the  register  had  obtained  the  

occupancy  of  the  lands,  the  Arakanese  possessed  a  sufficient  quantity  of  

land88.  They  got  encouragement  from  the  British  authorities  to  disperse  

and  settle89.  In  August,  1802,  it  was  reported  that  the  new  immigrants  

from  Arakan  had  been  very  inconsiderable  in  numbers90.  In  September,  

1803,  the  “necessary  arrangements  for  bringing  the  colony  of  Arracan  

emigrants  under  the  general  laws  and  regulations”  of  the  British  

authorities  were  taken  91.  In  1806,  the  tax-collector  of  Chittagong  could  

transmit  “a  statement  of  lands  for  which  the  Magh  [Arakanese]  

emigrants  had  entered  into  engagement  for  the  payment  of  revenue”  

(O’Malley  1908:  42).  Subsequently,  Regulation  XI  of  1812  was  passed  

in  connection  with  the  Arakanese  settlements  (O’Malley  1908:  42).   

 

                                                            

86 Letter from Collector of Chittagong, dated 26 May 1800 (BL/ IOR/ F/4/ 99/ 2029). 

87 Extract Revenue Letter to Bengal (Letter from September 1800), a letter dated 4 August 
1802 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 159/ 2778).  

88 Letter from Collector of Chittagong, dated 13 January, 1801 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 2381).  

89 Extract of Bengal Revenue Consultations, a letter dated 17 December 1801 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 
99/ 2381).  

90 Extract Revenue Letter, a letter dated 4 August 1802 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 159/ 2778).  

91 Extract Revenue Letter to Bengal, a letter dated 14 September 1803 (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 159/ 
2778, my direct quotations).  
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3.1.2  Arakanese  Rebellion  and  the  Rise  and  Fall  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran   

The  most  famous  Arakanese  leader  who  rebelled  against  the  

Burmese  rule  was  Khyaṅ:  Pran  (ခ်င္းျပန္).  According  to  the  Arakanese  

sources,  he  served  as  the  governor  (cā:)  of  Saingdin,  a  remote  place  

located  in  the  northwest  of  Arakan,  under  the  Burmese  king  (Khaing  

Myo  Saung  2013:  33).  According  to  the  British  accounts,  Khyaṅ:  Pran  

owned  an  area  of  land  near  the  bank  of  the  Naaf  river  before  he  fled  

to  the  area  of  Harbang  in  Banga  (Pearn  1933:  60).  There,  he  recruited  

a  number  of  his  fellow  Arakanese  to  take  part  in  his  rebellion.  He  

entered  Arakan  and  attacked  Burmese  outposts  for  several  times  (Phayre  

1833:  223).  According  to  Harvey  (1925:  282),   

 

In  1798,  a  horde  of  terrified  Arakanese  poured  into  Chittagong  

as  a  result  of  Nga  Chin  Pyan  [Khyaṅ:  Pran]’s  unsuccessful  

revolt…  As  the  years  went  by  there  came  to  be  some  50,000  of  

them  it  was  little  short  of  a  racial  migration.   

 

The  oppression,  over-taxation,  and  forced-labor  imposed  by  the  

Burmese  authorities,  and  demanding  service  and  provisions  by  the  

Burmese  for  the  war  against  Siam,  were  the  reasons  which  caused  the  

Khyaṅ:  Pran  rebellion.  In  1798,  Khyaṅ:  Pran  declared  war  against  the  

Burmese  for  the  first  time  (CL  2014  [1931]:  503-505).   
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His  own  statement  as  given  to  the  British  authorities  is  quoted  by  

Pearn  (1933:  59-60)  as  follows92.   

 

In  1146  [1784  CE]  Mugg  [year],  the  country  of  Arracan  was  

overrun  with  plunderers.  In  consequence  my  father  addressed  a  

letter  to  the  King  of  Ava  who  sent  an  army  and  took  possession  

of  Arracan.  The  king  looking  on  my  father  as  a  person  of  royal  

blood,  put  him  in  possession  of  the  government  of  Arracan,  

retaining  only  the  name  of  sovereign  to  himself.  In  1160  [1798  

CE]  Mugg  [year],  the  said  King  demanded  from  my  father  a  

quota  of  20,000  muskets  and  40,000  men  [sic]  to  make  war  on  

Siam.  My  father  consented  to  furnish  half  of  this  demand.  The  

king  was  angry  at  not  getting  the  whole,  and  seised  my  brother  

and  killed  him.  On  this  account  my  father  with  his  relatives  and  

friends  and  all  his  adherents  consisting  of  most  of  the  inhabitants  

of  that  country  emigrated  [to  Banga].  My  father  died.  We  sought  

refuge  in  the  English  territory  and  I  concealed  myself  in  

Hurvung  [Harbang].   

 

Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  second  invasion  of  Arakan  took  place  in  1811  CE.  

On  24  March  1811,  British  authorities  obtained  reports  about  the  move  

of  500  Arakanese  speakers  to  Tek  Naaf  in  the  British  territory  located  

in  the  opposite  side  of  Burmese  town  of  Maungdaw.  Khyaṅ:  Pran  then  

occupied  Maungdaw  and  sent  1,500  men  into  Arakan.  British  police  

                                                            

92 Pearn quoted this extract from Bengal Secret and Political Consultations, dated 25 
November, 1812.  



 

 

87 

 

reported  that  he  had  invaded  Arakan  with  2,000  to  3,000  people  (Pearn  

1933:  61).  According  to  the  Arakanese,  who  were  interrogated  by  the  

British,  the  army  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran  consisted  of  10,000  to  12,000  men.  

By  the  middle  of  June  the  whole  country  of  Arakan  except  the  capital  

city  was  in  the  hands  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran  (Peran  1933:  62).  In  December  

1811,  battle  again  broke  out  between  Khyaṅ:  Pran  and  the  Burmese  

(Pearn  1933:  67).  The  Burmese  made  a  complaint  to  the  British  about  

Khyaṅ:  Pran  who  was  taking  refuge  in  Banga  (Whyte  1827:  54-56).  

Khyaṅ:  Pran  made  several  incursions  into  Arakan.  After  every  incursion,  

his  troops  returned  into  jungles  located  in  Banga  inside  the  British  

territory  (Harvey  1925:  282).  He  had  established  himself  in  a  strong  

position  in  the  interior  of  the  Banga  jungles,  where  practically  he  defied  

both  Burmese  and  the  British  (Phayre  1883:  226).  Earlier  in  January,  

1812,  the  governor  of  Mrauk U  in  Arakan  sent  a  letter  to  the  magistrate  

of  Chittagong  demanding  the  surrender  of  the  Arakanese  rebels  (Whyte  

1827:  29).  However,  the  government  in  India  directed  on  23  January  

1812  that  the  Arakanese  who  accompanied  Khyaṅ:  Pran  would  be  

permitted  to  take  refuge  in  Bengal  (Woodman  1962:  55).  Whyte  (1827:  

54)  concludes  that  the  fact  that  the  government  in  Bengal  had  done  

nothing  to  prevent  the  second  invasion  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran  shows  that  “the  

government  of  Calcutta  was  secretly  and  sincerely  wishing  the  

insurgents  success.”  In  January  1813,  the  Burmese  troops  entered  British  

territory  of  the  Banga.  The  magistrate  of  Chittagong  called  the  invasion  

an  unjustifiable  violation  of  British  territory  and  told  the  Burmese  



 

 

88 

 

governor  at  Mrauk U  that  refusal  to  retreat  of  Burmese  troops  in  Banga  

as  a  hostile  activity.  Burmese  troops  retreated  later  (Whyte  1827:  65-

67).  In  April  1813,  an  appeal  made  by  a  Burmese  mission  in  Calcutta  

to  obtain  the  surrender  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran  was  turned  down  by  the  British.  

The  result  was  that  the  British  authorities  continued  to  give  protection  

to  those  whom  the  Burmese  rulers  considered  as  rebels  (Woodman  

1962:  57-58).   

 

In  August  1813,  Khyaṅ:  Pran  announced  a  third  invasion  of  Arakan  

(Woodman  1962:  58;  Pearn  1933:  78).  Between  December  1813  and  

January  1814,  battles  between  Khyaṅ:  Pran  and  the  Burmese  brook  out  

in  the  Kaladan  valley  in  Arakan.  Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  troops  were  defeated  

and  his  followers  took  refuge  in  Banga  again  (CL  2014  [1931]:  510).  

In  1814,  the  British  authorities,  “with  a  discreditable  disregard  of  its  

own  character,”  allowed  Burmese  troops  to  enter  Banga  and  attack  

Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  headquarters  within  the  British  territory  (Phyare  1883:  

226).   

 

Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  fourth  invasion  of  Arakan  took  place  in  April,  1814  

CE,  but  his  troops  were  totally  annihilated  by  the  Burmese  (Woodman  

1962:  58).  The  Khyaṅ:  Pran  rebellion  against  the  Burmese  rule  came  to  

an  end,  marking  the  fall  of  Khyaṅ:  Pran.  In  March  1815,  Burmese  

envoys  sent  by  a  governor  of  Arakan  arrived  at  Calcutta.  This  time,  

again,  the  Burmese  requested  the  surrender  of  the  Arakanese  insurgents  
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(Whyte  1827:  72).  Khyaṅ:  Pran  died  in  April  1815  (Woodman  1962:  

58).   

 

After  Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  death,  between  October  1815  and  May  1816,  

plundering  still  took  place  in  the  border  areas.  Later,  the  remaining  

Arakanese  insurgents  finally  surrendered  their  arms  to  the  British  

authorities  (Whyte  1927:  73).  However,  until  1817  CE,  it  is  still  learned  

that  the  Arakanese  refugees  in  Banga  were  still  continuing  depredations  

in  Banga  and  Arakan  (Whyte  1827:  74).   

 

3.1.3  Return  of  Arakanese  Speakers   

Many  Arakanese  speakers  came  back  to  Arakan  from  the  region  of  

Banga.  The  initial  years  of  the  British  administration  in  Arakan  did  not  

produce  accurate  surveys  on  the  population.  Therefore,  numbers  of  

returnees  were  not  put  on  record  by  the  British.  However,  yearly  

numbers  of  population  for  the  initial  years  of  British  rule  mentioned  in  

the  colonial  censuses  show  the  increase  in  number  of  population.  Zaw  

Lynn  Aung  (2015:  8)  links  the  rise  in  number  of  population  in  the  

early  years  of  colonial  period  to  the  immigration  of  Arakanese  who  

were  descendents  of  the  Arakanese  refugees  who  fled  to  Banga  during  

the  Burmese  rule.  After  Arakan  was  annexed  by  the  British  in  1826,  

some  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  returned  to  Arakan  (Smart  1917:  

81).  Arakanese  refugees  from  Banga  were  recruited  by  the  British  forces  

during  the  First  Anglo-Burmese  War  (Zaw  Lynn  Aung  2015:  8).  The  
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Arakanese  speakers  from  Banga  served  as  the  “Mug  Levy”  in  the  

British  army  which  firstly  entered  into  Arakan  when  the  war  broke  out  

in  1824  (San  Shwe  Bu  1923:  129-135).  In  1836,  a  British  account  

reported  that  many  Arakanese  returned  to  Arakan  due  to  the  

tranquilisation  and  security  in  their  home  country  under  the  British  rule  

(Malcolm  1839:  135).   

 

Phayre  (1841:  697)  describes  the  coming  back  of  Arakanse  speakers  

from  Banga  to  Arakan  as  follows.   

 

Numbers  of  descendants  [of  Arakanese]  who  fled  in  troublous  

times  from  their  country  and  settled  in  the  southern  part  of  

Chittagong,  the  islands  of  coast,  and  even  the  Sunderbuns  of  

Bengal  are  gradually  returning;  and  during  the  North  East  

Monsoon,  boats  filled  with  men,  women  and  children,  with  all  

their  worldly  goods,  may  have  been  steering  south  along  the  

eastern  coast  of  the  Bay  of  Bengal,  to  return  to  the  their  fathers  

abandoned  30  or  40  years  before93.   

 

Subsequently,  the  descendants  of  many  Arakanese  speakers,  who  

had  settled  for  almost  one  hundred  years  in  Banga,  came  back  to  

Arakan  in  late  1890s.  The  Eastern  Bengal  District  Gazetteers  

(Chittagong)  recorded  the  event  of  the  return  of  the  Arakanese  from  

Banga  to  Arakan  after  1897.  O’Malley  (1908:  51)  describes,   
                                                            

93 Phayre meant late 1790s-early 1800s.  
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Maghs  [Arakanese]  whose  ancestors  sought  refuge  in  the  district  

[of  Chittagong]  about  a  century  ago,  and  who  are  now  gradually  

finding  their  way  back  to  their  old  home;  they  also  include  

many  families  who  left  the  district  [of  Chittagong]  to  settle  

permanently  in  Arakan  after  the  cyclone  of  1897.   

 

The  oppression  under  the  Burmese  regime  and  the  development  of  

Khyaṅ:  Pran’s  resistance  against  the  Burmese  rule  produced  the  

migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  in  and  out  of  Arakan  and  Banga.  The  

depredations  caused  by  the  rebellion  also  led  many  other  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  to  flee  to  Banga  from  Arakan.  However,  after  Arakan  

was  annexed  by  the  British  in  1826,  descendants  of  many  Arakanese  

who  took  refuge  during  the  Burmese  rule  came  back  to  Arakan.   

 

3.2  Migration  of  Chittagonian  Speakers  during  Colonial  Rule   

This  section  discusses  the  migration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  to  Arakan  during  the  British  colonial  period.  Chittagong  district  

was  one  of  the  most  densely  populated  areas  in  the  British  Bengal.  The  

high  density  of  population  and  poor  economic  conditions  in  Banga  

caused  the  local  Chittagonians  of  Banga  to  migrate  to  neighboring  

regions.  Since  only  forty  five  percent  of  land  areas  in  Banga  were  

being  able  to  be  cultivated  due  to  the  occupation  of  jungles  and  forests,  

the  ability  of  rice  production  was  not  enough  to  fulfill  the  demand  of  

the  local  population.  This  deficiency  of  local  production  caused  high  
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price  of  rice.  This  scarcity  of  food  and  the  high  density  of  population  

forced  large  number  of  Chittagonains  to  emigrate  to  Burma  and  other  

places  (Rizvi  1970:  179).   

 

This  migration  could  be  approached  by  the  “push-full  factors.”  The  

theory  was  first  introduced  by  E.  G.  Ravenstein  (Ravenstein   cited  by  

Adas    1943:  43).  As  discussed  above,  the  insufficiency  of  food  

production  and  the  existence  of  high  population  in  Banga  caused  the  

unbalanced  social  order,  causing  “pushing  factors”  for  migration.  On  the  

other  hand,  good  economic  conditions  and  favorable  job  opportunities  in  

Arakan  became  the  “pulling  factor”  for  the  migration  (Zaw  Lynn  Aung  

2015:  10).  Compared  to  Banga,  the  population  of  Arakan  was  very  low  

or  almost  depopulated  (Smart  1917:  81).  The  highest  fertility  of  crops  

was  available  in  the  alluvial  plains  in  Arakan  (Smart  1917:  7-8).  

Moreover,  there  was  a  big  gap  between  the  daily  income  of  laborers  in  

Banga  and  Arakan.  The  income  of  people  in  Arakan  in  early  colonial  

period  was  two  times  higher  than  those  people  in  Banga.  In  1840s,  

ordinary  workers  in  Arakan  got  the  remuneration  of  four  annas  a  day.  

But  in  Banga  at  that  time,  the  maximum  daily  wage  of  a  laborer  was  

only  two  annas  (Phayre  1841:  696).  In  1880s,  the  local  rate  of  wages  

for  a  laborer  was  only  four  annas  a  day  in  Banga;  however,  in  Arakan,  

the  wages  were  as  much  higher  as  eight  annas  a  day  (Report  on  

Conditions  in  Bengal  1888:  116).  The  collector  of  Chittagong  said  that  

there  were  annually  nearly  15,000  emigrants  from  Cox’s  Bazar  alone  to  
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Arakan  (Report  on  Census  of  Burma  1872:  16).  The  Burma  Gazetteer  

(Akyab  District)  explains  that  poverty  in  Chittagong  always  resulted  in  a  

large  influx  into  Arakan  (Smart  1917:  195).   

 

The  Report  on  Condition  of  the  Lower  Classes  of  Population  in  

Bengal  (1888:  116-117)  remarks  the  migration  of  people  from  Banga  to  

Arakan  as  follows.   

 

The  neighbouring  province  of  Arracan  [Arakan]  affords  a  

remunerative  field  for  the  surplus  labour  of  the  district  [of  

Chittagong]…  Numbers  go  to  Arracan  for  certain  seasons  of  the  

year,  where  work  is  not  only  readily  obtainable,  but  well  paid.   

 

Apart  from  the  “push-pull  factors,”  the  migration  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  to  Arakan  can  be  viewed  according  to  the  maṇḍala  point  of  

view.  In  Chapter  2,  settlements  of  the  Arakanese  speakers  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  have  been  discussed  as  an  expansion  policy  of  

the  Arakan  kingdom  to  enlarge  its  maṇḍala  within  the  geographical  

domains  of  Banga  (see  2.2.2).  Following  this  situation,  settlements  of  

the  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan  during  the  colonial  rule  can  also  be  

somewhat  interpreted  as  the  spread  of  “Banga”  to  Arakan  littoral  in  

terms  of  its  Chittagonian-speaking  populations.   
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3.2.1  Settlement  of  Chittagonian  Speakers  in  Colonial  Arakan   

The  first  Anglo-Burmese  war  commenced  with  the  first  skirmish  on  

17  January,  1824  CE,  in  Assam  (Woodman  1962:  63).  Before  that,  on  

23  September,  1823,  border  dispute  between  the  British  and  Burmese  

already  happened  (Alexander  1827:  263-268).  In  February,  1824,  

resolution  of  the  British  government  to  chastise  the  Burmese  and  

securing  the  evacuation  of  Arakan  and  Assam  was  carried  out.  On  5  

March,  1824,  the  British  formally  declared  the  war  on  Burma  

(Woodman  1962:  67).  On  24  February,  1826,  the  Treaty  of  Yandaboo  

was  signed  between  the  British  and  the  Burmese,  and  the  first  Anglo-

Burmese  war  came  to  an  end  (Alexander  1827:  268).  In  the  early  1826,  

the  British  moved  the  capital  of  Arakan  from  Mrauk U  to  Akyab,  a  

small  fishing  village  situated  near  the  Bay  of  Bengal.  Under  the  British  

administration,  the  Akyab  District  was  formed  (Zaw  Lynn  Aung  2015:  

4-5).   

 

After  the  first  Anglo-Burmese  war,  the  provinces  of  Arakan  and  

Tenasserim  were  merged  into  the  British  India  Empire.  Many  Indians  

migrated  to  Arakan  and  Tenasserim  thanks  to  the  British  government  

(Yegar  1972:  29).  When  Arakan  was  annexed  by  the  British,  the  

country  was  almost  unpopulated.  During  the  early  years  of  colonial  rule,  

descendants  of  the  former  Arakanese  refugees  in  Banga  flocked  into  
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Arakan.  They  were  followed  by  Chittagonian-speaking  immigrants  (Smart  

1917:  81-83).   

 

The  immigration  from  Banga  especially  took  place  in  Akyab  

District  in  Arakan  which  is  adjacent  to  Banga.  The  Chittagonians  firstly  

came  as  seasonal  laborers  but  they  later  formed  permanent  settlements94.  

A  decade  after  the  war,  in  1834,  Udaung,  an  agricultural  village  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  population  was  founded  near  the  Banga  border  in  

Arakan.  In  1842,  Thekaingya  village  was  established  by  the  settlers  

from  Chittagong  thanks  to  the  British  waste-land  grant  provided  to  them  

(Smart  1917:  236).  After  1848,  the  original  Arakanese  village  of  

Myothugyi  was  gradually  supplemented  with  the  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples.  As  a  result,  the  Arakanese  had  to  move  to  other  areas  due  to  

the  pressure  from  the  west  [of  the  region]  and  none  Arakanese  

remained  there  in  1917  (Smart  1917:  234,  my  emphasis).  In  1854,  the  

village  of  Ushingya  was  reportedly  founded  by  the  Arakanese  speakers.  

But  around  1874,  twenty  years  later,  all  Arakanese  residents  were  

supplanted  by  the  Chittagonian  speakers.  The  village  of  Payabyin-

Doedan,  located  in  Buthidaung  township  was  founded  in  1864  by  both  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  who  were  driven  out  of  

Maungdaw  township  bordering  Banga  due  to  the  pressure  of  

immigration  from  Chittagong  (Smart  1917:  231-236).  The  Chittagonian-
                                                            

94 Many parts of discussions in this sub-section are based on the facts provided in the Burma 
Gazetteer (Akyab District) by R. B. Smart (1917), along with various colonial administration 
reports. Smart’s gazetteer is the first comprehensive and foundational source for the 
understanding of the lands and peoples associated with Akyab District in Arakan.  
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speaking  immigrants  were  engaged  in  the  waste-land  grants.  Many  of  

the  Chittagonian  speakers  were  originally  imported  to  work  on  the  

grants  but  they  later  settled  down  as  cultivators  (Smart  1917:  228).  The  

immigration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  population  gradually  kicked  out  the  

Arakanese  residents  from  their  lands.  One  example  is  that  the  Arakanese  

from  the  Mingalagyi  village  on  the  Banga  border  were  gradually  ousted  

by  the  settlers  from  Chittagong  (Smart  1917:  234).  The  Arakanese  

village  of  Yedwingyun,  originally  founded  in  1824,  was  absorbed  by  the  

Chittagonian  settlers  and  the  former  had  to  subsequently  migrate  to  

other  places.  Smart,  the  author  of  the  Burma  Gazetteer  (Akyab  District),  

acknowledges  the  existence  of  villages,  populated  for  many  generations  

with  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  (see  Smart  1917:  87,  227).  

Those  villages  are  located  in  the  inner  part  of  Arakan,  not  in  the  

Maungdaw  township  which  is  neighboring  to  Banga.  The  Report  on  the  

Settlement  Operations  (1887-88)  states  that  those  Bengali  Mohamedans  

were  to  some  extent  Burmanised  and  were  different  from  those  found  in  

the  areas  bordering  Banga95.  The  Burma  Gazetteer  (Akyab  District)  

insists  that  those  pre-colonial  Muslim  villages  were  later  overrun  by  the  

Chittagonian  immigrants,  by  calling  the  latter  “new  arrivals”,  “latter  

settlers”  or  “fresh  immigrants”  from  the  Chittagong  District  (Smart  

1917:  87,  225,  my  emphasis).   

 

                                                            

95 Report on the Settlement Operations, Akyab District, Season 1887-88, p. 2. (BL/ IOR/ V 
(9)/ 2163/ 3, my emphasis).  
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The  immigration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  was  already  noticed  by  

British  administrators  a  few  decades  after  the  first  Anglo-Burmese  war.  

Phayre  (1841:  697)  mentions,   

 

A  large  influx  of  population  [to  Arakan]  took  place  from  

Chittagong,  Ramoo  and  Cox’s  Bazaar  in  the  Chittagong  Division  

of  Bengal”96.   

 

The  Report  on  the  Administration  of  British  Burma  for  the  year  

1884-85  records  the  influx  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples.  The  

administration  report  (1884-85:  64)  not  only  mentions  the  arrival  of  

seasonal  laborers  but  also  emphasises  the  permanent  settlement  of  

Chittagonians  in  Arakan.   

 

In  Arakan,  many  Chittagongnians  march  down  at  the  beginning  

of  every  dry  weather  into  the  Akyab  district.  Their  number  has  

been  estimated  at  200,000;  but  the  figure  probably  much  above  

the  truth.  They  hire  themselves  out  to  reap  the  paddy  and  

afterwards  work  as  coolies  in  the  rice-mills  and  in  the  port  of  

Akyab.  The  majority  of  them  return  to  Chittagong  at  the  end  of  

the  season,  but  many  of  them  remain  behind  and  settle  

permanently  in  Akyab  town.  (my  emphasis)   

 
                                                            

96 “The Bengalis are Mahomedans from the neighbourhood of Chittagong, Ramoo and Cox-
bazaar. In the settlement tract they are found chiefly near the town of Akyab and in the north 
of the Mayu valley.” Review of the Report on the Settlement Operations in the Akyab District 
for 1885-86, p. 2. (BL/ IOR/ V (9)/ 2163/ 1).  
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The  Report  on  Settlement  Operations  (1885-86)  mentions  that  there  

could  be  no  doubt  that  the  population  has  increased  and  is  increasing  

and  that  the  inconsiderable  numbers  of  Bengalis  from  Chittagong  and  

people  from  other  places  of  Arakan  were  to  be  found  in  Akyab  

District97.  These  conditions  had  already  been  taken  place  since  late  19th  

century.  The  Report  on  Settlement  Operations  (1886-87)  notes  that  the  

Arakanese  were  unable  to  hold  their  own  lands  against  the  Bengalis  and  

it  is  believed  that  the  lands  were  gradually  passing  into  the  hands  of  

the  latter  in  Maungdaw  township  bordering  Banga98. 

 

The  temporary  and  permanent  emigration  of  Chittagonian-speaking  

populations  to  Arakan  is  also  given  in  1908  in  the  East  Bengal  

Gazetteers  (Chittagong).  O’Malley  (1908:  51)  tells  us  that,   

 

Thousands  of  labourers  flock  to  the  south  to  harvest  the  rice  

crop  of  Arakan…  The  great  majority  are  only  temporary  

absentees,  who  return  home  after  they  have  accumulated  some  

savings;  but  the  number  of  females  amongst  the  Chittagonians  

enumerated  elsewhere  shows  that  there  is  a  good  deal  of  

permanent  emigration  (my  emphasis).   

 

                                                            

97 Report on the Settlement Operations, Akyab District, Season 1885-86, p. 26. (BL/ IOR/ V 
(9)/ 2163/ 1, my emphasis).  

98 Report on the Settlement Operations, Akyab District, Season 1886-87, p. 5. (BL/ IOR/ V 
(9)/ 2163/ 2; BL/ IOR/ V/ 27/ 314/ 223, my emphasis).  
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In  1908,  the  Imperial  Gazetteer  of  India  (Provincial  Series;  Burma)  

remarks  the  immigration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  to  Arakan  as  well.  

Lowis  (1908:  190)  notes  that,   

 

Akyab  [the  capital  of  Arakan]  has  proved  a  paradise  to  the  

emigrant  from  Chittagong,  who  is  more  frugal  and  industrious  

disposition  than  his  Arakanese  neighbours,  and  is  steadily  ousting  

the  latter  as  cultivator  and  landowner.   

 

Smart  (1917:  87)  in  the  Burma  Gazetteer  (Akyab  District)  further  

explains  as  follows.   

 

Since  1879,  immigration  has  taken  place  on  a  much  larger  

scale…  The  influx  from  Chittagong  is  still  continuing  gradually  

driving  the  natives  of  Arakan  further  east.  The  indolent  

Arakanese  cannot  hold  out  against  these  hard-working  and  thrifty  

people99,  and  if  the  former  continue  in  their  idle,  extravagant  

ways  it  will  not  be  long  before  the  whole  of  the  Akayb  district  

will  be  in  the  hands  of  the  Chittagonians.   

 

The  Census  of  India  (1911:  257)  also  gives  a  warning  sign  on  the  

Arakanese  due  to  the  influx  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan.   

 

                                                            

99 “The Bengalis are more frugal and industrious than the Arakanese.” Report on the 
Settlement Operations, Akyab District, Season 1886-87, p. 32. (BL/ IOR/ V (9)/ 2163/ 2; BL/ 
IOR/ V/ 27/ 314/ 223).  
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If  the  present  tendencies  continue,  the  existence  of  the  Arakan  as  

a  separate  branch  of  the  Burma  racial  group  will  cease  in  the  

ordinary  course  of  time.   

 

A  British  account  in  1921  notes  that  “in  the  northeast  portion  of  

Akyab  in  Buthidaung  sub-division  [adjacent  to  Maungdaw],  the  

population  now  consists  chiefly  of  permanent  Chittagonian  settlers”  

(Enriquez  1922:  159,  my  emphasis).  The  Burma  Gazetteer  (Akyab  

District)  also  notes  that  the  Arakanese  were  gradually  being  pushed  out  

of  their  lands  due  to  the  steady  wave  of  the  immigration  of  

Chittagonian  speakers  from  the  west.  The  Gazetteer  argues  the  reason  

for  this  happening  was  that  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  were  “not  

having  been  accustomed  to  hard  manual  labour  for  generations”  and  if  

they  had  to  do  they  gave  way  “to  the  thrifty  and  hard  working  

Chittagonian”100  (Smart  1917:  85).  For  example,  “the  Arakanese  

cultivator  pays  the  Chittagonian  cooly  liberal  wages  to  help  in  

cultivation,  and,  in  many  cases,  to  do  all  the  cultivation.”  Then,  Smart,  

the  author  of  the  Gazetteer,  made  a  conclusion  that  “it  is  not  surprising,  

therefore,  to  find  that  the  Arakanese  are  slowly  but  surely  being  ousted  

by  the  Chittagonians  in  every  walk  of  life”  (see  Smart  1917:  138).   

 

 

                                                            

100 In 1884, Colonel Sladen wrote: “If the Arakanese had been habituated to raising their crops 
by their own toil, they ought now to be a comparatively rich people.” Report on the Settlement 
Operations, Akyab District, Season 1885-86, p. 7. (BL/ IOR/ V (9)/ 2163/ 1).  
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3.2.2  Analysis  of  Statistics   

In  1867-1868,  the  population  of  Arakan  was  434,770.  Among  them  

32,105  were  counted  as  the  natives  of  Bengal  (Report  on  the  

Administration  of  Burma  1867-68:  144).  They  constitute  a  little  bit  

more  than  7%  of  the  total  population  in  Arakan  or  about  12%  of  the  

population  in  Akyab  District101  where  their  population  was  concentrated.  

In  1869,  the  total  population  of  Arakan  was  447,957.  Of  which  24,337  

were  classified  as  “Mahomedans.”  We  should  overwhelmingly  consider  

them  as  Chittagonian  speakers102.  Their  population  constituted  only  5%  

of  the  total  population  in  Arakan  and  about  10%  of  the  population  in  

Akyab  District  (Leider  2013:  229).  In  1872  general  census,  the  

population  of  Arakan  is  shown  as  484,363103.  The  population  in  Akyab  

District  was  comprised  of  276,671  people.  Among  them  58,263104  were  

counted  as  “Mahomedans”  or  “Arakanese  Mussulmans”105  in  Akyab  

District;  and  64,000  in  the  whole  Arakan106  (Report  on  Census  of  

Myanmar  1872:  8,  30).  The  Chittagonian  speakers  constituted  for  13%  

                                                            

101. The population of Akyab district in 1867-68 was 274,788.  

102 This could be the combination of pre-colonial Muslims and Chittagonian settlers. Since the 
numbers of Kaman Muslims are extremely low, the Kamans could be understated here.  

103 Population by District returns of 1872 shows 475,241 people in Arakan.  

104 Smart (1917: 83) gives the numbers as 58,255.  

105 The Census of 1872 clearly states that this is the combination of both pre-colonial Muslim 
community and immigrants from neighboring province of Chittagong (Report on Census of 
Burma 1872: 30). Both are the Chittagonian-speaking peoples.  

106 The other regions of Arakan (outside Akyab District) were sparsely populated with 
“Mahomedans.” Only about 5,000 were found in the rest of Arakan.  
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in  the  whole  Arakan  and  their  population  reached  to  21%  in  Akyab  

District.  In  1891  census,  the  population  of  Arakan  is  shown  as  675,272.  

The  population  in  Akyab  District  was  comprised  of  416,305.  Among  

them,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  constitute  119,157  in  Akyab  District  and  

7,429  in  the  rest  of  Arakan  (Charney  1999:  161).  These  numbers  show  

that  Chittagonian  speakers  increased  up  to  18%  in  the  whole  Arakan  

and  up  to  28%  in  Akyab  District.  The  1901  census  gives  the  population  

of  Akayb  District  as  481,666.  Among  them  “Mahomedans”  constitute  

154,887  (Smart  1917:  83).  This  shows  that  the  Chittagonian  speakers  

amounted  up  to  32%  in  Akyab  District.  In  1911,  the  population  of  

“Mahomedans”  was  17,8647  out  of  529,945,  making  33%  of  the  

population  in  Akyab  District  (Smart  1917:  83).  The  1931  census  report,  

the  last  census  conducted  in  Burma  by  the  British107,  gives  the  

population  of  Arakan  as  1,008,538  and  that  of  Akyab  District  as  

637,580.  Of  them,  Chittagonian  speakers  formed  210,990  in  Akyab  

District  and  6,811  in  other  areas,  and  51,612  “Arakan  Mahomedans”  

(pre-colonial  Muslim  community),  resulting  the  size  of  33%  in  Akyab  

District  and  26%  of  the  whole  Arakan  population  (Census  of  India  

1931:  223-230).  The  Report  on  Indian  Immigration  shows,  however,  that  

84%  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Akyab  District  were  born  in  

Arakan  (Baxtar  1941:  50).  The  1983  census  gives  the  numbers  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  to  be  29.10%  of  the  total  population  in  

Arakan  (RSPC  1984b:  10).   

                                                            

107 After 1931, another official census only took place in 1983.  
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The  description  can  be  summarised  as  follows.   

Year Population  
of  Arakan   

Population  
of  Akyab  
district   

Population  of  
all  
Chittagonian  
speakers  in  
Arakan   

Population  of  
all  
Chittagonian  
speakers  in  
Akyab  
district   

%  of  all  
Chittagonian  
speakers  in  
Arakan   

%  of  all  
Chittagonian  
speakers  in  
Akyab  
district   

1867-1868   434,770 274,788   32,105    7%   12%   
1869   447,957  24,337  5%   10%   
1872   484,363   276,671   64,000   58,263 13%   21%   
1891   675,272   416,305 126586   119,157   18%   28%   
1901  481,666    154,887    32%   
1911    529,945    17,8647    33% 
1931   1,008,538 637,580   269413   210,990   26%   33%   

Table.  1.  Population  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan 

 

Jane  Ferguson  (2015)  uncovers  inconsistencies  in  the  census  reports  

of  Burma  during  the  colonial  time.  She  discovered  that  on  one  

occasion,  the  numbers  of  Tavoyans  became  extremely  low  (rendering  

them  as  the  “Burmese”  in  the  censuses)  but  in  another  occasion,  their  

numbers  became  extremely  high  compared  to  the  previous  ten  years  

(returning  them  in  that  occasion  as  the  “Tavoyans”  again).  Similar 

situation  is  also  found  with  the  Mon  people.  This  situation  can  be  

observed  with  regard  to  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples,  too.  In  the  

1901  census  for  Akyab  District,  239,649  people  were  counted  as  

Arakanese  while  35,751  were  counted  as  “Burmese.”  In  the  1911  census  

for  the  same  district,  the  population  of  Arakanese  was  counted  to  be  

209,432  while  the  “Burmese”  were  counted  to  be  92,185  (Smart  1917:  

83).  This  does  not  mean  that  many  Arakanese  migrated  out  of  Arakan  

or  disappeared.  There  is  even  a  risk  to  make  a  wrong  argument  on  the  

immigration  of  Burmese  speakers  from  the  Burma  proper.  The  Burma  
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Gazetteer  (Akyab  District)  notes  that  Arakanese  people  from  the  region  

of  Ramree  are  claimed  to  be  Burmans  (Smart  1917:  86,  my  emphasis).  

It  shows  that  the  Arakanese  speakers  used  to  switch  their  identity  either  

as  “Burmese”  or  “Arakanese.”  The  1911  census  enumerated  181,509  

“Bengalis”;  of  them,  178,647  were  categorised  as  “Mahomedans”  (Leider  

2013:  229).  This  is  an  awkward  condition  similar  to  the  Arakanese,  

Tavoyans  and  Mons.  However,  the  “Mahomedans”  did  not  get  a  chance  

to  switch  their  identities  either  as  “pre-colonial  Muslims”  or  as  colonial-

immigrant  “Chittagonians”108.  Since  the  old  and  the  new  communities  

both  had  been  generally  counted  together  as  “Mahomedans”  in  the  

colonial  narratives  based  on  the  censuses,  the  switch  of  their  identities  

and  the  inconsistencies  such  as  decrease  or  increase  in  their  numbers  

are  not  likely  to  be  determined  with  clarity.  While  we  have  to  treat  

these  census  numbers  with  caution,  they  provide  with  the  only  solid  

indications  on  the  presence  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  Muslims  in  

Arakan.   

 

From  the  table,  a  noticeable  increase  in  numbers  of  Chittagonian-

speaking  population  –  7%  of  the  Arakan  population  in  1867-68  to  26%  

of  the  population  of  Arakan  in  1931  –  can  be  observed.  Even  if  most  

of  the  7%  Chittagonian  speakers  in  1867-68  were  considered  to  be  the  

pre-colonial  Muslims,  the  gradual  increase  of  their  numbers  up  to  26%  

                                                            

108 In some occasions, the descendants of pre-colonial Muslim community were separated 
from the colonial period settlers in the censuses.  
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of  the  total  population  and  their  permanent  settlement  in  Arakan  show  

that  a  majority  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  population  in  Arakan  are  

descendants  of  the  colonial-period  immigrants.  On  the  other  hand,  the  

descendants  of  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  would  likely  constitute  a  

merely  small  portion.  Yet  both  have  merged  during  the  “Rohingya”  

taing-yin-tha  movement  of  Chittagonian  speakers.   

 

The  role  of  the  Chittagongnian-speaking  peoples  was  very  important  

with  regard  to  the  population  growth  in  Akyab  district  in  the  colonial  

period.  The  British  expanded  the  cultivated  land  and  economic  

institutions  in  Arakan,  especially  in  the  Akyab  district.  When  the  British  

tried  to  conduct  economic  transformation  in  Arakan,  they  initially  faced  

a  problem  of  insufficient  labor  in  Arakan  (Zaw  Lynn  Aung  2015:  10).  

It  is  safe  to  consider  that  the  British  seemed  to  consider  the  adjoining  

area  of  Banga  as  the  major  resources  for  potential  labors  in  Arakan  

(Zaw  Lynn  Aung  2015:  10).  As  a  result,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  from  

Banga  became  the  main  source  of  required  labor  in  Arakan.   

 

3.3  Summary   

Arakanese  speakers  did  not  flee  to  the  hills  in  Banga  during  the  

Burmese  rule  as  they  were  protected  by  a  western  power  inside  

territories  with  demarcated  boundaries.  According  Scott’s  theory,  they  

were  escaping  from  the  state-making  projects  but  did  not  do  so  by  

taking  refuge  in  marginal  hill  areas.  I  also  described  the  migration  of  
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Chittagonian  speakers  to  Arakan  during  the  colonial  period  by  following  

the  theory  of  “pull-push  factors.”  While  the  hardship  and  poor  economic  

situation  in  Banga  “pushed”  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  out  of  

Banga,  the  favorable  conditions  in  Arakan  “pulled”  the  Chittagonians  to  

settle  in  Arakan.  I  also  quoted  and  analysed  the  statistics  in  the  

administration  and  census  reports  during  the  colonial  period.  Even  

though  we  have  to  be  careful  in  dealing  with  these  source  materials,  

the  statistics  found  in  the  sources  provide  us  essential  evidence  on  the  

mass  migration  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  population  to  Arakan  during  

the  colonial  period.  Most  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  in  persent-day  

Arakan  are  clearly  the  descendants  of  the  colonial-period  settlers.   
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Chapter  4 

IDENTITY  FORMATIONS: 

THE  EMERGENCE  OF  “RAKHINE”  AND  “MARMA” 

 

This  chapter  seeks  to  understand  the  construction  of  identities  by  

the  Arakanese  speakers  from  the  two  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga,  

during  the  colonial  and  post-colonial  periods.  I  consider  three  factors  in  

the  construction  of  distinct  ethnic  identities  of  these  peoples:  colonial  

categories,  post-World  War  II  nationalist  movements  and  the  political  

and  social  conditions  of  places  where  these  groups  live.  The  Arakan  

maṇḍala  is  within  the  present  national  boundary  of  Myanmar  while  the  

Banga  maṇḍala  is  within  present  day  Bangladesh. 

 

As  discussed  in  Chapter  2,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  are  

variously  known  as  Rakhine,  Marma  and  Mog109.  The  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  of  Banga’s  coastal  regions  and  Tripura,  however,  

consider  themselves  to  be  the  descendants  of  peoples  from  Arakan.  

However,  another  group  from  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  consider  

themselves  to  be  Myanmar  (Burmese)  or  Mons  of  Myanmar  proper,  and  

call  themselves  Marma  (မရမာ).  Historically,  “Marma”  is  an  Arakanese  

pronunciation  for  the  word  Myanmar  (Bernot  1960;  Bernot  1967;  Ashan  

                                                            

109 Arakanese speakers in general have been known as Magh/Mog in Banga since the 
medieval period. Nowadays, only Arakanese descendents in Tripura are officially known as 
Mogs.  



 

 

108 

 

1995).  This  chapter  points  out  that  many  of  the  identities  that  are  

contested  in  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh  today  do  not  tally  with  these  

self-named  identities  but  are  ones  constructed  by  peoples  from  outside  

these  areas  attempting  to  classify  the  multiple  groups  of  this  region.  

This  disparity  is  supported  by  showing  how  over  the  last  sixty  years,  

the  Arakanese  speakers  have  constructed  their  own  history  merging  

colonial  discourses  and  local  Arakanese  chronicle  accounts.  Analysis  of  

these  primary  sources  and  the  secondary  literature,  highlights  the  role  of  

British  colonial  racial  classifications  and  narratives,  and  their  retification  

in  Post-World  War  II  nationalist  movements  as  key  factors  in  the  

making  and  strengthening  of  post-colonial  and  current  cultural,  ethnic  

and  linguistic  identities  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.   

 

Previous  research  on  these  peoples  has  not  discussed  them  as  

constructed  identities  from  the  amalgamation  of  British  colonial  

narratives  and  post-World  War  II  nationalist  movements  (Gutman  1976;  

Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  Van  Galen  2008;  Bernot  1967).  I  argue  

that  the  Rakhine  identity  emerged  as  a  distinct  community  only  after  

various  smaller  local  groups  in  British  colonial  narratives  homogenized  

into  an  ethnic  identity  known  as  Arakanese.  On  the  other  hand,  various  

Arakanese  speakers  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  have  been  de-

Arakanised  to  belong  to  the  greater  Myanmar  identity  (Marma).  

However,  the  same  Arakanese-speaking  Mog  peoples  from  the  adjacent  

region  of  Tripura  were  not  included  in  this  Marma  identity  formation.  
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The  history  of  these  terms  and  the  additional  layers  of  meaning  they  

have  taken  on  is  detailed  below. 

 

4.1  Taing-yin-tha  vs  “Ethnic”:  the  Case  of  Rakhine,  Marma  and  

Rohingya   

“Ethnic  identity”  can  refer  to  a  self-representation  that  is  endorsed  

by  authorities,  recognised  by  other  mediators,  or  a  social  and  political  

construction  dependent  on  geography  or  power  relations.  The  

development  of  a  local  concept  of  history  noted  above  has  also  played  

an  important  part  in  the  ethnic  identity  building  of  the  Arakanese  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  populations  from  the  Arakan  and  Banga  maṇḍalas.   

 

In  Burmese  language,  ethnic  group  is  taing-yin-tha  (တိုင္းရင္းသား)  

which  literarlly  means  “the  original  natives  of  a  country”110.  During  pre-

colonial  Myanmar,  the  term  lu-myo  (လူမ်ိဳး,  human-type)  is  more  

frequently  found.  It  is  considered  as  a  fixed  and  unchanging  identity  

throughout  time.  During  colonial  times  and  a  few  years  after  the  

independence  of  Burma,  the  term  taing-yin-tha  was  used  to  refer  to  

                                                            

110 The complex and ambiguous Burmese concept of ethnic identity (taing-yin-tha) recalls the 
Malay concept of bhumiputra (sons of the soil) or South Asian concept of ādivāsī (the earliest 
inhabitants). For example, the Chinese in Malaysia and the “hill tribes” in Bangladesh are 
neither bhumiputra nor ādivāsī in the eyes of their respective governments. Significantly, in 
contrast to Myanmar, both Malaysian and Bangladeshi governments consider them as their 
citizens.  
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non-indigenous  peoples  on  some  occasions111.  However,  some  decades  

after  independence,  this  term  has  been  only  associated  with  the  

“indigenous  peoples”  of  Myanmar.  The  1947  Constitution  of  Burma  uses  

“indigenous  races,”  and  the  1974  and  2008  Constitutions  of  

Burma/Myanmar  use  the  word  “nationals”  for  the  Burmese  term  taing-

yin-tha.  In  Myanmar,  various  ethnic  groups  who  settled  in  the  country  

before  the  British  colonial  rule112  have  been  considered  as  taing-yin-

tha113  (Union  Citizenship  Act  1948:  Section  3;  Burmese  Citizenship  Law  

1982:  Section  3).  Thus  the  Arakanese  speakers  from  western  Myanmar  

are  automatically  considered  taing-yin-tha.  Similarly,  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  from  neighboring  Banga  were  –  and  are  –  viewed  as  

Myanmar  overseas  taing-yin-thas114.  This  suggests  within  the  Myanmar  

legal  vocabulary  that  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  belong  to  the  Arakan  

maṇḍala  although  they  live  inside  the  boundary  of  present-day  

Bangladesh.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  

                                                            

111 Ba San (1996: 28) reproduces a colonial account of 1936 in which it is mentioned, “ရခုိင္္၊ 
ဗမာ၊ ထားဝယ္၊ ကရင္၊ ရွမ္း၊ တရုတ္၊ ကုလား၊ စေသာ ျမန္မာျပည္ဖြား တုိင္းရင္းသား လူငယ္မ်ား” (Burma-born 
taing-yin-tha youths such as Rakhine, Dawei, Karen, Shan, Tayoke [Chinese] and Kala 
[Indian]). JCAS/ANUO (1960: 7) also states, “taing-yin-tha minorities such as Chin, Mro, 
Khami, Daing-net, Tayoke [Chinese] and Kala [Indian]”.  

112 Here, the Burmese government divides the “National Period” and “Foreign Period” by the 
1826 imposition of British rule after the first Anglo-Burmese War of 1824-1826.  

113 This is the formal definition of taing-yin-tha. Informally, taing-yin-thas are seen as 
peoples from the peripheral regions of Myanmar. These taing-yin-tha are neither considered 
“true nationals” nor “foreigners” according to this informal concept. Robinne (2016: 348) 
defines taing-yin-tha according to this informal concept without discussing the formal one.  

114 Some Arakanese-speaking peoples from Bangladesh moved to Myanmar due to unstable 
conditions in Bangladesh throughout the second half of the twentieth century. Considering 
them “Myanmar taing-yin-tha,” they were welcomed and permited to settle in Myanmar (see 
Nyein Chan 2013; Nyein Nyein 2013; Sanay Lin 2014).  
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Arakan  within  the  present  Myanmar  national  boundary  are  not  

considered  taing-yin-tha.   

 

In  recent  years,  taing-yin-tha  has  been  translated  as  “ethnic  

nationality”  in  published  and  media  statements  by  various  Burmese  

opposition  groups  and  as  “ethnic  groups”  by  international  organisations  

working  in  Myanmar.  When  discussing  ethnicity  in  the  context  of  

Myanmar,  we  have  to  bear  in  mind  that  the  ethnic  identity  construction,  

especially  for  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples,  over  the  last  century  

has  meant  trying  to  fit  into  the  Myanmar  taing-yin-tha  category.  This  is  

because  Burmese  citizenship  laws  clearly  prescribed  that  “to  be  a  full  

Burmese  citizen  is  to  be  a  taing-yin-tha”115.   

 

Anthropological  studies,  in  contrast  to  these  fixed  categories,  show  

that  ethnicity  is  not  a  fixed  identity  but  subject  to  change.  Ethnic  

identities  undergo  transformation  along  with  the  migration  of  people  to  

new  places,  socio-economic  and  cultural  changes  and  adaptations  in  new  

places.  “Ethnicity”  as  an  international  legal  concept  is  different  from  the  

Burmese  one,  too.  There  is  a  further  debate  on  ethnicity  between  

“primordialism”  and  “instrumentalism,”  and  between  “constructivism”  and  

“essentialism”  (Geertz  1967;  Cohen  1974;  Gellner  1983;  Smith  1986).  

While  primordialists  see  ethnicity  as  collectively-tied  social  bond,  

                                                            

115 There are some options for non-taing-yin-tha to become a naturalised Burmese citizen but 
the law has greatly restricted them in obtaining this status (see Burmese Citisenship Law 
1982: Chapter 4).  
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instrumentalists  consider  ethnicity  as  an  element  of  a  political  strategy.  

While  constructivists  see  ethnicity  as  a  historical  product,  essentialists  

see  ethnicity  as  a  result  of  the  social  action.  Amid  these  debates,  some  

suggest  that  ethnicity  is  a  politicised  form  of  self-representation  by  

members  of  different  ethnic  groups  and  nations  (Eriksen  2001).  Some  

theorists  suggest  that  an  ethnic  group  is  a  “socially  constructed  

community”  (Banton  2007)  or  “ethnicity  is  essentially  a  cognitive  

category  predicted  on  the  presumption  of  shared  social,  cultural,  or  even  

biological  origins”  (Barth  1969,  quoted  in  Despres  1984)  or  “social  

collectiveness  based  on  religion,  region,  language,  culture  and  so  on”  

(Azam  2001:  5-6).  Some  argue  that  between  the  situations  of  “national”  

and  “indigenous,”  ethnicity  is  “a  matter  of  meaning  and  power,  and  that  

it  is  expressed  in  the  strategies  used  to  deal  with  power  in  terms  of  

meaning”  (Whitten  1984).  Upreti  (2001:  15)  argues  that  “ethnic  identity  

has  no  permanent  boundaries.  It  is  a  reactive  awareness  and  seeks  to  

mobilise  those  people  as  a  group  who  share  certain  common  

characteristics  in  a  given  situation.  Therefore,  ethnic  identity  is  

situational  and  can  be  constructed  for  a  collective  action  in  order  to  

attain  certain  definite  goals.”   

 

For  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Arakan-Banga  and  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan,  ethnic  identities  such  as  Rakhine,  Marma,  

and  Rohingya  have  been  both  socially  and  politically  constructed  

throughout  a  certain  period  of  time.  Since  the  Arakanese-speaking  
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peoples  of  Arakan  and  its  adjacent  Banga  have  already  been  considered  

taing-yin-tha  in  Myanmar,  they  do  not  need  a  special  effort  to  fit  into  

the  taing-yin-tha  category  in  this  country.  However,  the  Arakanese  

speakers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  still  trying  to  officially  get  

the  ādivāsī  (indigenous)  status  in  Bangladesh.   

 

On  the  other  hand,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Banga  origin  have  

to  seek  taing-yin-tha  to  obtain  citizenship  status  in  Myanmar.  They  first  

struggled  just  before  the  independence  of  Burma  by  stating  that  they  

were  not  the  foreigners  of  Banga  but  the  taing-yin-thas  of  Burma.  By  

combining  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  and  colonial-period  

Chittagonian  immigrants,  they  have  tried  to  mesh  their  identity  in  the  

context  of  Myanmar’s  taing-yin-tha  category  as  “Rohingya.”  The  taing-

yin-tha  identity  building  process  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  developed  

further  since  1959  to  the  1960s,  reinforced  by  the  citizenship  policy  of  

Burma-Myanmar.  The  1947  Constitution  of  Burma,  for  example,  offered  

a  road  to  citizenship  that  does  not  talk  about  being  taing-yin-tha  to  

become  Burmese  citizens.  On  the  other  hand,  during  the  Ne  Win  

regime  (1962-1988),  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  were  alienated  by  

being  designated  them  as  Bengalis116  by  tracing  their  place  of  origin.  

This  alienation  was  further  institutiionalised  by  the  new  Burmese  

Citizenship  Law  (1982)  that  only  allows  “national  races”  (taing-yin-tha)  

to  become  full  citizens  of  Burma/Myanmar.  Chittagonian-speaking  

                                                            

116 Colonial records also called them either Bengalis or Chittagonians.  
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peoples,  thus,  have  continued  to  insist  to  be  designated  as  taing-yin-tha  

in  Myanmar  to  achieve  equal  status  with  other  groups.   

 

4.2  The  Rakhine  Identity  Formation  in  Arakan  and  Banga  Coastal  

Areas 

This  section  traces  the  historical  formation  of  a  Rakhine  identity  

and  the  contemporary  context  where  identity  has  been  used  as  counter  

rather  than  rival  identity.  Nowadays,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Arakan  

State,  in  Myanmar,  identify  themselves  as  Rakhine  in  their  local  

language.  The  Arakanese  speakers  from  the  Banga  coastal  areas  are  also  

known  as  Rakhine  but  those  from  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  

recognised  as  Marma.  The  formation  of  Rakhine  identity  in  Arakan  

affected  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  adjacent  coastal  areas  of  

Banga.  However,  it  did  not  influence  the  Arakanese  speakers  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  due  to  the  geographical  isolation  of  this  remote  

area  which  I  will  discuss  in  the  following  paragraphs.   

 

Some  scholars  have  argued  that  the  formation  of  certain  ethnic  

identities  in  Southeast  Asia  is  the  product  of  colonial  maps  and  

censuses  (Anderson  1991:  163-85).  Shamsul  (2001:  355-366)  argues  that  

Malayness  in  Southeast  Asia  is  the  construction  of  modern  identity  

arising  from  colonial  knowledge.  When  the  Rakhine  identity  in  Arakan  

and  the  Banga  coastal  areas  is  being  analysed,  we  can  observe  the  

categorisation  of  Arakanese  (or  “Rakhine”  in  Arakanese  language)  in  the  
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colonial  narratives,  the  exonym-iztion  of  the  term  “Rakhine”  by  its  

neighboring  people,  and  the  strengthening  of  this  “Rakhine”  label  in  

post-colonial  Arakan  along  with  the  emergence  of  Arakanese  

nationalism.  This  Rakhine  identity  is  constructed  based  on  what  is  “us”  

and  what  is  “others.”  Like  the  characterization  of  “Thainess”,  this  is  a  

negative  construction  in  opposition  to  other  that  was  once  the  Burmese  

and  later  Europeaners  (Ferrari  and  Arunotai  2010,  quoted  in  Boutry  

2016b:  107),  Rakhine  identity  construction  is  also  based  on  opposition  

to  other:  the  Burmese  from  the  Myanmar  proper  (de-Myanmarization)  

and  later  the  Chittagonian-speaking  populations  of  Arakan.  The  Rakhine  

identity  formation  is  more  than  being  a  taing-yin-tha  in  Myanmar.  The  

Arakanese  nationalist  rhetorics  hold  that  Rakhine  is  a  “nationality”  based  

on  the  notion  that  they  are  the  people  from  the  “lost  kingdom”  of  

Arakan.  This  rhetoric  is  discussed  further  below  (see  4.2.4). 

 

4.2.1  “Rakhine”:  Name  of  a  Region   

Nowadays,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Arakan  are  known  as  

Rakhine.  However,  if  we  look  back  in  time,  not  all  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  were  collectively  known  as  Rakhine.  Historical  references  show  

the  existence  of  the  term  “Rakhine”  (ရခုိင္,  Rakhuiṅ)  as  early  as  the  

twelfth  century  CE  in  a  Pagan  inscription  dated  1197  (Gutman  1976:  

16-17).  An  inscription  dated  1299  recorded  an  event  undertaken  by  the  

Rakhuiṅ  alhu  takās  or  Rakhine  meritorious  donors  (Than  Tun  1969:  

186;  Frasch  2002:  70).  Furthermore,  an  Arakanese  inscription  dated  
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1356  CE  mentioned  the  terms  such  as  Rakhuin  Maṅ  (ရခိုင္မင္,  Rakhine  

king),  Rakhuiṅ  nuiṅ-ṅaṁ  (ရခုိင္ႏိုင္ငံ,  Rakhine  realm  under  the  king’s  rule)  

and  Rakhuiṅ  prañ  (ရခိုင္ျပည္,  Rakhine  land)  (Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2007:  67).  

A  Burmese  inscription  dated  1366  CE  referred  to  a  Rakhuṅ  Maṅ  and  

Rakhuiṅ  prañ  (Charney  2005:  41).  Starting  from  the  fifteenth  century  

CE,  there  are  many  Arakanese  inscriptions  which  recorded  the  term  

“Rakhine.”   

 

European  descriptions  referred  to  Arakan  as  “Rachani,”  (in  an  

account  dated  1430  CE),  “Racanguy,”  “Aracangil”  (1518),  “Aracan”  

(1597),  “Arracam”  (1611),  “Arracão”  (1620)  or  “Arakan”  (1640)  

(Charney  2005:  42).  Since  then,  the  region  gradually  became  known  as  

Arakan  and  the  people  as  Arakanese  in  European  accounts.  Some  

colonial  accounts  used  the  terms  “Mugs”  or  “Maghs,”  referring  to  the  

Arakanese  by  adopting  the  name  used  by  the  peoples  from  Bengal  

(Foley  1835;  Robinson  1871).   

 

Although  we  can  trace  the  terms  “Rakhine”  or “Arakan”  in  earlier  

writings,  the  terms  between  the  sixteenth  and  eighteenth  centuries  

sometimes  referred  to  the  capital  city  of  Arakan  (ရခုိင္ျမိဳ႕,  Rakhuiṅ  mruiḥ  

or  “Arracan”)117  (Mhannan  1993;  Manrique  1927).  In  fact,  the  term  

                                                            

117 A sixteenth century Burmese poem stated Rakhuiṅ mruiḥ which meant “Rakhine city.” 
Manrique who visited Arakan in 1635 CE used the term “Arracan” referring to the capital and 
the kingdom. The Mhannan: Māhā Rājawaṅtaukrī:, a Burmese chronicle, also used the term 
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Rakhuiṅ  mruiḥ  (Rakhine  city)  was  an  exonym  used  by  the  peoples  from  

its  neighboring  countries.  Local  people  called  their  capital  “Mrauk  U.”118   

 

The  Maṅ:  Rājākrī:  Cātam:  of  Arakan  (originally  written  in  1602),  

differentiated  the  Arakan  littoral  into  two  administrative  zones,  namely  

Rakkhapūra  (ရကၡပူရ)  and  Ayujjhapūra  (အယုဇၥ်ပူရ)119.  The  former  was  

located  in  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan  and  the  latter in  the  southern  

portion  (MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  ka-vᵒ).  However,  when  comparing  

Arakan  with  its  neighboring  Sunāparanta  maṇḍala  (သုနာပရႏၱ  မ႑လ)  or  

Myanmar  proper,  Rakkhapura  seems  to  represent  the  whole  country 

(MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  kè-vᵒ).  The  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅkrī:  (1852),  used  

the  terms  Rakkhapūra   (ရကၡပူရ)  or  Rakhuiṅ  rhwe  prañ  tau  krī:  (ရခိုင္  

ေရႊျပည္ေတာ္ၾကီး,  the  golden  country  of  Rakhine)  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ka-rᵒ;  ṅa-rᵒ),  

Rakkhuiṅ  prañ  (ရခိုင္ျပည္,  Rakhine  land)  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  cam-rᵒ;  chu-rᵒ;  jhè-

rᵒ),  and  Rakkhapūra  mañ  so  Rakkhuiṅ  prañ  (ရကၡပူရ  မည္ေသာ  ရခိုင္ျပည္,  

“Rakkhapura”  known  as  the  Rakhine  land)  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ṇi-rᵒ).  

However,  the  terms  Rakkhapūra  and  Rakkhuiṅ  prañ  followed  the  

seventeenth  century  Arakanese  chronicle  tradition,  according  to  which,  

                                                                                                                                                            
Rakhuiṅ mruiḥ. A Royal Order of the Burmese King Bodawphaya used the term Rakhuiṅ 
mruiḥ, meaning the capital (ROB, dated 4 March, 1785).  

118 The Kaluṁ Toṅ Inscription, (A. 18), 1585 CE.  

119 An inscription dated 1798 CE reads, “the Ayujjhapūra tuiṅ which includes the islands of 
Ramree, Man-aung and Dvārāvatī”, located in the southern portion of Arakan. The northern 
portion of Arakan was called “the Mahāvihimka tuiṅ which is known as Dhaññavatī prañ” 
(The Halin-Shwegugyi Bell Inscription, Halin, Shwebo District, Upper Myanmar). The 
inscription was read in situ by the author on 26 October, 2005. The bell is housed at the 
Shwegugyi pagoda in Halin. 
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these  terms  only  represented  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan.  However,  

the  chronicle  uses  the  term  Rakkhuiṅ  prañ  nuiṅ  ṅam  a  lum:  (ရခိုင္ျပည္  

ႏုိင္ငံအလံုး,  all  over  Rakhine  country)  to  represent  the  whole  maṇḍala  of  

Arakan  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  dè-vᵒ).   

 

The  southern  portion  of  Arakan littoral  was  called  toṅ  cañ  (ေတာင္စဥ္,  

the  southern  strip)  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ṇau-rᵒ;  thè-vᵒ)  or  the  khu  nac  kharuiṅ  

such  as  Sandoway,  Ramree  and  Man-aung  (သံတြဲ၊  ရမ္းျပည့္၊  မာန္ေအာင္  စေသာ  

ခုနစ္ခရိုင္)120  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ṇa-vᵒ;  dī-vᵒ).  According  to  this  expression,  

Rakkhuiṅ  prañ  excluded  the  southern  part  of  Arakan.  Such  kind  of  

concept  can  be  observed  in  the  following  statements.   

 

According  to  a  Royal  Order  of  Burma,  dated  4  March  1785,   

 

Nandapakraṁ  is  appointed  the  myo-won  [governor]  of  Rakhine,  

Jeyakyauthaṅ  the  myo-won  of  Ramree  island,  and  Kāmaṇi  the  

myo-won  of  Sandoway  toṅcañ  7  khuruiṅ  (ROB,  dated  4  March  

1785,  my  emphasis).   

 

Another  Royal  Order  of  Burma,  dated  13  November  1787,  explains,   

 

                                                            

120 Sandoway, Ramree and Man-aung still exist as towns in the southern part of present-day 
Arakan.  
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The  myo-wons  of  Rakhine,  Sandoway,  Ramree,  Man-aung  are  

ordered  to  collect  rice  as  taxation  from  the  local  population.  The  

myo-wons  are  also  ordered  to  build  granaries  in  the  respective  

towns  and  villages  of  Rakhine,  Sandoway,  Ramree  and  Man-aung  

(ROB,  dated  13  November,  1787,  my  emphasis).   

 

Apart  from  these  statements,  the  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅkrī:Chronicle  

explains,   

 

In  the  places  of  Rakhine,  Sandoway,  Ramree  and  Man-aung.  

(RG  1852:  fᵒ  ṇau-rᵒ,  my  emphasis)   

 

When  the  Auk-tha  [Burmese]  Commander  Tein  Gya  attacked  [the  

city  of  Sandoway],  Ba  Htaw  the  governor  of  Sandoway  ran  away  

to  Rakhine  prañ.  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  tha-rᵒ,  my  emphasis)   

 

The people  from  the  island  of  Ramree  situated  at  the  khu  nac  

kharuiṅ  ran  away  to  Rakhine  prañ.  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  dī-vᵒ,  my  

emphasis)   

 

In  the  first  quotation  of  the  chronicle,  Ramree,  Man-aung  and  

Sandoway  were  not  included  in  the  place  of  “Rakhine.”  In  the  second  

and  the  third  quotations,  the  governor  of  Sandoway  and  the  people  from  

the  island  of  Ramree  of  Southern  Arakan  ran  away  to  Rakhine  prañ  

which  is  located  in  the  northern  portion.  As  seen  in  these  seventeenth  
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and  nineteenth  century  Arakanese  chronicles,  it  could  be  concluded  that  

the  term  “Rakhine”  at  that  time  only  referred  to  the  northern  portion  of  

Arakan.   

 

This  previous  “Rakhine”  concept  was  also  reflected  on  the  

nineteenth  century  European  writings.  In  the  Treaty  of  Yandaboo121  

(1826),  the  term  “Rakhine”  represented  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan  

littoral.  According  to  the  Burmese  version  of  the  treaty,  there  was  a  

difference  between  Rakhine  (a  portion  of  Arakan)  and  Rakhuiṅ  prañ  krī:  

(the  great  country  of  Arakan).  According  to  its  English  version,  the  

European  terminology  “Arracan”  also  bore  two  meanings  –  first  a  

division  of  Arakan  and  second,  the  whole  country  of  Arakan.  The  

Burmese  and  English  versions  read  as  follows122.   

 

The  English  king  will  take  the  conquered  Rakhine  prañ  krī:  (the  

great  country  of  Rakhine)  which  includes  Rakhine,  Ramree,  Man-

aung,  and  Sandoway.  (Burmese  Version,  my  emphasis)123   

 

The  British  Government  will  retain  the  conquered  Province  of  

Arracan,  including  the  four  divisions  of  Arracan,  Ramree,  

Cheduba  and  Sandoway.  (English  Version,  my  emphasis)   

                                                            

121 The treaty led to the end of the first Anglo-Burmese War. Following the implementation of 
this treaty, Arakan became a British territory.  

122 See The Treaty of Yandaboo, Article 3 (dated 24 February 1826).  

123 Author’s translation from Burmese.  
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Phayre  explained  that  Rakhaing-pyee,  or  “Arakan  proper” meant  

Akyab  district  (northern  portion  of  Arakan)  while  Rakhaing-pyee-gyee  or  

“the  great  country  of  Arakan”  represented  the  whole  Arakan  (see  British  

Burma  Gazetteer  1879:  6).  As  Phayre  (1841:  679)  expresses,   

 

We  give  the  name  Arakan  as  a  general  term  to  four  districts124,  

which  by  the  natives  is  restricted  to  what  is  the  present  district  

of  Akyab.   

 

In  another  account,  Phayre  (1844:  24)  writes  as  follows.   

 

The  northern  portion  was  alone  called  by  the  natives  Rakhaing-

pyi  or  Rakhaing-land,  which  the  rest  of  the  country,  consisting  

the  islands  of  Ram-byi  (Ramree)  and  Ma-oung  (Cheduba)  and  the  

district  of  Than-dwai  (Sandoway)  which  include  in  the  general  

term  of  Rakhaing-taing-gyi  or  Rakhaing  Kingdom.   

 

As  observed  from  above  accounts,  it  is  likely  to  suggest  that  the  

term  “Rakhine”  in  previous  centuries  was  most  likely  to  represent  a  

portion  of  Arakan,  located  in  the  northern  part  of  the  country.   

 

 

                                                            

124 The four “districts” are: Dhanyawadi (Akyab district) – located in Northern Arakan; 
Rammawadi (Ramree), Meghawadi (Man-aung), and Dwarawadi (Sandoway) – located in 
Southern Arakan.  
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4.2.2  From  a  Local  Community  to  an  Identity:  A  Glimpse  of  

Various  Labels  for  Arakanese  Speakers   

In  1826  CE,  following  the  implementation  of  the  Treaty  of  

Yandaboo,  Arakan  became  part  of  the  British  Empire.  Phayre  (1844:  25)  

used  the  term  “Arakan  proper”  to  denote  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan  

littoral.  He  further  stated  that  Rakhaing  (Rakhine)  is  strictly  applicable  

only  to  those  who  live  in  Arakan  proper  (Akyab  district)  or  the  

northern  portion  of  Arakan  (discussed  in  4.2.1).  On  the  other  hand,  

Phayre  referred  to  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  from  the  whole  

Arakan  region  as  “Arakanese”  (Phayre  1844).  Thus  in  the  early  

nineteenth  century,  “Rakhine”  referred  to  a  local  community  from  the  

northern  portion  of  Arakan  –  and  it  did  not  represent  all  Arakanese  

peoples  in  the  sense  used  at  present.  This  “Rakhine”  terminology  as  

reflected  on  the  writings  of  Phayre  was  merely  an  endonym  used  by  a  

local  community  of  Arakan  proper  at  that  time.   

 

Communities  from  other  portions  of  Arakan  maṇḍala  had  their  own  

labels  to  represent  themselves  other  than  “Rakhine.”  For  example,  

“Ramree”  or  “Ramri”  or  “Yanbye”  was  used  to  refer  to  a  local  

community  originating  from  the  Ramree  island  and  the  areas  of  

Southern  Arakan.  The  term  “Chaungtha”  was  used  to  refer  to  another  

local  group  who  live  on  the  upstreams  of  the  Kaladan  and Lemro  rivers,  

located  in  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan  (Census  of  India  1931:  242).  
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As  stated  by  Smart  (1918:  115),  the  “Ramree”  or  “Yanbye”  community  

did  not  consider  themselves  to  be  identical  with  the  “Rakhine”  (or  

Arakanese).  Smart  (1918:  115)  writes  that  the  people  who  called  

themselves  “Yanbyès”  were  more  industrious  than  the  “Arakanese.”  In  

another  account,  Smart  (1917:  89)  writes,   

 

Yanbyès  claim  to  be  Burman,  not  Arakanese…  The  term  Yanbyè  

is  a  corruption  of  “Ramree  tha,”  original  inhabitants  from  

Ramree.   

 

However,  Arbuthnot  et  al.  (1917:  9)  consider  the  Ramree  people  as  

follows.   

 

Arakanese,  but  the  Arakanese  of  Ramri  and  the  other  islands,  not  

the  Arakanese  of  Akyab…  ‘Yanbyetha’,  that  is  the  man  from  

Yanbye  or  Ramri,  a  designation  often  applied  indiscriminately  to  

men  from  Ramri  or  any  of  the  islands  south  of  it…125.   

 

Although  “Ramree”  or  “Yanbye”  were  excluded  from  the  “Rakhine”  

label  in  the  local  contexts  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  the  

previous  century,  they  were  classified  as  Arakanese  in  general  as  

described  in  the  European  accounts.  Maung  Pan  Hla  (1900:  3)  and  

Arbuthnot  et  al.  (1917:  2)  use  the  term  “Ramree  Arakanese.”  Buckle  

                                                            

125 Here, “the Arakanese” used by Smart, or “the Arakanese of Akyab”, used by Arbuthnot et 
al. (1917: 9), represent the “Rakhine” community from the northern portion of Arakan.  
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(1889:  2),  White  (1889:  2)  and  Adamson  (1889:  2)  writes  “Ramree  

men”  and  “Ramree  villages”  –  differentiating  them  from  the  “Rakhine”  

community  of Northern Arakan.  However,  the  British  considered  the  

“Ramree”  or  “Yanbye”  people  as  generally  belonging  to  the  Arakanese.   

 

As  a  British  account  (Adamson  1888:  2)  classifies,   

 

Arakanese  among  whom  I  include  settlers  from  Ramree.   

 

The terminologies  differentiating  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  are  

still   found  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  of  Bangladesh  and  Tripura  of  

Northeast  India.  There,  “Rambre-tha”  (Ramree  local  group),  “Rakhine-

tha”  (Rakhine  local  group)  and  “Khyong-tha”  (Chaungtha  local  group)  

are  the  sub-groups  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  (Lévi-Strauss  1952:  

50;  Bernot  1967:  66-72;  Thaiu  2012).  Other  Arakanese-speaking  local  

groups  are  also  found  there.  However,  such  kind  of  differentiated  labels  

are  no  longer  in  existence  in  the  present-day  Arakan  State,  where  the  

“Rakhine”  identity  at  the  present  time  is  more  uniform.  The  “Ramree”  

(or  “Yanbye”),  “Chaungtha,”  and  “Rakhine”  peoples  from  Arakan  

nowadays  unanimously  consider  themselves  as  “Rakhine”.   

 

All  Arakanese  speakers  were  not  always  called  “Rakhine”  (ရခိုင္,  

Rakhuiṅ)  by  the  peoples  of  Myanmar  proper  (outsiders)  in  the  

seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries.  A  Royal  Order  of  Burma,  dated  12  
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January,  1654,  mentioned  the  Rakhuiṅ  aka126  (ရခိုင္အက,  the  Rakhine  

dance)  (ROB  Vol  II:  124)  besides  the  Mrammā-krī:  aka  (ျမမၼာၾကီး  အက)  

differentiating  two  distinct  communities  in  Arakan.  A  Burmese  classical  

word  referring  to  the  Arakanese  was  Mrammā-krī:  (or  the  elder  

Burmese)  (Tin  1963:  177).  Thus,  the  term  “Rakhine”  in  the  Rakhuiṅ  

aka  of  the  seventeenth  century  Royal  Order  could  specifically  refer  to  

the  peoples  from  the  northern  portion  of  Arakan,  following  the  concept  

of  the  seventeenth  century  Arakanese  chronicles.   

 

However,  the  nineteenth  century  Burmese  writings  used  “Rakhine”  

to  represent  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  everywhere  from  Arakan.  

This  enlarged  perception  is  traced  in  the  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅ  (Rakhine  

Yazawin)  of  Burmese court minister Sithugamani  Thingyan,  written  in  

1886.  This  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅ  dealt  with  the  whole  region  of  Arakan.  In  

his  chronicle,  Sithugamani  Thingyan  used  the  term  “Rakhine”  to  refer  to  

all  Arakanese  peoples  of  Arakan.  Used  as  an  exonym  in  those  Burmese  

writings,  the  term  “Rakhine”  was  applied  to  all  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples;  however,  while  as  an  endonym,  it  referred  only  to  a  local  

community  of  Northern  Arakan.  British  colonial  administrators  similarly  

used  “Arakanese”  to  represent  all  Arakanese  speakers  of  Arakan.   

 

Theoretical  concepts  within  which  this  process  of  becoming  Rakhine  

or  Arakanese,  which  took  place  during  the  colonial  period,  have  been  
                                                            

126 This ROB states Rakhuiṅ as one of the “Indian” lu-myos.  
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addressed  in  the  published  literature.  For  example,  Anderson  (1991:  163-

185)  considers  how  colonial  states  imagined  their  dominion  through  

three  institutions  –  censuses  (the  nature  of  people  they  ruled),  maps  

(geography  of  their  domain)  and  museums  (legitimacy  of  their  ancestry).  

He  argues  that  colonial  states  imagined  “identities”  by  construction  of  

ethnic-racial  classifications  via  censuses.  Anderson’s  theory  on  maps  

demonstrates  the  “concretisation”  of  political  boundaries.  He  suggests  

such  construction  of  geographic  spaces  on  maps  socially  and  culturally  

impact  on  local  areas.  Museums  were  used  in  objectification,  

propagation,  and  materialisation  of  historical  peoples  and  areas  in  

colonised  states.   

 

The  present  Arakanese  or  Rakhine  identity  can  likewise  be  viewed  

as  a  colonial  construction.  Arakanese  speakers  who  lived  within  the  

British-defined  boundaries  of  Arakan  were  all  together  categorised  as  

Arakanese  in  the  colonial  descriptions.  However,  in  some  occassions,  

colonial  censuses  sometimes  categorised  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  as  

various  local  groups  bearing  different  names.  The  emergence  of  

Arakanese  as  a  unified  ethnic  group  was  the  product  of  colonial  

descriptions  based  on  the  defined  map  of  Arakan.  While  different  

structures  were  applied,  colonial  narratives  nonetheless  created  a  

homogenous  label  named  “Arakanese”  to  represent  all  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples.   
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Earlier  colonial  narratives  have  called  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  

“Mug”  or  “Mugh”  or  “Magh”  (Foley  1835;  Robinson  1871).  In  fact,  the  

term  “Magh”  used  by  the  Bengalis  of  neighboring  Banga  was  an  

exonym  which  referred  to  all  Arakanese127.  Such  exonym-isation  

wrapped  up  all  Arakanese  speakers  in  a  single  unified  group.  A  

nomenclature  switch  from  “Magh”  to  “Arakanese”  took  place  in  later  

colonial  writings.  Later  colonial  accounts  unanimously  applied  the  term  

“Arakanese”  to  represent  all  Arakanese-speaking peoples;  thus  the  

colonial  categorisation  based  on  the  exonym-isation  created  the  

homogenous  Arakanese  identity.  At  the  same  time,  peoples  from  the  

Myanmar  proper  began  to  call  all  Arakanese  speakers  “Rakhine”  in  

Burmese  language  (Sithu  Gamani  Thingyan  1886).  This  unification  

through  colonial  categorisation  and  exonym-isation  led  the  emergence  of  

a  homogenous  identity  known  as  “Arakanese”  (in  English)  and  

“Rakhine”  (in  Burmese/Arakanese).  As  these  details  show,  the  

frameworks  of  the  colonial  narratives  were  over  time  drawn  into  local  

definitions  of  history.  This  process  can  also  been  seen  in  the  discussion  

of  the  following  section.   

 

4.2.3  “Maramā”  or  “Mrammā”:  The  People  of  Arakan  Maṇḍala   

During  the  independent  Arakan  kingdom  period  before  the  Burmese  

conquest,  Arakanese  considered  themselves  as  Myanmar  lu-myo  

(Mrammā lūmyui:,  ျမမၼာလူမ်ိဳး,  Burmese).  This  concept  implies  that  they  saw  

                                                            

127 As well as the Buddhists.  
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themselves  as  part  of  a  distinctive  political  maṇḍala  of  Arakan,  while  

culturally  belonging  to  the  “Myanmar”  civilisational  realm.  During  the  

post-colonial  period,  however,  there  was  a  switch  from  “Myanmar-ness”  

(or  Mrammā-ness)  to  “Arakanese-ness”  (or  Rakhine-ness)  due  to  the  

development  of  the  Arakanese  nationalist  movements.  These  movements  

also  impacted  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  coastal  areas.  

This  could  be  called  a  “cultural  re-centering,”  a  narrower  cultural  self-

perception  of  the  Arakanese  speakers  having  a  more  focused  ethno-

cultural  self-awareness.  In  a  not  distant  past,  however,  the  Burmese  

speakers  of  Myanmar  proper  also  considered  the  Arakanese  to  belong  to  

the  Myanmar lu-myo.   

 

Pre-colonial  sources  also  show  that  Arakanese  speakers  considered  

themselves  as  part  of  Myanmar  (Mrammā)  and  their  language  

“Burmese”128.  The  Maṅ:  Rājākrī:  Cātam:  (1775  [1602]),   classified  the  

seven  types  of  Myanmar  peoples  (မရမာ  ခုနစ္မ်ိဳး,  Maramā  khu  nac  myui:)  

(MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  gau-vᵒ).  There,  the  Arakanese  were  categorised  

either  as  Maramā  (မရမာ)129,    or  one  of  the  seven  Maramā  peoples  

(MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  ku-vᵒ;  fᵒ  ke-rᵒ).  The  term  “Maramā”  could  be  

                                                            

128 Mrammā or Maramā.  

129 The chronicler used the expression, “We Maramā peoples,” to represent the Arakanese 
speakers (MRCT 1775 [1602]: fᵒ gau-vᵒ).  
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an  archaic  Arakanese  version  of  Mrammā  (ျမမၼာ)  or  Mranmā  (ျမန္မာ)130.  

On  the  other  hand,  Burmese  speakers  were  frequently  mentioned  as  Pyū  

(ပ်ဴ)  (MRCT  1775  [1602]:  fᵒ  khā:-vᵒ;  gā:-rᵒ;  gā:-vᵒ).   

 

Another  eighteenth  century  Arakanese  chronicle,  the  Dhañavatī  

Are:taupuṁ Kyam:  (1787)  used  the  term  “Maramā”  (မရမာ)  to  denote  the  

Arakanese  peoples  (DhAP  1967  [1787]:  76).  Another  text  of  the  same  

century,  the  Mahā  Pañākyau  Lhyok  thuṁ:  (1787),  referred  to  “Maramā”  

(မရမာ)  as  the  language  of  Arakan  (MPLT  1964  [1787]:  54).  An  

Arakanese  inscription  (dated  1620)  also  revealed  that  “bhāsā  Mraṁmā”  

(ဘာသာျမံမာ,  the Burmese  language)  was  the  language  used  in  Arakan131.  

The  Rakhuiṅ  Rājawaṅkrī:  (1852)  mentioned  Mrammā  bhāsā  (ျမမၼာဘာသာ)  

as  the  language  of  the  Arakan  country  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ce-rᵒ;  ṇa-vᵒ).  On  

the  other  hand,  this  chronicle  also  used  the  term  “Mrammā”  for  both  

Arakanese  and  Burmese-speaking  peoples  in  general  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  ṭā-rᵒ;  

ṭha-vᵒ;  ṇau-vᵒ;  fᵒ  di-vᵒ;  ṭi-rᵒ;  chī-vᵒ).  However,  when  it  is  needed  to  

differentiate  between  the  Arakanese  and  the  Burmese,  the  chronicler  

used  the  term  “Rakhine-tha”  (ရခုိင္သား,  peoples  of  Arakan)  for  the  

Arakanese  and  another  term  “auk-tha”  (ေအာက္သား,  peoples  of  lower  

Myanmar)  for  the  Burmese  (RG  1852:  fᵒ  nī-vᵒ;  dha-vᵒ;  di-vᵒ;  tha-rᵒ;  jhè-

                                                            

130 My previous assumption that Maramā strictly referred to the Arakanese and Mranmā 
referred to the Burmese (see Kyaw Minn Htin 2015: 136) was incomplete as “seven types of 
Maramā peoples” not only referred to the Arakanese, but also represented the other Burmese-
related peoples such as the Burmese or Pyu, Sak, Taungthu, Kamram, Yaw, and Tavoyan.  

131 The Mahāthī: Retwaṅ: Insctiption, (A. 179), 1620 CE.  
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rᵒ;  jhè-vᵒ).  These  chronicles  bore  testimony  that  the  Arakanese  once  

considered  themselves  as  members  of  a  wider  Myanmar  lu-myo  group.  

The  self-identification  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  by  the  term  of  

Maramā  or  Mrammā  is  reflected  on  the  old  European  accounts  as  well.  

In  an  account  published  in  1799,  Francis  Buchanan  (1799:  223)  writes  

as  follows.   

 

[T]he  Burmese  esteem  themselves  to  be  descended  from  the  

people  of  Arakan  whom  they  often  call  Myanmawgyee,  that  is  to  

say,  great  Burmas132.   

 

In  another  account  of  Buchanan,  dated  25th  March  1798,  it  states,   

 

[T]hat  his  nation  are  Ma-ra-ma-gre,  or  Great  Burmas,  which  is  

the  name  given  by  the  inhabitants  of  Ava  to  the  people  of  

Arakan.  (Van  Schendel  1992:  33)   

 

In  another  account,  Francis  Hamilton  (1820:  264)  writes,   

 

The  people  of  Rakhain  [Arakan],  however,  write  their  name  

Marama,  making  it  consist  of  three  syllables,  while  in  the  

orthography  of  Ava,  it  has  only  two,  and  the  R  in  their  

pronunciation  is  changed  into  Y  or  J.   

                                                            

132 It is supported by a Burmese text which refers to the people of Arakan as Mranmā-krī:, 
meaning “Great Burmese” (Tin 1963: 177).  



 

 

131 

 

 

Leyden  (1811:  231)  states  that,   

 

The  national  name  of  the  Rukhéng  race  is  Ma-rum-ma.   

 

Phayre  (1841:  681)  also  writes,   

 

The  Rakhoing-tha  and  Khyoung-tha  are  of  the  same  race.  Like  

the  Burmans  their  national  name  is  Myam-má.  Their  written  

language  is  the  same  as  the  Burmese.   

 

Some  British  accounts  considered  Arakanese  speakers  as  “a  section  

of  Burman  nation”  (British  Burma  Gazetteer  1879:  16;  Smart  1917:  87).  

In  an  account,  Adamson  (1887:  3)  writes,   

 

Arakanese  are  of  Burman  stock  and  claim  to  be  descended  from  

the  elder  branch  of  Mramma  family.   

 

Although  the  Arakanese-speaking peoples  of  present-day  Arakan  no  

longer  use  the  Myanmar-represented  terms  such  as  Maramā  or  Mrammā  

for  self-identification,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  are  still  referring  

themselves  either  as  Maramā,  Mrammā  or  Mraimā,  ancient  Arakanese  

self-denominations.  For  example,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  well  known  as  the  Marma  people  (Bernot  

1967;  Ahsan  1995).  Some  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Tripura  
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introduce  themselves  as  Mraima  (Krairi  Mog  2012:  xiii).  The  Arakanese  

speakers  of  Greater  Patuakhali  regions  in  the  Banga  plains  

interchangeably  use  the  terms  Maramā,  Mrammā  and  Rakhine  for  self-

representation  (Khan  1984:  117-118;  Ahsan  1995:  8).  The  Arakanese  

from  Cox’s  Bazar  once  represented  themselves  as  “Burmese”  in  English  

(Than  Tun  2015:  60-61).   

 

Arakanese  in  association  with  the  English  term  “Burmese”  can  be  

observed  in  Banga.  In  the  Cox’s  Bazar  region,  many  primary  schools  

built  and  used  by  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  were  called  “Burmese  

schools”  and  souvenir  shops  which  were  historically  related  to  the  

Arakanese  were – and  are – called  “Burmese/Burmis  Markets”  (Than  Tun  

2015:  60).  The  Association  of  Arakanese  in  Cox’s  Bazar  was  named  

“East  Pakistan  Burmese  Association”  (Bernot  1967:  69.fn).  Than  Tun  

(2015:  60)  argues  that  these  examples,  the  use  of  “Burmese”  by  the  

Arakanese  speakers,  indicate  as  their  ethnonym  in  their  interactions  with  

those  from  outside  of  their  community133.  Than  Tun  (2015:  62-63)  

explains  that  old  generation  Arakanese  speakers  from  the  Greater  

Patuakhali  region  consider  their  language  as  Mranma  and  claim  that  the  

Mranma  and  Rakhine  languages  are  the  same.  Khan  (1984:  117-118)  

states  that  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Patuakhali  were  once  known  as  

                                                            

133 However, they used autonym “Rakhine” for self-representation. For example, a donation 
of a building at the Great Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangoon in 1911 by a group of Arakanese 
merchants of Cox’s Bazar was entitled Rakhuiṅ Tan choṅ: (the Rakhine Pavilion) donated by 
the အေနာက္ျပည္ ရခုိင္ကုန္သည္ၾကီးမ်ား အသင္း (Anok prañ Rakhuiṅ kunsañ krī:myā: asaṅ:, the 
Rakhine Merchants Association from the Country of the West).  
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“Marma.”  Ahsan  (1995:  8)  explains  that  the  Patuakhali  Arakanese  did  

not  have  any  problem  in  identifying  themselves  either  as  “Marma”134  or  

“Rakhine”  in  the  past.  However,  due  to  the  impact  of  Arakanese  

nationalist  movements  from  Arakan  State  because  of  their  proximity  to  

Arakan,  the  consideration  of  being  “Burmese”  among  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  of  Banga  plains  has  gradually  declined  .   

 

Up  to  the  1950s  and  even  beyond,  Burmese  speakers  have  

considered  the  Arakanese  as  “Burmese.”  In  the  Proclamation  of  the  

Burma  Independence ,  on  the  4th  January  1948,  “Rakhine”  did  not  

appear  as  a  separate  ethnic  group  of  Burma  such  as  Shan,  Kachin,  

Karen,  Chin,  Mon  and  Burmese135.  When  the  historic  Panglong  

Agreement,  which  was  the  implementation  of  all-inclusiveness  of  ethnic  

nationalities  in  Myanmar,  was  signed  on  the  12th  February  1947,  the  

Arakanese  were  not  considered  a  distinct  ethnic  group136.  Instead,  they  

were  counted  under  the  “Burmese”  category.  The  1948  Constitution  of  

Burma  designated  the  chamber  of  nationalities  with  125  seats  where  53  

seats  were  reserved  for  the  Burmese,  25  seats  for  the  Shans,  24  seats  

for  the  Karens,  12  seats  for  the  Kachins,  8  seats  for  the  Chins  and  3  

                                                            

134 Local Patuakhali Arakanese do not realise that they (Arakanese) once upon a time attached 
themselves to the ethnonym Maramā or Mranmā. The Arakanese of Patuakhali claim that 
they used to identify themselves as Mranma, because they learned the Mranma language from 
the Mranma/Burmese missionary monks (see Than Tun 2015: 64-65).  

135 The proclamation is inscribed on the Independence Monument in Yangon.  

136 See the Panglong Agreement in File No. 93-HB-4, 1947, Home Department, Government 
of Myanmar (National Archives, Myanmar).  
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seats  for  the  Karennis/Kayahs  (Ferguson  2015:  10).  The  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  fell  under  the  category  of  “Burmese”  and  obtained  5  

seats  only  (Sein  Shwe  Aung  1953:  56).  Although  the  1948  Union  

Citizenship  Act  catagorised  the  Arakanese  as  one  of  the  indigenous  

“races”  of  Burma137,  the  headcount  of  “races”  in  Arakan  Division  in  the  

1953  Union  of  Burma  First  Stage  Censuses  did  not  include  the  

Arakanese  (Burma  Census  Division  1957).  In  the  Atlas  of  Burma  

(1956),  a  map  showing  various  ethnic  groups  in  the  country  did  not  

portray  “Arakanese”  in  an  area  covering  the  Arakan Division.  Instead,  

the  Arakanese  were  highlighted  as  “Burmese  and  their  related  

peoples”138.  In  summary,  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  were  once  

perceived  as  “Burmese”  by  the  Arakanese  themselves  and  by  the  

Burmese  speakers.   

 

4.2.4  The  De-Myanmarisation  of  Arakanese-Speaking  Peoples  in  

Arakan  and  Banga  Coastal  Areas 

De-Myanmarisation  means  rejecting  the  former  traditional  concepts  

of  Myanmar-ness  by  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.  During  the  first  

decade  after  the  independence  of  Burma,  Arakan  saw  the  rise  of  an  

increasingly  stronger  wave  of  Arakanese  nationalism.  In  the  1950s,  the  

Arakanese  nationalist  leaders  demanded  an  autonomous  region  in  the  

                                                            

137 See Section 3 of the Union Citizenship Act (Act No. LXVI of 1948) as amended up to 1st 
December 1960. The English version uses the term “Arakanese” and the Burmese version uses 
the term “Rakhine.”  

138 ျမန္မာႏွင့္ အဆက္အႏြယ္ လူမ်ိဳးမ်ား. Mranmā nhaṅḥ a chak a nway lūmyui: myā:. 
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name  of  Arakan  State  (ရခိုင္ျပည္နယ္,  Rakhuiṅ  prañ-nay)  within  the  Union  

of  Burma  (RUASA  1950:  5;  Sein  Nyo  Tun  1952:  7-10;  Tun  Aung  

Gyaw  1954-55:  37-40;  Sobhita  1958;  JCAS/ANUO  1960).  While  

demanding  the  status  of  Rakhine  prañ-nay,  the  Arakanese  leaders  

accepted,  strengthened,  propagated  and  popularised  the  concept  of  

“Arakanese”  that  had  developed  during  the  colonial  period.  According  to  

this  concept,  all  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  are  the  Rakhines  (see  Hla  

Tun  Phru  1956;  Kyaw  Min  n.d.;  Nyunt  Oo  1955-56,  80-82).  On  the  

other  hand,  the  Arakanese  nationalists  tried  to  de-Myanmarise  by  

rejecting  the  Burmese  claims  as  well  as  ancient  Arakanese  concepts  that  

the  “Arakanese”  and  “Burmese”  are  of  the  same  stock  (see  4.2.3).   

 

U  Kyaw  Min139,  an  Arakanese  member  of  parliament  of  the  Arakan  

National  United  Organisation  (ANUO)  writes140,   

 

Racially  it  is  believed  that  the  Arakanese  people  are  of  Aryan  

stock  mixed  with  the  indigenous  people  who  have  inhabited  

Arakan  from  time  immemorial.  The  Burmese  however  view  the  

Arakanese  from  a  different  view  point.  The  Burmese  consider  the  

Arakanese  to  be  the  same  as  the  Burmese  but  living  in  a  

localised  spot  and  thus  having  acquired  localised  characteristics.  

The  Burmese  think  that  the  Burmese  and  the  Arakanese  come  of  
                                                            

139 U Kyaw Min was a prominent leader of the Arakan State Movement.  

140 This booklet (in English) was published by the Pyidawtha Press, No. 31, Dagonthiri Street, 
Kyaukmyaung, Rangoon (no publication date). It was his speech in the parliament which was 
denied publication in the official gazettes.  
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the  same  stock  and  are  practically  the  same.  The  Burmese  

viewpoint  is  completely  mistaken…  Arakanese  consider  

themselves  racially  to  be  different  from  the  Burmese,  added  to  

which  is  the  historical  background  of  an  Arakanese  Kingdom  and  

Arakanese  Kings  for  the  past  at  least  3,000  years.   

 

Burmese  sources  in  the  1950s  reveal  that  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  were  considered  as  “Burmese”  at  that time.  It  is  observed  in  the  

records  of  the  parliamentary  debates  in  which  the  Burmese  ministers  

and  members  of  the  parliament  opposed  the  proposal  of  granting  

statehood  to  Arakan.  The  Burmese  members  of  parliament  argued  that  

the  Arakanese  were  not  a  distinct  ethnic  group  of  Burma,  like  the  

Kachins,  Karens,  or  Shans,  but  ethnically  they  were  the  same  as  the  

Burmese  peoples  (Sein  Aye  Tun  1960:  114-121).  In  a  report  submitted  

to  the  Regional  Autonomy  Investigation  Commission  by  a  committee  

representing  the  Burmese,  it  was  written  that  “Rakhine  nationals  who  

are  the  indigenous  peoples  living  in  the  Arakan  Division,  and  the  

Burmese  who  live  in  the  Myanmar  proper,  are  the  same  in  terms  of  lu-

myo  (လူမ်ိဳး),  religion,  culture,  literature  and  languages”  (Chan  Htoon  et  

al.  1952  [1948]:  74,  my  emphasis).  In  response  to  this  statement,  the  

Arakanese  nationalist  leaders,  such  as  U  Kyaw  Min,  counter-claimed  

that  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  “are  of  ‘Aryan’  stock  and  are  

different  from  the  Burmese”.  U Kyaw  Min’s  claim  was  later  endorsed  

by  various  Arakanese  nationalist  writers.  Some  Arakanese  writers  claim  
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that  “the  Arakanese  kings  are  descendants  of  the  sakya  clan”  (Aung  

Tha  Oo  1953:  8)141.   

 

The  de-Myanmarisation  process  widely  took  place  during  the  1950s  

along  with  the  Arakan  State  movement.  With  the  formation  of  

Arakanese  (or  Rakhine)  as  a  distinct  category,  the  Arakanese  nationalist  

leaders  claimed  that  they  were  not  only  a  distinctive  lu-myo  different  

from  the  Burmere  but  also  their  language  was  different  from  the  latter.   

 

U  Kyaw  Min  explains  about  the  language  spoken  by  the  Arakanese 

as  follows142.   

 

As  for  the  sameness  of  the  language  which  is  one  of  the  

arguments  put  by  some  of  the  Burmese  Ministers  to  show  that  

the  Burmese  and  the  Arakanese  are  the  same,  superficially  it  

may  be  believed  that  the  two  languages  are  the  same,  but  every  

Arakanese  knows  that  it  is  not  so.  The  Arakanese  way  of  

expression  especially  for  those  who  are  not  very  educated,  is  not  

the  same  as  the  Burmese.   

 

                                                            

141 Claims of the relationship between the “Aryans” and the Arakanese appeared for the first 
time in the early 1920s (see San Shwe Bu 1921: 66-69). There, San Shwe Bu reproduced a 
legend mentioned in the Arakanese chronicles.  

142 A booklet published by the Pyidawtha Press, No. 31, Dagonthiri Street, Kyaukmyaung, 
Rangoon (no publication date).  
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Nyunt  Oo  (1955-56:  10-12,  my  emphasis)  argues  that  the  Arakanese  

is  a  separate  “race”,  possessing  a  separate  culture  and  separate  

customs.  However,  he  accepts  that  Arakanese  is  included  within  the  

“Burmese  type.”  In  his  writing,  Nyunt  Oo  further  claims  that  the  

Arakanese  adopted  Buddhism  earlier  than  the  Burmese  and  possessed  a  

higher  civilisational  status  than  the  Burmese.   

 

By  claiming  the  Arakanese  as  a  separate  lu-myo,  many  Arakanese  

politicians  recalled  the  history  of  their  “lost  kingdom”  of  Arakan.  For  

example,  some  claim  that  the  Arakanese  “have  had  in  even  more  

separate  history”  (Kyaw  Yin  et  al.  1952  [1948]:  71,  my  emphasis).  

“They  possessed  a  separate  sovereign  state  and  a  separate  geography,  

they  deserved  to  be  recognised  as  a  distinct  race  in  Burma”  (Tun  Aung  

Gyaw  1954-55:  38,  my  emphasis).  Hla  Tun  Phru  (1956)  argues  that  

“the  Rakhine  ruled  their  country  with  their  own  kings  for  over  five  

thousand  years”.  He  further  argues  that  “according  to  the  historical  

records,  Arakan  and  Myanmar  existed  as  separate  kingdoms,  and  Arakan  

was  a  distinct  country.  As  a  result,  the  Rakhine  is  an  eminent  lu-myo  

like  the  Burmese  of  the  Myanmar  proper”.   

 

The  use  of  “Arakanese”  (or  Rakhine)  representing  all  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  in  the  colonial  narratives  was  duly  strengthened  during  

the  Arakanese  nationalist  movement.  Aung  Tha  Oo  (1953)  used  the  title  
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History  of  Rakhine  –  the  composition  of  Four  Districts143  where  

“Rakhine”,  in  his  writing,  represented  the  whole  area  of  Arakan.  Some  

writers  used  the  term  “Rakhine  pray”  (ရခိုင္ျပည္)  to  refer  to  all  parts  of  

Arakan  (Maung  Oo  Kyaw  1955-56:  13-16;  Hla  Tun  Phru  1956:  29).  

Some  mentioned  Rakhine  pray  as  the  country  where  the  Rakhine  lu-myo  

live  (Hla  Tun  Phru  1956:  27).  The  Arakan  State  Memorandum  

published  by  the  Joint-Committee  for  the  Arakan  State  used  the  

expression  “all  Rakhine  masses”  (JCAS/ANUO  1960:  4-5).  The  Report  

of  the  Arakan  State  Preparation  Committee  (21  October  1961)  stated  

that  “the  indigenous  Rakhine  lu-myo  are  those  who  have  been  living  in  

the  place  which  is  now  known  as  Arakan  Division  where  the  districts  

of  Sandoway,  Kyaukpyu  and  Akyab  are  included.”  Following  this  

statement,  some  Arakanese  writers  argued  that  “all  Rakhine  peoples  

unanimously  accept  the  term  “Rakhine  lu-myo”  although  they  live  in  

various  parts  of  Arakan”  (BSPP  1976:  28).   

 

The  Arakan  State  movement  played  an  important  role  in  the  

development  and  homogenisation  of  the  “Rakhine  identity”  in  Western  

Myanmar.  As  we  can  observe  today,  the  present  “Rakhine”  meaning  is  

totally  different  from  the  previous  “Rakhine”  concept  of  the  nineteenth – 

and – the  early  and  mid-twentieth  centuries.   

 

 
                                                            

143 The Four Districts of Arakan are: Dhanyawadi, Rammawadi, Meghawadi and Dwaradi.  
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The  Arakan  State  movement  failed  during  the  early  independence  

period  in  the  1950s  (see  Chapter  6).  In  1974,  the  socialist  government  

of  Burma  granted  Arakan  “nominal”  statehood.  Under  the  initiatives  of  

ethno-symbolism  during  the  socialist  period,  the  Rakhine  identity  was  

further  strengthened.  The  Rakhine  national  costumes,  different  from  the  

Burmese  attire,  were  invented  by  the  Arakanese  nationalists.  The  

Rakhine  songs  were  then  composed  and  the  Rakhine  culture  was  

promoted.  Some  Arakanese  authors  described  that  Rakhine  is  a  mixed  

lu-myo  of  Aryan  and  Mongoloid  stocks  (Aung  Tha  Oo  1970;  BSPP  

1976).  Some  Arakanese  nationalist  historians  stated  that  they  have  not  

intermixed  with  the  Kala  people  [sic]  (or  Muslims)  because  the  

Arakanese  have  been  safeguarding  their  own  lu-myo  throughout  the  

history  (Aung  Tha  Oo  1953:  8-9).  An  interesting  fact  during  the  1950s  

is  that  antagonism  against  the  so-called  “Arakanese  Muslims”  (pre-

colonial  Muslim  community)  was  not  found  in  the  nationalist  

publications.  During  that  period,  the  “Arakanese  Muslims”  were  

considered  minorities  in  Arakan  (Kumara  1955:  7;  JCAS/ANUO  1960:  

6).  The  JCAS/ANUO  (1960:7)  wrote  that  “the  Rakhine  Muslims  who  

enjoy  similar  status  as  orther  taing-yin-tha  minorities  such  as  Chin,  Mro,  

Khami,  Daing-net,  Chinese  (Tayoke),  and  Indians  (Kala)”.  Ashin  

Kumara,  an  Arakanese  Buddhist  monk,  called  them  “Islam  batha  win  

Rakhine  Kala  haung”  or  “shay  Kala  luu  haung”144  (the  “old  Indian”  

                                                            

144 အစၥလမ္ဘာသာဝင္ ရခုိင္ကုလားေဟာင္း။ ေရွးကုလားလူေဟာင္း, Accalam bhāsāwaṅ Rakhuiṅ Kulā: 
hoṅ:. Rhe: Kulā: lūhoṅ:.  
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community,  or  the  “Rakhine  Indians”  in  Islamic  faith)  (Kumara  1955:  5-

6).  However,  Ashin  Kumara  expressed  his  antagonism  against  the  new  

Kala  [sic],  or  the  colonial  period  Chittagonian  settlers.   

 

The  development  of  Rakhine  identity  had  an  impact  on  the  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  coastal  areas,  especially  in  the  

Patuakhali  region  (Khan  1984,  117).  I  have  discussed  that  the  Arakanese  

speakers  in  Banga  coastal  regions  used  to  identify  themselves  as  either  

“Marma”,  or  “Mranma,”  or  “Burmese”  (see  4.2.3).  In  the  1970s,  the  

Arakanese  nationalists  from  the  Arakan  littoral  took  shelter  in  the  border  

areas  in  Bangladesh  because  of  the  oppression  of  the  Burmese  

government.  These  nationalists  attempted  to  spread  their  vision  of  

“Rakhine  identity”  – which  emerged  during  the  1950s  –  among  the  

Arakanese-speaking  populations  in  Patuakhali.  In  the  mid-1970s,  some  

Arakanese  youths  of  Patuakhali,  who  had  been  in  connection  with  the  

Arakanese  nationalists,  adapted  their  identity  as  “Rakhine”  (see Tahan  

2005  [1978]).  The  involvement  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  from  

Banga  coastal  areas  in  the  political  process  of  the  “Rakhine  identity  

formation”  indicates  that  external  forces  from  Arakan  affected  the  

“ethnic  revitalisation”  process  in  Banga  coastal  regions  (Than  Tun  2015:  

68).  This  process  also  influenced  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  

Cox’s  Bazar  region  in  Bangladesh.   
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Than  Tun  (2015:  69)  reproduces  the  accounts  of  his  two  informants  

from  Cox’s  Bazar  as  follows.   

 

It  occurred  after  Bangladesh’s  liberation.  Arakanese  from  

Myanmar  introduced  Arakanese  histories  to  us.  Those  such  as  

Dr.  Khin  Maung  and  Maung  Kyaw  Hlaing  (leading  members  of  

the  Arakanese  nationalist  organisations)  were  involved  in  local  

community  organisations.  They  shared  their  knowledge  on  the  

Arakanese  history.  From  that  time  on,  our  understanding  of  our  

identity  was  changed.  It  was  around  1974-75.   

 

[F]rom  1980,  [the  Arakanese  from  Cox’s  Bazar]  set  up  the  

Rakhaing  Welfare  Society  and  published  a  magazine  called  

“Rakhaing.”  It  was  in  three  languages:  Rakhaing,  Bengali  and  

English.  From  then  on,  our  identity  as  “Rakhaing”  began  to  be  

known  to  outsiders.  Of  course,  we  always  knew  ourselves  to  be  

“Rakhaing.” 

 

However,  the  unified  Rakhine  identity  did  not  affect  the  Arakanese-

speaking  population  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  due  to  its  

geographical  and  political  isolation.  Even  though  the  “Rakhine  identity”  

was  popularised  in  Arakan  (in  the  1950s)  and  in  the  Banga  coastal  

areas  (in  the  1970s),  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts  were  not  affected  by  the  Arakanese  nationalist  movements.  

The  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  did  not  abandon  
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their  different  local  labels  such  as  “Regre  tha,”  “Khyong  tha,”  “Maro  

tha,”  “Kokkadain  tha,”  or  “Longadu  tha”  (see  4.2.2).  On  the  other  hand,  

hey  also  hold  an  ancient  Arakanese  concept  of  “Maramā”  or  “Marma”  

to  represent  all  various  local  groups  (Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2015:  148).  

Their  situation  and  development  calls  for  further  investigation  that  I  will  

undertake  in  the  following  section  (4.3).   

 

4.3  The  De-Arakanisation  of  Arakanese  Speakers  in  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts   

The  origins  and  whereabouts  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  

the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  have  been  presented  in  Chapter  2.  Hamilton  

(1825:  201)  who  met  these  people  in  1797  CE  reveals  that  the  people  

who  called  themselves  “Marmas”  came  from  Arakan  (or  Rakhine).   

 

There  can  be  no  doubt  that  these  people  came  from  Rakhain,  the  

language  and  customs  of  which  they  retain  unchanged.…  [T]he  

more  intelligent  among  them  acknowledged  the  name  Marama,  

which  the  people  of  Rakhain  assume.   

 

I  have  discussed  in  the  previous  section  (see  4.2.2)  that  the  

Arakanese  speakers  in  ancient  times  identified  themselves  as  Marama  

(မရမာ)  or  Mramma  (ျမမၼာ,  Myanmar).  Being  descendants  of  the  Arakanese  

who  migrated  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  long  time  ago,  these  

peoples  are  still  using  the  term  “Marma.”  However,  the  current  self-

representation  of  their  identity  held  by  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  
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of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  is  a  different  one,  which  I  herewith  call  

de-Arakanisation.  The  term  de-Arakanisation  in  this  section  refers  to  the  

inclination  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  to  the  Myanmar  proper,  by  cutting  off  their  connections  with  

Arakan.   

 

The  articles  written  by  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts,  published  by  the  Tribal  Research  Institute  of  Bandarban  

(Bohmong  Circle)  used  to  portray  that  they  are  the  descendants  of  the  

people  from  the  ancient  city  of  Pegu  of  Myanmar  proper  –  not  from  

Arakan  (Maung  Kyaw  Shwe  Nue  1998;  Kyaw  Shwe  Pru  1998;  U  Saw  

Nue  2007;  Mong  Shanoo  2012).  One  of  the  writers,  Kyaw  Shwe  Pru  

(1998:  84)  claims  as  follows.   

 

I  have  to  mention  a  historical  fact,  which  is,  before  the  Pegu  

campaign  of  the  Arakanese  king  Man  Rajagri,  led  by  the  

Arakanese  governor  of  Chittagong,  Mahapanyagyaw,  the  

forefathers  of  the  inhabitants  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  used  

to  live  at  Pegu.  Because  of  the  fall  of  Pegu,  many  of  the  

descendants  and  followers  of  the  Pegu  king  Nanda  Bayin,  who  

was  killed  in  the  campaign,  became  refugees  in  Dhanyawaddy  

Arakan  kingdom  first  and  then  began  to  live  in  the  Arakanese  

region  of  Chittagong  in  1614  CE.  Pegu  prince  Maungsawpyan,  

the  prisoner  of  war,  started  living  with  his  subjects  and  followers  
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in  Chittagong  first.  They  were  33  thousand  then.  They  are  the  

forefathers  of  the  Marmas  of  the  greater  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.   

 

These  claims  are  based  on  the  historical  narrative  of  the  Bohmongs  

which  appeared  only  in  the  early  twentieth  century.  The  Bohmongs  are  

the  chiefs  or  rulers  (also  known  as  “Rajas”)  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  of  the  Bohmong  Circle  (Bandarban  Hill  District)  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.  The  first  printed  history  of  the  Bohmongs  is  

found  as  early  as  1906  (see  Hutchinson  1906:  108-109).  This  narrative  

noticeably  influenced  the  Arakanese-descendant  writers  of  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts,  as  well  as  the  Bangladeshi  scholars  whose  writings  are  

based  on  the  historical  narratives  of  the  former.  Contemporary  Marmas  

visibly  prefer  to  adopt  an  identity  that  linked  to  them  to  the  Mon  

people  of  Myanmar  proper  rather  than  emphasizing  their  much  more  

obvious  links  with  the  other  Arakanese  peoples.   

 

Bangladeshi  scholars  write  that  “Marma”  is  applied  to  designate  the  

people  of  Myanmar  or  the  “Burmese  nationals”  (Khan  1984:  117;  Ahsan  

1995:  4).  They  also  write  that  the  original  home  of  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  is  the  Pegu  city  of  

Myanmar  proper  (Ahsan  1995:  4).  Their  writings  are  based  on  the  

claims  of  the  Marmas,  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.  In  fact,  the  

formation  of  a  de-Arakanised  narrative  of  the  Bohmongs  in  the  early  

twentieth  century  and  the  popularisation  of  this  narrative  by  the  local  
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writers  and  the  Bangladeshi  scholars  led  to  the  formation  of  a  new  

identity  which  linked  the  Arakanese  descendants  with  the  peoples  of  the  

Myanmar  proper.   

 

4.3.1  The  Emergence  of  a  De-Arakanised  Bohmong  Narrative   

The  invention  of  the  historical  narrative  and  the  genealogy  of  the  

Bohmongs  in  the  early  twentieth  century  created  a  link  between  the  

Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  and  an  episode  in  

Arakan’s  political  history  (the  conquest  of  the  city  of  Pegu  and  the  

displacement  of  a  group  of  Mon  people  of  Myanmar  proper).  A  fully  

embellished  historical  narrative  of  the  Bohmong  dynasty  was  reportedly  

presented  to  Lucien  Bernot  by  the  then  Bohmong  in  the  1950s  (Löffler  

1968:  189;  Bernot  1967:  85-96).  This  Bohmong  history  was  also  

presented  to  J.  P.  Mills  by  one  of  the  Bohmongs  in  1926  during  the  

former’s  expeditions  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  (see  Mills  1926).  The  

earliest  historical  narrative  of  the  Bohmongs  in  printed  form  can  be  

observed  in  Hutchinson’s  An  Account  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  

(1906).   

 

The  Bohmong  narrative  claims  that  they  have  settled  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  since  the  Mrauk  U  period  of  Arakan  kingdom.  

According  to  the  narrative,  they  are  the  Mon  (“Talaing”)  descendants.  

The  Bohmong  story  states  that  a  Burmese  lord,  with  the  assistance  of  

the  king  of  Arakan,  conquered  the  Pegu  city  of  Myanmar  proper  in  
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1599  CE.  The  Bohmong  narrative  insists  that  the  city  of  Pegu  was  

populated  with  the  Mon  or  the  “Talaing”  people  in  the  sixteenth  

century.  The  Burmese  lord  recognised  the  help  of  the  Arakanese  king  

and  presented  the  latter  with  33,000  “Talaing”  prisoners,  a  prince  and  a  

princess  of  Pegu.  The  Arakanese  king  married  the  princess  and  went  

back  to  Arakan  together  with  those  reported  33,000  Mon  captives.  The  

captives  were  later  resettled  in  Arakan.  In  1614,  the  king  of  Arakan  

appointed  the  Pegu  Prince  as  the  governor  of  Chittagong  which  

belonged  to  the  Arakan  kingdom  at  that  time  (Hutchinson  1906:  109;  

Hutchinson  1909:  28).  This  Bohmong  narrative  is  a  retelling  of  an  

episode  of  the  Arakanese  chronicles.   

 

The  genealogy  of  the  Bohmongs  is  re-produced  in  Harvey’s  article  

the  Magh  Bohmong  (Harvey  1961).  As  this  geneology  only  appeared  in  

the  early  twentieth  century,  the  authenticity  of  the  link  between  the  

current  Marma  population  and  the  Mon  people  of  Pegu  is  questionable.  

One  scholar  even  doubts  the  authenticity  of  the  Bohmong  narrative.  As  

Löffler  (1968:  189)  notes,   

 

In  his  most  remarkable  book  “Les  Paysans  Arakanais  du  Pakistan  

Oriental,”  Lucien  Bernot  gives  the  fullest  account  of  the  Marma  

Chiefs  of  Banderban  hitherto  published.  For  his  account  Bernot  

had  mainly  to  rely  on  the  oral  traditions  of  the  people,  since  the  

archives  of  the  Banderban  dynasty  are  said  to  have  been  lost.  

When  J.  P.  Mills  during  his  tour  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  
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in  1926  wanted  to  see  them,  he  was  told  that  the  archives  had  

been  destroyed  by  fire.  Again,  when  L  Bernot  asked  for  them  in  

1952,  he  was  informed  that  they  had  been  stolen  some  years  ago  

from  the  Chittagong  station.  Ought  we  may  have  been  interested  

in  the  disappearance  of  these  documents?   

 

As  traced  in  the  printed  materials,  the  Bohmong  narrative  which  is  

linking  the  Arakanese  speakers  to  the  “Talaing”  or  Mon  of  Myanmar  

proper  could  not  have  appeared  earlier  than  the  beginning  of  the  

twentieth  century.  It  was  only  around  1906  that  Hutchinson  firstly  

mentioned  the  above  detailed  narrative  of  the  Bohmongs  linking  to  the  

Mon  people  (Hutchinson  1906:  109;  Hutchinson  1909:  28).  The  Golden  

Book  of  India  was  compiled  by  Lethbridge  in  1896.  It  features  the  

biographies  of  princely  lords,  nobles  and  chiefs  of  the  Indian  Empire.  

There,  a  biography  of  the  then  Bohmong,  Tsaneyo  Chaudhri  (“Sana  

Yeo”  in  Harvey  1960:  38),  is  found.  The  Bohmong  was  mentioned  as  

an  Arakanese  (Lethbridge  1896:  20,  545).  Lethbridge  (1896:  545)  retells  

a  story  about  the  Pakhong  [Pegu]  princess  who  married  the  Arakanese  

king  and  the  coming  of  the  “Tong  Bohmong,”  son  of  the  Pakhong  

(Pegu)  king,  to  Arakan  sometime  before  1776.  According  to  this  

account,  the  Bohmong  dynasty  did  not  start  as  early  as  1614  as  claimed  

in  the  above  narrative  (see Hutchinson  1906:  109;  Hutchinson  1909:  28).  

The  story  about  the  “Talaing”  (Mon)  people  is  not  also  found  in  this  

account.  The  description  in  the  golden  book  may  be  a  reproduction  of  
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what  the  then  Bohmong  had  explained  to  the  compiler  about  their  

ancestors  based  on  the  oral  traditions.   

 

The  fully  embellished  Bohmong  narrative  took  shape  between  1896  

and  1906.  Before  1906,  the  Bohmongs  considered  themselves  as  

Arakanese.  In  1798,  Francis  Hamilton  met  the  then  Bohmong  chief.  At  

that  time,  the  Bohmong  told  Hamilton  that  he  and  his  people  were  

Maramā,  an  old  name  for  the  Arakanese  speakers  (Hamilton  1820).  

Lewin  (1869)  also  mentioned  that  the  Bohmong  are  the  Arakanese  

descendants.  According  to  this  account,  the  Bohmong  told  Lewin  that  

his  ancestors  came  to  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  from  Arakan145.  As  

Lewin  (1869:  53-54;  1870:  134-138)  quoted  the  Bohmong  as  follows.   

 

In  former  times,  when  the  Moghuls  were  Rajahs  in  Chittagong,  

and  Arracan  [Arakan]  was  an  independent  monarchy,  my  

ancestors  lived  on  the  Koladan  River  in  Arracan.  Now,  the  King  

of  Burmah  was  very  jealous  of  the  King  of  Arracan,  and  wished  

to  take  his  kingdom  from  him…  [T]hen  came  the  King  of  

Burmah  with  an  army  and  took  Arracan,  and  our  King  was  

killed,  and  my  grandfather  took  the  tribe  and  fled  away  into  the  

Chittagong  Hills.   

 

One  may  wonder  why  the  Arakanese-speaking  Bohmong  chiefs  of  

the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  switched  their  identity  to  the  Myanmar  
                                                            

145 The Bohmong told a story to Lewin.  
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people  or  Mon  descendants  instead  of  the  Arakanese  in  the  early  

twentieth  century146.  Neverthless,  the  narrative  of  the  Bohmongs  

influenced  many  writers  regarding  the  history  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.  The  invention  of  the  Bohmong  

narrative  is  one  of  the  reasons  why  they  have  been  portrayed  as  the  

“Burmese  nationals”  –  instead  of  the  Arakanese  descendants  –  in  most  

of  the  writings  of  many  Bangladeshi  historians  and  present-day  

Arakanese-speaking  writers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts.   

 

As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  de-Arakanisation  process  had  already  begun  

at  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century  CE.  In  1784,  the  kingdom  of  

Arakan  was  occupied  by  the  Burmese.  During  the Burmese  rule,  many  

Arakanese  speakers  fled  to  Banga  which  was  under  the  control  of  the  

British  East  India  Company147.  The  Arakanese  rebellion  from  Banga  

against  the  Burmese  rule  took  place  a  few  years  later  (see  3.1.2).  In  

some  occasions,  the  Burmese  troops  invaded  Banga  (British  Chittagong  

district)  and  several  Arakanese  insurgents  were  taken  up  by  the  Burmese  

(Hamilton  1825,  201).  Hamilton  (1825)  stated  that  the  old  Arakanese  

                                                            

146 Some Arakanese-speaking local groups from Arakan Hill Tracts, bordering the Chittagong  
Hill  Tracts, are said to belong to the “Talaings” or Mons. “The Rakaing, commonly called 
Choungthas, are of the Burmese stock, and speak a dialect differing but little from Arakanese. 
They are divided into seven clans, viz., I. Loon-hie (Arakanese), II. Dala (Talaing), III. Tansiet 
(Arakanese), IV. Moon-htouk (Talaing), V. Koon-tsway (Arakanese), VI. Shway-ba-dzwai 
(Arakanese), and VII. Roke (Talaing), all situated on the Kooladan river” (British Burma 
Gazetteer 1879: 64; Hughes 1881: 14).  

147 See the British East India Company Records on the migration of Arakanese refugees to 
Banga (BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 159/ 2778; BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 71/ 1583; BL/ IOR/ F/ 4/ 99/ 2029; BL/ 
IOR/ F/ 4/ 128/ 2381).  
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community  who  had  settled  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  since  a  long  

time  ago;  and  the  newly  arrived  Arakanese  refugees  as  a  result  of  the  

Burmese  oppression,  formed  two  different  Arakanese-speaking  

communities.  He  further  stated  that  the  old  community  did  not  want  to  

associate  with  the  newly  arrived  Arakanese  speakers.  The  reason  he  

explained  was  that  the  former  was  frightened  by  the  Burmese  who  

could  probably  subdue  them  for  their  connection  to  the  Arakan  littoral.  

Hamilton  (1825:  201)  explains  as  follows.   

 

The  invasion  of  the  province  of  Chatigang  [Chittagong]  by  the  

troops  of  Ava  in  1794,  and  the  giving  up  of  the  several  refugees  

that  had  fled  from  Arakan  (Rakhain)  for  protection,  had  

occasioned  a  very  general  alarm  among  the  Joomea  Muggs  [the  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts];  for  

there  can  be  no  doubt  that  these  people  came  from  Rakhain,  the  

language  and  customs  of  which  they  retain  unchanged.  This  

terror  made  them  in  general  unwilling  to  acknowledge  any  

connection  with  Arakan.   

 

4.3.2  Integrating  other  Arakanese  Speakers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  in  the  Bohmong  Narrative   

Majority  of  Arakanese  speakers  are  found  in  the  Bohmong  and  

Mong  circles  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  (present  Bandarban  and  

Khagarachari  Hill  Districts).  A  colonial  writer  (Hutchinson  1906:  109;  

Hutchinson  1909:  28)  stated  that  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  
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Bohmong  circle  were  descendants  of  the  people  of  Myanmar  proper.  

However,  the  same  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  from  the  Mong  circle  

were  mentioned  by  this  writer  as  descendants  of  the  people  of  Arakan.  

As  Hutchinson  (1909:  17)  notes,   

 

In  1782,  an  Arakanese  Magh,  by  name  Mrachai,  immigrated  with  

a  few  families  from  the  Palangkhyong,  a  stream  flowing  into  the  

Kaladan  river  in  Arakan148,  and  settled  in  the  Matamuri  valley  in  

the  [Chittagong]  District.  These  people  became  known  as  

Palangsa  Maghs  [in  Mong  Circle].   

 

The  Family  History  of  Mong  Rajah,  the  Chief  of  the  Mong  Circle,  

in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts149  claim  their  ancestors  as  follows.   

 

The  Mong  Raja  is  an  Aracanese  Magh  and  is  the  descendant  

from  the  Royal  Family  of  the  King  of  Arracan.  He  came  to  this  

part  of  the  country  now  known  by  the  name  of  the  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts  in  the  sixteenth  century.   

 

The  predecessor  of  the  Mong  Chief  came  from  Aracan  with  

great  number  of  followers  long  before  1710  when  “Uzia”  [an  

Arakanese  king]  came  on  an  expedition  [to  Chittagong].  Some  

other  Maghs  from  Aracan  fled  hither  when  their  own  country  

                                                            

148 See also: Bernot 1967: 67.  

149 The original English text was obtained by U Bodhinyana, President of the Arakanese 
Research Society of Bangladesh, from the Mong Raja Family.  
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was  overrun  by  the  Burmans  in  1784.  These  Maghs  [Arakanese]  

like  the  previously  settled  Maghs  owed  their  allegiance  to  the  

Mong  Raja.  Being  a  member  of  the  Royal  family  of  Aracan,  he  

had  with  him  the  title  “Manraja-gri.”  The  Mong  Chief  is  thus  

commonly  known  as  “Manraja.”   

 

Old  accounts  on  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  the  Mong  circle  

are  thus  different  from  the  Bohmong  narrative  regarding  their  original  

homeland.  However,  as  it  is  noticed  in  the  following  extract,  their  

ancestry  has  switched  from  the  “Arakanese”  to  “Burmese.”  The  current  

website  of  the  Mong  Raja  states  their  ancestral  homeland  as  follows.150   

 

The  Marma  community,  led  by  the  Mong  Chief  were  originally  

Burmese  settlers  who  fled  Myanmar  to  escape  unrest  in  the  16th  

Century.  (my  emphasis)   

 

This  adds  to  the  confusion  as  recent  Marma  writers  have  claimed  

that  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Mong  circle  are  descendants  of  the  

people  from  the  Myanmar  proper  (see  Maung  Kyaw  Shwe  Nue  2003;  U  

Saw  Nue  2007:  120).  However,  other  Arakanese-speaking  writers  of  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  do  not  accept  such  claims.  According  to  them,  

the  Marmas  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  the  Arakanese  

descendants.   

                                                            

150 http://mongraja.com/history/ [accessed March 4. 2016].  
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U  Tun  Phyu,  one  of  the  sons  of  a  Bohmong  chief,  wrote  in  the  

1970s  that  the  people  of  the  Bohmong  circle  were  Arakanese151.  Anu  

Ching  (2009:  18-19)  explains  that  the  word  “Marma”  is  used  to  denote  

the  “Burmese  people”  of  Myanmar  but  she  emphasises  that  they  

migrated  to  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  from  Arakan.  Chipamong  (2015)  

indicates  that  the  Marmas  originally  came  from  Arakan  from  the  

seventeenth  century  through  the  eighteenth  century.  Moreover,  

Chipamong  (2015:  328-329)  rejects  the  former  Marma  claims  by  stating  

that,   

 

Most  likely,  the  Talain  people  of  Pegu  [Myanmar  proper]  were  

not  the  original  ancestors  of  the  Marma  of  Bandarban  [Bohmong  

Circle]  because  there  is  no  commonality  between  the  language  of  

the  Bohmong  family  and  the  Talain.  The  Bohmong  family-people  

speak  more  closer  to  Arakanese  dialect.   

 

[T]here  were  two  waves  of  migration  and  relocation  of  the  

Arakanese-Marma…  One  which  settled  in  the  Mong  Circle  in  the  

North  (e.g.,  Khagrachari  District)  and  other  which  moved  to  the  

Bohmong  Circle  in  the  South  (e.g.,  Bandarban  District).   

 

                                                            

151 U Tun Phyu, n.d. “An Outline of the History of the Arakanese and Thet People of 
Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh” (Manuscript, c. 1970s). However, in his previous 
writing (c. 1950s), U Tun Phyu once stated that the Arakanese-speaking peoples of the 
Bohmong Circle came from the “Burmese motherland” (See U Tun Prue [U Tun Phyu] 2005 
(reprint): 19).  
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A  group  of  Arakanese  speakers  of  Mong  circle  became  residents  of  

the  Tripura  State  of  Northeast  India  when  a  partition  between  East  

Pakistan  (later  Bangladesh)  and  India  was  drawn  in  1947.  They  self-

identify  as  “Mog”  (ေမာဂ္,  মগ),  a  term  generally  referred  to  all  

Arakanese  speakers  by  the  Bengalis.  Until  the  appearance  of  the  term  

“Marma”  in  the  1951  East  Pakistan  Census  (Sattar  1971:  197),  all  

Arakanese  speakers  in  Banga  were  widely  known  as  Mog  or  Magh  

(মগ).  In  fact,  the  term  “Mog”  is  an  exonym  referring  to  various  groups  

of  Arakanese  speakers  living  in  Banga,  such  as  “Regre  tha,”  “Khyong  

tha,”  “Rakhine  tha,”  “Maro  tha,”  “Kokkadain  tha,”  “Rambre  tha,”  

“Longadu  tha”  and  so  on.  This  exonym-isation  homogenised  all  

Arakanese  local  groups  in  Banga  as  Mogs.  The  governmental  identity  

switch  from  “Mog”  to  “Marma”  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  in  1951  

also  brought  together  all  various  local  groups  of  Arakanese  speakers  as  

a  unified  Marma  (မရမာ)  identity.  However,  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  of  Tripura,  who  live  on  the  other  side  of  the  Mong  circle,  were  

not  influenced  by  the  process  of  re-identifying  the  origins  of  the  

Bohmongs  and  their  peoples.  The  Mogs  in  Tripura  still  consider  

themselves  as  Arakanese  descendants.152  As  they  live  in  India,  they  

were  excluded  from  the  Marma  identity  switch  which  took  place  in  

Bangladesh.  The  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  Regional  Council  Act  1998  (Act  

                                                            

152 The Message of Goodwill sent to the Sixth Buddhist Synod held in 1956 in Rangoon, 
Burma, from the President of All-Tripura State Buddhist Association mentions, “Mags of 
Arakanese origin.” (See Arymitra 1956: 84-85).  
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12  of  1998,  Bangladesh)  officially  introduced  the  term  “Marma,”  and  

this  term  became  fully  legalised  in  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts.  As  a  

result,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  are  seen  

nowadays  as  the  Marmas.  However,  the  Arakanese  from  Arakan  and  

Banga  coastal  areas  always  consider  the  Marmas  of  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts  as  “Arakanese”  or  “Arakanese  descendants”  (Tha  Htu  1960;  San  

Tha  Aung  1980;  ARSB  2005).   

 

Identities  are  flexible  and  can  be  changed  in  varying  contexts.  

Leach  (1964)  argues  that  in  highland  Burma,  there  is  a  vague  

distinction  between  “Kachin”  and  “Shan”  before  the  colonial  rule;  and  it  

was  common  for  the  “Kachins”  to  switch  to  the  “Shan”  identity  or  vice  

versa.  According  to  Leach,  the  social  systems  of  their  dwelling  places  

choose  these  people  to  fit  into  different  ethnic  categories.  The  Marmas  

of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  who  live  near  the  Arakan  border  always  

used  to  define  themselves  as  Rakhine.  The  Rakhines  of  Banga  coastal  

areas  who  live  near  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  also  used  to  identify  

themselves  as  Marma.  These  peoples  have  to  adapt  to  the  social  

systems  of  their  surrounding  places.  On  the  other  hand,  there  could  be  

no  distinction  between  these  peoples  either  as  “Rakhine”  or  “Marma”  

because  all  of  them  are  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.  Many  Marma  

monks  used  to  come  to  Arakan  or  Myanmar  proper  to  study  Buddhist  

scriptures  at  local  monasteries.  Whenever  they  are  in  Arakan,  they  

introduce  themselves  as  Rakhine.  In  Myanmar  proper,  too,  they  are  
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categorised  as  Rakhines  by  the  Burmese  speakers.  Because,  they  are  

seen  by  the  Burmese  as  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.   

 

4.4  Summary   

In  this  chapter,  I  discussed  the  formation  of  Rakhine  and  Marma  

identities  in  Arakan  and  Banga.  My  arguments  have  shown  how  they  

have  been  constructed.  Previous  research  on  these  ethnicities  has  in  

contrast  considered  them  to  be  pre-existing  communities.  British  colonial  

writings  and  post-World  War  II  nationalist  movements  have  been  key  

factors  in  creation  of  the  respective  identities.  The  categorisation  of  

Arakanese  or  Rakhine  on  the  colonial  maps  and  narratives,  the  exonym-

iztion  of  the  ethnonym  “Rakhine”  by  its  neighboring  people,  and  the  

strengthening  of  this  Rakhine  label  in  post-independent  Burma  –  along  

with  the  Arakan  State  Movement  –  has  shaped  the  Rakhine  identity  (de-

Myanmarisation).  This  identity  formation  also  affected  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  in  Banga  coastal  areas.  On  the  other  hand,  the  

formation  of  a  Bohmong  historical  narrative  among  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  of  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  prompted  these  people  to  

identify  as  “Marma”  or  a  de-Arakanised  community.  The  construction  of  

identity  by  these  groups  has  not  been  a  single  process.  Nor  has  it  been  

primarily  influenced  from  a  unified  set  of  events.  Rather,  as  this  chapter  

has  demonstrated,  the  formation  of  identity  has  been  in  flux  since  

arguably  the  twelfth  century.  Multiple  migrations,  social  integration  and  

fracturing  over  centuries  has  constructed  a  rich  and  varied  cultural  
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region.  The  classification  of  this  diversity  into  distinct  racial  groups  

during  the  British  colonial  period  was  absorbed  into  the  formation  of  

new  histories  by  many  of  these  groups.  This  layered  process  has  led  to  

a  homogeneity  and  simplification  of  a  large  region  of  Western  Myanmar  

and  neighbouring  Bangladesh  that  is  far  from  the  historical  and  present  

social  identity.   
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Chapter  5 

“DE-BENGALISATION”  AND 

THE  EMERGENCE  OF  “ROHINGYA” 

 

In  this  chapter,  I  argue  that  the  “Rohingya”  identity  has  gone  

through  a  process  of  creating  a  new  identity  while  shedding  their  old  

identity  linked  both  to  geographically  different  locations  and  political  

contexts.  I  argue  that  historical  narratives  of  the  Rohingyas  try  to  deny  

or  minimise  their  connection  with  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  

from  Banga  but  insist  on  being  only  associated  with  Arakan  as  the  

native  taing-yin-tha  peoples  of  Myanmar.  I  further  argue  that  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  have  de-Bengalised  themselves  

after  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  and  colonial-period  

Chittagonian  immigrants  together  claimed  the  Rohingya  identity.  They  

have  tried  to  fit  their  identity  in  the  context  of  Myanmar’s  taing-yin-tha  

category153.  In  writing  this  chapter,  I  use  various  Bengali,  Arakanese,  

Burmese  and  colonial  sources  related  to  the  identity  construction  of  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples.   

 

 

                                                            
 
153 Taing-yin-tha refers specifically to “indigenous groups”. For example, Chinese living in 
Myanmar are a lu-myo (“human-type” in Burmese, or “race” in English) but not a taing-yin-
tha at present time. From a Burmese perspective, Chittagonian speakers can only be bingali 
lu-myo (Bengali “human-type”), but from the Chittagonian perspective, many want to be 
recognized as a Rohingya, not just as a lu-myo, but as a taing-yin-tha.  
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5.1  The  De-Bengalisation154  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  Peoples  of  

Arakan   

The  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  are  mostly  

concentrated  in  Akyab  District,  located  in  the  northern  portion  of  the  

Arakan  littoral.  Most  of  them  are  Muslims.  The  Chittagonian  speakers  

of  Arakan  define  themselves  today  as  “Rohingya”  (Ruáingga,  ရုိဟင္ဂ်ာ,  

েরািহ া).  On  the  other  hand,  their  self  representation  as  Rohingya  has  

been  vehemently  rejected  by  the  Arakanese  speakers  in  Myanmar  since  

the  early  days  of  its  formation.  As  the  ancestors  of  the  majority  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  have  migrated  from  the  

Chittagong  Division  of  East  Bengal  (Banga),  they  have  been  referred  to  

either  as  Bengalis  or  Chittagonians.  However,  some  international  groups  

view  the  calling  of  Chittagonian  speakers  as  Bengalis  as  a  

discriminatory.  Here,  the  notion  of  “Bengali”  needs  to  be  defined:  

according  to  a  point  of  view  of  Bangladesh,  the  term  Bengali  refers  to  

people  who  live  in  Bengal  (present  Bangladesh  and  West  Bengal  in  

India).  In  this  regard,  most  of  people  in  Bangladesh  see  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  (especially  the  Rohingyas)  as  Burmaiya  or  

“people  from  Burma”  because  these  people  live  inside  the  territory  of  

Burma/Myanmar.  However,  Myanmar  sees  them  in  a  different  way.  

                                                            
 
154 I follow Jacques Leider’s de-Indianisation model (after calling it “de-Bengalisation”) from 
his conference presentation: “From Bengalis to Rohingyas: De-Indianizing Migrants, Global 
Rhetoric, and Colonial Categories”, the International Burma Studies Conference, Singapore, 
1-3 August 2014. Leider later referred to hybridity when analysing the Rohingya 
historiography that builds its myths on the grid of Arakanese history (see Leider 2016).  
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According  to  a  Myanmar  point  of  view,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  are  considered  Bengalis  because  the  original  land  of  their  

ancestors  was  East  Bengal  (present  Bangladesh).   

 

The  construction  of  Rohingya155  identity  by  the  Chittagonian  

speakers  can  be  traced  as  early  as  1959-60s  in  Burmese  monthly  

periodicals  recalling  their  historical  narratives  (Ba  Tha  1959;  Ba  Tha  

1960a;  Ba  Tha  1960b;  Ba  Tha  1961;  Ba  Tha  1964;  Ba  Tha  1965;  Ba  

Tha  1966;  Than  Lwin  1960).  Most  of  their  writing  are  re-interpretations  

of  Arakanese  history  as  predominantly  of  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  by  stressing  their  role  in  the  court  of  Arakan  and  their  

cultural  superiority  over  the  Arakanese.  However,  the  construction  of  a  

“Rohingya  taing-yin-tha”  identity  in  the  1960s  is  also  somewhat  related  

to  the  ethnic  rights  movements  in  Burma.  In  the  1950s  and  early  years  

of  1960s,  many  minorities  groups  demanded  self-determination  or  

autonomous  regions  throughout  the  country.  The  historical  narratives  of  

the  Chittagonian  speakers  set  a  predominantly  Muslim  community  in  

Arakan  apart  from  other  Indian  Muslim  communities  in  Burma.  They  

claimed  that  Rohingya  is  a  distinct  Muslim  ethnic  group  in  Arakan  

State  like  other  minority  ethnic  groups  in  the  rest  of  Burma  such  as  the  

Buddhist  Arakanese,  Mon,  Shan,  and  Christian  Kachins  and  others.  After  

1982,  the  Rohingya  identity  became  directly  related  to  the  issue  of  

citizenship.   

                                                            
 
155 Written “Roewengya” at that time.  
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5.2  The  Historical  Narratives  of  Chittagonian  Speakers   

An  analysis  of  the  historical  narratives  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  shows  that  their  nationalist  writers  fixed  anything  Muslim  in  

Arakan  as  “Rohingya,”  thus  the  words  “Rohingya”  and  “Muslim”  

become  fused  in  a  single  meaning  (Leider  2016:  163).  The  following  

section  discusses  how  these  writings  try  to  claim  that  the  present  

Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  are  the  descendants  of  “Arabs,”  

“Pathans”  (Pashtuns),  and  “immigrants  from  Bengal”  during  the  period  

of  the  Arakanese  kingdom  (15th  to  18th  century)  (Ba  Tha  1960a:  35;  

URO  1960:  13)  so  that  they  would  be  eligible  to  be  taing-yin-thas  in  

Burma/Myanmar  who  settled  in  the  country  many  centuries  ago.   

 

Historical  narratives  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  

depend  on  the  Arakanese  chronicles  or  the  interpretations  of  them  by  

colonial  historians.  They  chose  and  interpreted  what  were  for  them  the  

most  important  components  in  Arakanese  historical  in  a  way  favoring  

the  Muslim  character  of  Arakanese  history.  Their  narratives  claim  the  

legitimacy  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  (or  Rohingyas)  as  natives  of  

Arakan  who  have  an  identity  different  from  the  Bengalis  of  the  Banga  

maṇḍala.  The  nationalist  writers  have  constructed  the  Rohingya  identity  

in  their  writings,  as  a  political  act  (Newmand  and  Paasi  1998:  195,  

quoted  in  Oh  2016:  25).  One  key  component  of  their  historical  

argument  is  that  the  ancestors  of  today’s  Muslims  already  lived  in  
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Arakan  as  early  as  seventh  or  eighth  century  CE,  or  that  they  are  

indigenous  to  Arakan.  They  do  not  mention  the  settlement  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  during  the  British  colonial  

period.  Instead,  they  claim  that  “these  immigrants  [colonial-period  

settlers]  were  men  who  came  down  [sic]  only  for  the  working  season  

from  East  Bengal.  After  the  working  season,  they  would  return  to  their  

own  country”  (Ba  Tha  1960b:  27).  As  a  result,  they  consider  the  

Rohingyas  to  not  be  immigrants  who  came  in  during  British  rule  

(NDPD  2012:  c).   

 

In  the  development  of  this  Rohingya  narrative,  the  claim  that  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  are  indigenous  to  Arakan  is  something  entirely  

new.  Recent  nationalist  politicians  and  Chiitagonian-speaking  writers  

from  Arakan  (Amyotha  Party  1989:  20-23;  NDPH  1990:  1-6;  Zaw  Min  

Htut  2001:  23;  NDPD  2012:  c)  have  proposed  that  the  Rohingya  have  

been  natives  of  Arakan  since  the  Vesali  period  (6th  to  10th  century  CE)  

of  Arakan,  who  later  converted  to  Islam.  To  demonstrate  their  

connection  to  Vesali,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  point  out  the  

proximity  between  the  Chittagonian  language  (a  dialect  of  Bengali)  and  

the  Sanskrit  inscriptions  of  Vesali.  By  proposing  the  interpretion  that  the  

people  of  Vesali  were  the  ancestors  of  the  Rohingyas,  they  claim  their  

own  legitimacy  as  indigenous  to  Myanmar.  Such  claims  have  only  

appeared  very  recently,  starting  from  the  last  decade  of  the  twentieth  

century.   
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In  most  of  their  narratives  of  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  

during  the  twentieth  century  (Ba  Tha  1960a;  Ba  Tha  1960b;  Ba  Tha  

1965;  Ba  Tha  1966;  Than  Lwin  1960;  URO  1960;  RMUFB  1961),  they  

feature  the  following  four  waves  of  migration  to  explain  how  the  

current  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  came  to  settle  in  Arakan:   

 

1)  An  Arab  prince  arrived  on  the  northern  Arakanese  littoral  

bordering  Banga  in  the  seventh  century  CE   

2)  An  Arab  shipwreck  brought  Muslims  to  Arakan  in  the  eight  

century  CE   

3)  When  a  certain  sultan  of  Bengal  put  the  Arakanese  exiled-

king  Maṅ:  Co  Mwan  on  the  throne  of  Arakan  in  1430  CE,  the  

sultan’s  Muslim  followers  came  to  Arakan   

4)  Muslims  were  integrated  into  the  Arakanese  kingdom  when  

they  ruled  Banga  in  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries   

 

Out  of  above  waves  of  supposed  Muslim  migration  to  Arakan,  the  

first  seems  to  be  an  oral  tradition  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  

of  northern  Arakan.  The  narrative  of  the  arrival  of  an  “Arab”  Prince  to  

Arakan  in  seventh  century  only  appeared  with  the  writing  of  Ba  Tha  in  

1960  (Ba  Tha  1960a).   
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The  second  and  third  narratives  are  based  on  the  Arakanese  

chronicles.  In  the  Ṅa  Mañ  Rājawaṅ,  written  in  1844,  which  Phayre  

quotes,  there  is  nowhere  any  mention  of  anything  related  to  the  “Arabs”  

or  “Muslims.”  The  chronicle  also  does  not  describe  anything  related  to  

foreign  ships;  only  “shipwrecks”  near  the  island  of  Ramree  are  

mentioned.  The  chronicle  describes  that156,   

 

During  the  reign  of  this  king,  one  thousand  ships  arrived  for  

trade.  Gold  and  silver  were  in  unlimited  abundance.  A  piece  of  

fabric  known  as  udaṅ  guru  was  submitted  [to  the  king]  by  a  

certain  jau-gyī  wizard.  The  fabric  was  then  donated  to  the  

Mahamuni  Temple  in  a  kathina  ceremony.  In  the  month  of  Ka-

chun,  in  sakkaraj  155  [793  CE],  thirty  ships  were  wrecked  at  

the  island  of  Ramree.  The  Arakanese  king  secured  the  remaining  

one  thousand  and  two  hundred  men  [from  the  shipwreck].  (NM  

1844:  139)   

 

In  quoting  the  chronicle,  Phayre  (1844:  36)  writes,   

 

[I]t  is  stated  that  several  Ku-la,  or  foreign  ships,  were  wrecked  

upon  the  island  of  Ran-byi,  and  the  people  in  them,  said  to  be  

Musulmans,  were  sent  to  Arakan  proper,  where  they  were  settled  

in  villages.   

                                                            
 
156. Author’s translation. The Ṅa Mañ Rājawaṅ, an Arakanese chronicle compiled at the 
request of Arthur Phayre deposited at the British Library, Oriental and India Office 
Collections (OIOC), Manuscript Number: OR 3465, p. 139.  
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To  identify  the  shipwrecked  people  as  “foreigners”  or  even  

“Musulmans”  (Muslims)  was  both  an  interpretation  and  an  extrapolation  

by  later  writers  starting  with  Phayre  himself.  The  nationalist  

Chittagonian  speakers  further  rationalised  the  “Musulmans”  in  Phayre’s  

account  as  “Arabs”  or  “Moores.”  Muslim  writers  from  both  Banga  and  

Arakan  (Huq  and  Karim  1935;  Po  Khaing  1935;  Ba  Tha  1960)  consider  

it  prestigious  among  Muslims  in  Southeast  Asia  to  believe  that  they  

have  Arab  and  Persian  religious  origins  (Leider  2016:  167).   

 

With  regard  to  the  shipwreck  in  the  eighth  century  CE  and  the  

arrival  of  “Arab”  Muslims  (forefathers  of  present  Rohingyas)  to  Arakan,  

Ba  Tha  (1960a:  33)  writes:   

 

[A]bout  788  A.D.  Maha  Taing  Chandra  ascended  the  throne  of  

Waithali  [Vesali]…  During  his  reign  several  merchant  ships  were  

wrecked  on  Ramree  island  and  the  crews,  said  to  have  been  

Muslims  called  Arabs  or  Mooors,  were  sent  to  Arakan  proper,  

that  is  Waithali,  and  settled  in  villages. 

 

Ba  Tha  (1960a)  quotes  the  Burma  Gazetteer  Akyab  District  (1917),  

which  reproduced  Phayre’s  work.  In  fact,  both  the  British  Burma  

Gazetteer  (1879:  7)  and  the  Burma  Gazetteer,  Akyab  District  (1917:  19)  

quote  an  article  of  Phayre,  “On  the  History  of  Arakan,”  written  in  

1844.   
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Po  Khaing  (1935:  73)  was  the  first  among  the  Muslims  of  Arakan  

who  retold  this  story  by  following  the  British  Burma  Gazetteer  (1879).  

In  the  same  year  (1935),  Muhammad  Enamul  Huq  and  Sahitya  Visharad  

Karim,  two  Bengali  scholars  from  East  Bengal,  also  published  this  

account.  Huq  and  Karim,  however,  quote  Phayre  (1844).   

 

Huq  and  Karim    recalled  the  activities  of  Arab  traders  in  the  

regions  around  Arakan  and  Banga  (Huq  and  Karim  1935:  3):   

 

When  Maha  Taing  Chandra  (788-810  AD)  was  ruling  in  the  9th  

century,  some  shipwrecked  Muslim  traders  were  washed  ashore  

on  “Ronbee”  or  “Ramree”  island.  When  they  were  taken  to  the  

Arakanese  king,  the  king  ordered  them  to  live  in  a  village  in  his  

country.   

 

For  the  third  wave  of  migration,  there  are  no  contemporary  

Arakanese  or  Burmese  sources  from  the  fifteenth  century  about  a  sultan  

of  Bengal.  This  story  first  appeared  in  the  Arakanese  chronicles  almost  

two  hundred  years  after  the  alleged  event  (Mahajyathein  1775  [1602]).  

There  are  no  Arakanese,  Burmese,  or  Bengali  sources,  nor  

archaeological  or  epigraphic  evidence  to  support  the  event157  (Leider  

                                                            
 
157 See 2.1.2. A thorough analysis of this legend can be read in my collaborative research 
paper, “King Man Co Mwan’s exile in Bengal: Legend, History, and Context” (Leider and 
Kyaw Minn Htin 2015: 371-405).  
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2002a:  128;  Van  Galen  2008:  34;  Leider  and  Kyaw  Minn  Htin  2015:  

373).   

 

The  presence  of  Bengali-speaking  Muslims  in  Arakan  in  the  

sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries  is  well  established  (Bhattacharya  

1927;  Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  Van  Galen  2008;  d’Hubert  2010).  

Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  always  claim  that  there  are  links  

between  contemporary  communities  and  various  Muslim  elites  at  the  

court  of  Mrauk  U  including  famous  Bengali  poets  such  as  Daulat  Qazi  

and  Sayyid  Alaol.  Although  these  poets  nurtured  Bengali  literature  in  

Arakan  under  the  patronage  of  Arakanese  kings  (Bhattacharya  2002:  

199-212;  d’Hubert  2010),  the  Chittagonian-speaking  writers  tend  to  

portray  them  as  “Muslims”  –  not  Bengali  –  and  replace  the  term  

“Bengali  literature”  by  “Rohingya  literature.”  Yet  the  origins  of  the  pre-

colonial  Muslim  community  in  Arakan  mainly  goes  back  to  communities  

of  deported  Bengalis  resettled  by  the  Arakanese  kings  in  the  inner  parts  

of  the  Arakan  littoral  during  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries  

(Charney  1999;  Leider  2004;  Van  Galen  2008).  In  the  historical  

narratives  of  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers,  they  undermine  

mentions  of  the  presence  of  Bengali  slaves  and  emphasise  the  role  of  

Muslim  elites  at  the  court  of  Arakan  and  their  cultural  superiority.   
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As  discussed  above,  the  historical  narratives  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  try  to  claim  the  legitimacy  of  them  as  native  peoples  of  

Arakan  with  an  identity  which  different  from  the  peoples  of  Banga.   

 

5.3  “Roshang”  (“Rosāṅga”)  or  “Roang”:  Old  Names  for  Arakan   

Roshang  (spelled:  েরাসা ,  Rosāṅga)158  is  a  Bengali  name  used  to  

refer  to  the  kingdom  of  Arakan  and  the  city  of  Mrauk  U,  the  former  

capital.  In  the  work  of  medieval  Bengali  poets  from  Arakan  and  Banga,  

they  refer  to  Rosāṅga  deśa  “Roshang  Country,”  and  Rosāṅga  Nagara  or  

Rosāṅga  Sahar  “City  of  Roshang”  (Sharif  1966:  356).  During  the  

seventeenth  century,  Bengali  poets  in  the  kingdom  of  Arakan  identified  

it  as  Roshang.  These  poets  did  not  create  this  name  (Huq  and  Karim  

1935:  3).  In  Rāgatalanāma,  Sayyid  Alaol,  a  Bengali  poet  at  the  Arakan  

court,  used  the  term  (Battacharya  2002:  210).  In  his  poem,  Padmavati  

(c.  1650),  Aloal  writes,   

 

From  diverse  lands,  diverse  peoples,   

Having  heard  of  the  wealth  of  Roshang,   

came  under  its  King’s  shadow  (Subrahmanyam  2002:  107)   

 

                                                            
 
158 It is spelled “Rosháng” or “Roshánggo” in Romanised Chittagonian (called 
“Rohingya’lish”) in the Rohingya-English Dictionary, along with other variant spellings, 
“Ruáng” and “Rohang”, for the Arakan kingdom.  
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On  the  other  hand,  Roshang  also  referred  to  the  capital  of  Arakan.  

Daulat  Qazi,  a  Bengali  poet  during  the  reign  of  the  Arakanese  king  

Sirisudhamma  Raja  (1622-1638)  writes,   

 

To  the  east  of  the  river  Karnafuli  there  is  a  palace,   

Roshang  City  by  name  –  like  the  Heaven.   

There  rules  the  glorious  king  of  Magadha  descent,   

A  follower  of  the  Buddha  (Huq  and  Karim  1935:  7)   

 

In  the  poem  Rosāṅga  Varṇāna  “Description  of  Rosāṅga”  in  the  

Padmavati,  Syyid  Alaol  brilliantly  draws  a  picture  of  the  cosmopolitan  

city  of  Rosāṅga  (Battacharya  2002:  203).  In  another  eulogy,  

Sayphulmuluk  o  Badiujjāmāla,  composed  in  1659  CE,  Alaol  describes  

the  capital  city  of  Arakan  as  follows.   

 

The  city  called  ‘Rosāṅga’  is  a  matchless  place  on  earth,   

constantly  full  of  grains  and  fishes.   

Free  from  pain  and  sorrow,  there  reside  merchants,   

living  on  trade  whose  behaviour  is  liberal.  (d’Hubert  and  

Leider  2011:  94)   
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S.  N.  Ghoshal  once  proposed  that  Rosāṅga  derived  from  Rakhaing  

(Sharif  1966:  357).  Ghoshal  described  the  etymological  change  as  

follows159.   

 

Rakṣa  Tuṅga  >  Rakhaing  >  Rahainga  (H  >  S)  Rasāṅga  >  Rosāṅga   

OR   

Rakhainga  >  Rakhaṅga  >  Rohaṅga  >  Rosāṅga   

 

Thibaut  d’Hubert  argued  that  Roshang  (Rosāṅga)  is  the  phonological  

derivation  of  the  word  Rakhaṅga.  Rakhaṅga-pūra  (ရကၡဂၤပူရ)  is  the  term  

used  to  refer  to  “Rakhine”  (or  Arakan)  in  the  seventeenth  century  

chronicles160.  As  he  explains,  “ś”  in  Rośāṅga  is  phonologically  

associated  with  the  aspirated  “kh”  in  Rakhaṅga  (as  in  Braj  and  other  

Hindustani  dialects)  and  becomes  “h”  in  Northeast  Bengali  dialects  and  

Assamese.  On  the  other  hand,  short  “a”  in  Rakh--  becomes  “o”  in  

Bengali,  resulting  Rakhaṅga  to  become  Rosāṅga  in  standard  Bengali  

(Leider  2013:  219-220).   

 

                                                            

159 However, in 1972, Ghoshal made another suggestion that “this Rosanga may be an attempt 
at Sanskritisation of the word “Mrohaung” by which name the capital [of Arakan] was known 
for about four hundred years” (Ghoshal 1972: 256-257). It could be the influence of Ahmed 
Sharif who, in 1966, drew a conclusion on the emergence of Rosāṅga in another way. 
According to Sharif, “Mrohaung > Rohaung > (H > S) Rosāng (or) Rosānga” (Sharif 1966: 
378). In fact, the city of MraukU (the capital of Arakan kingdom) got a new name, 
“Mrohaung” (the old city), only after the capital of Arakan was moved to Akyab by the 
British, following the conclusion of the First Anglo-Burmese War (1824-26). Implying a 
nineteenth century name by Sharif on the seventeenth century context is an anachronism. 
However, Sharif stated that Roshang or Rosanga came to be a popular name for Arakan in 
Banga (Sharif 1966: 356).  

160 See Leider (2002b: 53; 2013: 220).  
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Qanungo  (1988:  232)  explains  that  Arakan  was  called  Rohang  in  

the  Chittagonian  Bengali  language.  Following  Chittagonian  pronunciation,  

“sh”  from  the  Bengali  word  Roshang  has  been  replaced  with  “h.”  This  

results  in  the  pronunciation  Rohang  (spelled:  েরাহা ,  Rohāṅga)161  among  

Chittagonian  speakers,  instead  of  Roshang  (spelled:  েরাসা ,  Rosāṅga).  

According  to  d’Hubert,  the  passage  from  “kh”  to  “h”  is  the  rule  in  the  

passage  from  Sanskrit  to  Prakrit,  which  also  allows  them  to  derive  

Rohang  (Rohāṅga)  from  Rakhaṅga  (“kh”  >  “h”/  short  “a”  to  “o,”  “Ra”  

>  “Ro”).   

 

In  colloquial  Chittagonian  language,  Arakan  (“Rakhaing”  or  

“Rakhine”)  is  also  known  as  Roang  (Ruáng,  েরায়াং)162  which  is  likely  to  

be  a  form  of  the  word  Rohang  (েরাহা ).  Since  Roang  is  connected  with  

“Rakhaing,”  the  Arakanese  speakers  who  migrated  to  Ramu–Cox’s  

Bazaar  regions  in  Banga  were  also  called  Roang  Maghs  or  Rakhaing  

Maghs163  by  the  people  of  Chittagong  district  (O’Malley  1908:  60-61;  

Rizvi  1970:  115,  my  emphasis).   

 

                                                            
 
161 It is spelled “Rohang” in Romanised Chittagonian (called “Rohingya’lish”) in the 
Rohingya-English Dictionary, as one of the variant spellings for the Arakan kingdom.  
 
162 It is spelled “Ruáng” in Romanised Chittagonian (called “Rohingya’lish”) in the Rohingya-
English Dictionary, as one of the variant spellings for the Arakan kingdom.  
 
163 “Magh” or “Arakanese” from Arakan.  
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In  Chakma164  historical  narratives,165  the  term  Roang  is  also  used  

for  Arakan  when  they  report  their  wars  with  the  country  of  Roang  

(Ishaq  1971:  33-34).  The  Bijak  or  the  Chronicle  of  the  Chakma  Kings  

records  the  defeat  of  Arakanese  by  the  Chakmas  in  the  regions  of  

Karnaphuli  and  Matamuhuri  river  valleys  in  the  country  of  Roang  

(Chakma  2014:  133).  An  interesting  fact  is  that  the  Chakma  chronicles  

consider  an  area  located  in  present  southern  Banga  as  the  country  of  

Arakan.   

 

The  Geingkhulee  or  Chakma  folk-songs  also  recall  how  Radha  

Mohn,  the  Chakma  General  of  the  victorious  army,  came  to  the  country  

of  Roang.   

 

Loinhei  Somarey  Soinyoghan,   

Roangkuley  Lumyegi  Radha  Mohn   

Taking  the  troops  with  him,   

Radha  Mohn  reached  Roang  (Chakma  2014:  133,  my  

emphasis)   

 

The  Chakmas  from  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  also  called  a  group  

of  Chakmas  who  migrated  to  Banga  from  Arakan  as  Roangya  Chakma  

because  Arakan  is  known  to  the  Chakmas  as  Roang  (Chakma  2014:  
                                                            
 
164 Chakma language is a form of Chittagonian Bengali, spoken in the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
by the Chakma people, who have close associations with the Arakanese.   
 
165 The Bangladesh District Gazetteers (Chittagong Hill Tracts) retold what is mentioned in a 
Chakma document found in the archives of the Chakma Raja family of Rangamati.  
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137-138,  my  emphasis).  Hoque  (2013:  4)  states  that  a  group  of  

Chakmas  found  in  the  province  of  Roang  are  known  as  Roangya  

Chakmas  according  to  the  name  of  their  dwelling  place.  Prajnalankar  

(2009:  67)  explains  that  the  Chakma  branched  off  into  four  groups,  

namely,  the  Anakya  Chakma  (the  main  group  in  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts),  the  Roangya  Chakma  or  Tanchangya,  the  Chak  and  the  

Doingnak  or  Daingnet  in  Burmese.   

 

The  earliest  Western  record  of  Rooinga166  to  refer  to  people  from  

Arakan  is  by  Francis  Buchanan  in  1799.  Buchanan  (1799:  237)  explains  

that  a  language  derived  from  the  “Hindu”  nation  “is  that  spoken  by  the  

Mahomedans,  who  have  long  been  settled  in  Arakan,  and  who  call  

themselves  Rooinga  or  natives  of  Arakan.”167  The  earliest  recorded  use  

of  Roang  in  western  accounts  is  found  one  year  earlier  (Buchanan  

1798:  32).  Buchanan  explained  in  1798  that  Arakan  was  known  to  the  

Bengalis  as  “Rossawn,  Rohhawn,  Roang,  Reng,  or  Rung”  (Buchanan  

1798:  32;  Van  Schendel  1992:  31,  my  emphasis).  Some  Brahmins  from  

Arakan  also  called  themselves  Rossawn  (Buchanan  1799:  237).  While  

Rossawn  used  by  the  Hindus  is  similar  to  the  standard  Bengali  form  of  

Roshang  for  Arakan,  the  word  Rooinga  used  by  Muslims  has  ties  with  

                                                            
 
166 It is spelled as Roang (Buchanan 1798: 32; Van Schendel 1992: 31) and Rooinga (1799) in 
Buchanan’s accounts (Buchanan 1799: 237).  
 
167 Some scholars superficially think the word represented “Rohingya” (Charney 2005; Leider 
2016; de Mersan 2016). The context of Roang in Buchanan (1798) and various appellations of 
“Rwangya”, “Ruwangya”, “Roewengya” suggest Rooinga referred to the pre-colonial Muslim 
community (Roangya) who were different from colonial-period Chittagonian-speaking people 
in Arakan.  
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Roanga  (েরায়াংগা  or  Roangya).  Charney  (2005:  48)  remarks  that  the  

terms  tied  to  the  Bengali  word  Rosāṅga  have  been  used  by  “both  

Muslim  and  Hindu  Bengalis  living  in  Arakan.”   

 

According  to  the  Bengali  and  Chakma  sources  stated  above,  

Roshang  and  Roang  referred  to  the  name  of  the  country  of  Arakan  in  

standard  Bengali,  and  in  the  Bengali  dialects  of  Chittagonian  and  

Chakma  languages.  The  people  from  the  country  of  Roang  have  been  

known  as  Roangya  or  Rooinga.  Hence,  the  ethonym  “Roangya”  was  a  

collective  term  used  to  refer  to  various  peoples  from  the  country  of  

Arakan  including  the  Arakanese  speakers  (“Rakhaings”),  Chakmas,  

Muslims  and  Hindus.  It  did  not  refer  to  the  Muslims  alone.   

 

5.4  The  Emergence  of  the  Term  “Rohingya”   

Roangya  referred  to  various  peoples  of  Arakan  and  did  not  

represent  only  Chittagonian-speaking  Muslims  of  Arakan.  However,  the  

current  ethnonym  “Rohingya”  only  refers  to  the  Chittagonian-speaking  

Muslims  in  Arakan.  Since  Roangya  is  a  Bengali  word  used  among  

Chittagonian  speakers,  the  term  has  been  common  among  the  pre-

colonial  Muslim  community  in  Arakan.  The  switch  from  Roangya  to  

“Rohingya”  in  the  late  1950s  incorporated  almost  all  Chittagonian  

speakers  (pre-colonial  Muslim  community  and  colonial-period  

Chittagonian  immigrants)  into  the  term.   
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The  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  in  Arakan  used  to  identify  

themselves  as  Roangyas.  They  were  the  old  Muslim  community  who  

have  lived  in  Arakan  for  a  long  time  and  were  mostly  concentrated  in  

central  areas.  On  the  other  hand,  most  of  the  colonial  period  settlers  

reside  in  the  areas  of  Arakan  bordering  Banga.  The  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  also  used  to  identify  themselves  as  “Arakanese  Muslims”168  

(see  Constitution  of  Arakanese  Muslim  Society  1940).  In  his  article  

“Burmese  Muslims”  (ျမန္မာမူစလင္)  published  in  1935,  Po  Khaing  (1935:  

73-74)  claims  that  “Muslims”  began  to  settle  on  Ramree  island  in  early  

nineth  century  CE.  He  retold  the  Arab  shipwreck  story,  an  event  of  

1430  when  the  Muslim  followers  of  a  sultan  Bengal  allegedly  arrived  in  

Arakan,  and  of  the  integration  of  Muslims  in  Arakan  kingdom.  He  

called  these  Muslims  as  “Rakhine  Muslims”  (ရခိုင္မူစလင္)169.  Po  Khaing  

gave  the  population  of  so-called  Rakhine  Muslims  in  Arakan  in  1931  as  

51,612.  They  made  up  merely  4.6%  of  Arakan’s  total  population  of  

1,008,538.  On  the  other  hand,  other  Chittagonian-speaking  people  

(217,802  people)  constituted  21%  of  total  population.  This  shows  that  

Po  Khaing’s  “Rakhine  Muslim”  represented  only  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community.  Po  Khaing  (1935:  74)  also  asserts  that  Rakhine  Muslims  

                                                            
 
168 The British censuses call them “Arakan Mahomedans”. Irwin (1946) uses the term 
“Mussulman Arakanese” and writes that “as a race, they have been here for over two hundred 
years” (Irwin 1946: 22). It seems that Irwin confused between the pre-colonial Muslim 
community and colonial-period settlers.  
 
169 The Joint-Committee for Arakan State (ရခိုင္ျပည္နယ္ ရရိွေရး ပူးတြဲေကာ္မတီ) also referred them as 
“Rakhine Muslims” – like orther taing-yin-tha minorities such as Chin, Mro, Khami, Daing-
net, Chinese (Tayoke), and Indians (Kala) (JCAS/ANUO 1960:7).  
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were  found  in  Kyauktaw,  Minbya  and  Pauktaw  townships,  not  in  

Maungdaw  and  Buthidaung  townships  bordering  Banga,  where  the  

majority  of  the  population  are  now  colonial-period  Chittagonian  

speakers.  These  “Rakhine  Muslims”  or  “Arakanese  Muslims”  were  also  

known  as  Roangyas.  Roangya  Muslim  in  Chittagonian  can  be  directly  

translated  as  “Rakhine  Muslims”.   

 

In  1947,  when  the  Jamaitul-ulama  (North  Arakan)  was  demanding  

for  an  autonomous  region  of  Maungdaw  and  Buthidaung  townships,  they  

only  used  the  term  “Muslim.”  In  the  letter  of  Sultan  Ahmed,  President  

of  Jamaitul-ulama,  sent  to  Bottomley,  Under-Secretary  for  Dominions  of  

the  British  Government  (24  February  1947)170,  he  claimed  that  

“Muslims”  have  been  settled  in  Arakan  since  788  CE,  the  date  of  the  

legendary  Arab  shipwreck  in  Arakan,  and  states  that  “Muslims”  and  

“Arakanese  Buddhists”  have  lived  side  by  side  peacefully  in  Arakan.  In  

this  letter,  “Muslims”  referred  to  all  Chittagonian  speaking  peoples  of  

Arakan.   

 

In  an  address  of  the  Jamaitul-ulama  Association  (North  Arakan)  

during  the  visit  of  the  Prime  Minister  of  Burma  to  Maungdaw  on  25  

October  1948,  Sultan  Ahmed  asserted  the  existence  of  the  Roangyas  in  

Arakan.  He  again  retold  the  events  of  788  CE,  and  claimed  that  “the  

                                                            
170 Representaton by the Muslims of North Arakan claiming for an autonomous state in the 
Buthidaung and Maungdaw areas, Government of Burma, Home Department, File No. 93-
HB-4, 1947 (National Archives, Myanmar).  
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descendants  of  these  early  Arab  settlers  were  known  as  Ruwangyas  or  

Rushangyas”  [my  emphasis].  This  may  be  one  of  the  earliest  written  

appearances  of  Ruwangya  after  Buchanan’s  account  in  1799.  He  further  

claimed  that  the  Chittagonian  speakers  are  the  “descendants  of  these  

Ruwangyas  or  Rushangyas”171.  The  “Ruwangya”  of  Sultan  Ahmed  

stands  for  colloquial  Roangya  and  “Rushangya”  stands  for  standard  

Bengali  Rosāṅga.  In  his  address,  Sultan  Ahmed  did  not  refer  to  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  from  Akyab  District  as  Ruwangyas  or  Rushangyas  

but  he  only  claimed  them  to  be  the  descendants  of  Ruwangyas.  He  

agreed  that  there  was  an  old  Muslim  community  in  Arakan  known  as  

“Roangyas”  who  are  the  forefathers  of  other  Chittagonian  speakers  from  

Arakan.  The  British  historian  B.R.  Pearn  (1952)  states  that  the  

“Arakanese  Muslims”  (48,320  in  Akyab  District  in  1931)  preferred  to  

call  themselves  “Rwangya.”172  According  to  Pearn,  it  is  clear  that  

“Rwangya”  (Roangya)  are  the  pre-colonial  Muslims  who  have  lived  in  

Arakan  since  the  time  of  the  Arakanese  kingdom.  These  “Rwangyas”  or  

“Ruwangyas”  can  be  equated  with  the  “Rakhine  Muslims”  of  Po  Khaing  

(1935:  73-74)  whose  population,  for  which  he  quotes  the  1931  census,  

stood  at  51,612  in  all  of  Arakan.  On  the  other  hand,  the  population  of  

other  Chittagonian-speaking  people  was  217,802.   

 

                                                            
 
171 Muslim insurrections in Buthidaung and Maungdaw townships, Government of the Union 
of Burma, Foreign Office, Case File No. 46-FOS-48-Pt.II. (National Archives, Myanmar).  
 
172 Pearn 1952. The Mujahid Revolt in Arakan. BUR/24/52. FB 1015/63 (National Archives, 
UK).  
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Sultan  Ahmed  did  not  say  anything  about  Chittagonian  migration  

from  Banga  to  Arakan  during  the  colonial  period.  But  he  insisted  that  

the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Akyab  District,  especially  those  from  

Maungdaw,  were  the  descendants  of  old  Ruwangyas  (or  Roangyas).  He  

is  possibly  unifying  the  early  “Ruwangyas”  with  the  later  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples.  In  1947,  he  used  “Muslims”  to  represent  all  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan.   

 

A  certain  nomenclature  switch  from  “Muslims”  to  “Arakanese  

Muslims”  as  well  as  “Rwangyas,”  is  observed  one  year  later.  The  Home  

Department  of  the  Burmese  government  in  1949  called  all  Chittagonian  

speakers  from  North  Arakan  “Muslim  Rakhine  taing-yin-tha”173.  In  

letters  dated  22  and  24  December  1949,  the  Central  Arakanese  Muslim  

Refugee  Organisation  in  East  Pakistan  (CAMRO)  called  themselves  not  

only  “Arakanese  Muslims”  but  also  “Rwangyas”174.  However,  the  

colonial-period  Chittagonian  peoples  tried  to  absorb  the  old  community  

within  them.  They  took  the  old  name  of  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  to  represent  all  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan.  

Although  the  old  and  new  communities  have  been  combined  together  as  

“Mahomedans”  in  some  colonial  narratives  based  on  censuses  (Smart  

                                                            
173 Burma Gazette Extraordinary (in Burmese), Home Department, Government of Burma 
(Extracts from: Case File No. 282-HD-49, dated 29 July 1949).  
 
174 Dominions Office File, DO 142/453, 1949 (National Archives, UK). In fact, the so-called 
“Arakanese Muslims” or “Rakhine Muslims,” also known as “Rwangyas” (Roangyas), were a 
small pre-colonial Muslim community who lived in the townships located in central Arakan 
such as Kyauktaw, Mrauk U, Minbya and Kyauktaw townships. They were different from the 
colonial-period Chittagonian settlers who mostly concentrated in the Buthidaung and 
Maungdaw townships, located near East Bengal/Bangladesh.  
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1917),  they  were  not  called  by  an  ethnonym  until  the  end  of  the  

colonial  rule  in  1948.  In  1947,  they  all  called  themselves  “Muslims.”  In  

1948,  they  tried  to  claim  they  were  the  descendants  of  the  old  

community  and  in  1949  adopted  the  name  of  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  (“Rwangya”  or  “Arakanese  Muslim”)  to  represent  all  

Chittagonian-speaking  populations  in  Arakan.  On  1  October  1950,  Abdul  

Gaffar,  a  member  of  the  Constituent  Assembly  (later  Parliament),  raised  

a  question  regarding  the  above  mentioned  refugees  in  East  Pakistan  in  

the  Union  Parliament.  He  used  the  term  “Ruwangya”175.  They  reason  

why  the  colonial-period  Chittagonian  speakers  took  the  old  name  of  pre-

colonial  Muslim  community  was  to  legitimise  their  existence  as  old  

bonâ  fide  Muslims  in  Arakan  in  order  to  have  equal  status  as  the  rest  

of  population  in  the  country.   

 

The  term  “Arakanese  Muslim”  representing  all  Chittagonian  speakers  

was  also  popular  among  the  Chittagonian  speakers.  In  June  1951,  

Charter  of  the  Constitutional  Demands  of  the  Arakani  Muslims  was  

proclaimed  at  the  “Arakan  Muslim”  conferene  held  in  Maungdaw  

(Leider  2016:  156).  In  October  1960,  “Arakanese  Muslims”  asked  for  

constitutional  safeguards176.  On  the  other  hand,  they  were  using  

                                                            
 
175 Tuiṅ:pru Prañpru Lhwattau (Pālīman) ñīlākhaṁ Mhattam: , တုိင္းျပဳျပည္ျပဳလႊတ္ေတာ္ (ပါလီမန္) 
ညီလာခံ မွတ္တမ္း [Records of the Constituent Assembly (Parliament)], Vol 14, No. 24 (1 October 
1950). Rangoon: the Government Press, cited by Kyaw Nyein (2016: 78).  
 
176 The Nation, 27 October, 1960.  
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diverging  spellings  such  as  “Ruwangya,”  “Rushangya,”  “Rwangya,”  or  

“Roewengya.”   

 

Ba  Tha  (1959:  28)  used  the  term  “Roewengya.”  In  his  famous  

article,  “Rowengyas  in  Arakan,”  Ba  Tha  (1960a:  33,  35)  claimed  that  

“the  Arakanese  Muslims  of  Arab  descents  are  known  as  Roewenhnyas  

(ရုိးဝန္းညွာ  လူမ်ိဳးမ်ား)”  and  the  descendants  of  Pathans  and  Muslim  

immigrants  from  Bengal  during  the  Arakan  kingdom  “who  intermarried  

with  the  Roewenhnyas  are  called  Roewengyas  (ရိုးဝန္းဂ်ာ  လူမ်ိဳးမ်ား)  [my  

emphasis].  Following  the  “Rwangya”  concept  of  CAMRO  used  in  1949,  

Ba  Tha  (1960a:  35)  also  claimed  that  “Roewengyas”  represent  all  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan.  However,  descripancies  were  

found  among  the  Chittagonian  speakers.   

 

Different  from  Ba  Tha’s  claims,  Ali  (1960:  31)  writes,  “some  of  

them  style  themselves  as  Roewengyas  while  other  call  themselves  

Kamans  and  yet  others  Chittagonian  descendants,  etc.”  According  to  Ali,  

“Roewengyas”  and  “Chittagonian  descendants”  were  different.  While  Ba  

Tha  claimed  that  “Roewengyas”  referred  to  all  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  (old  and  new),  Ali  insisted  that  “Roewengya”  specifically  

referred  to  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  while  “Chittagonian  

descendants”  referred  to  the  colonial-period  settlers  from  Chittagong.  Ali  

simply  revealed  that  colonial-period  Chittagonian  settlers  and  pre-colonial  

Muslim  community  (“Roewengyas”)  were  different  categories  but  
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nationalist  Chittagonian-speaking  writers,  like  Ba  Tha,  were  trying  to  

equate  Chittagonians  with  “Roewengyas.”  By  taking  the  identity  of  

“Roewengyas”  (“Rwangyas”),  it  would  be  easier  for  them  to  be  

acknowledged  as  a  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  from  Arakan  through  

which  they  could  get  recognition  as  taing-yin-thas  in  Myanmar.   

 

On  the  other  hand,  the  Arakanese-speaking  nationalists  were  

confused  with  the  term  Roangya.  Although  Roangya  Muslims  had  been  

used  to  refer  to  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  in  Arakan,  the  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  mistakenly  thought  that  the  term  represented  

to  the  colonial-period  Chittagonian  settlers.  Without  knowing  the  origin  

of  the  word  Roangya,  Arakanese  speakers  interpreted  this  term  

according  to  Arakanese  folk  etymology.  In  Arakanese,  Rwong  kya  (ရြင့္က်)  

means  “falling  and  floating.”  Shin  Ohn  (1990:  4)  argues  that  Rwong  

kya  (ရြင့္က်)  or  Rwongya  (ရြင့္ဂ်ာ)  (floating  people)  were  referred  to  the  

“Chittagonian  Bengalis”  who  migrated  and  “floated”  to  Arakan  during  

the  colonial  period  because  of  economic  hardship  in  Bengal177.  

Chittagonian  speakers  also  know  that  they  were  called  Rwong  kya.  One  

Chittagonian  speaker  from  Arakan  told  a  researcher  that  they  were  

called  vasha  manush  (floating  people)  by  the  Arakanese-speaking  

                                                            
 
177 Aye Kyaw, an Arakanese nationalist historian, interpreted the meaning of Rwong kya 
according to the Arakanese folk etymology by stating that “Lwintja [Burmese pronunciation 
for Rwong kya] in Arakan means leaves falling from trees and blowing around without any 
purpose.” (see Aye Kyaw 2009).  
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peoples178  (Farzana  2011:  1).  The  standard  Bengali  word  Bhāsamān  

Mānush  (ভাসমান  মানুষ,  floating  people)  is  the  direct  translation  from  the  

Arakanese  meaning  of  Rwong  kya  (ရြင့္က်).  However,  the  folk  

etymologisation  of  the  meaning  of  Roangya (in  Arakanese,  Rwong  kya)  

by  the  Arakanese  speakers  led  the  colonial-period  Chittagonian  

immigrants  (instead  of  pre-colonial  Muslim  community)  to  become  

Roangyas  in  Arakan.   

 

The  first  appearance  of  the  spelling  “Rohingya”179,  can  be  found  

along  with  the  formation  of  the  Rangoon  University  Rohingya  Students  

Association  in  1959180.  The  United  Rohingyas  Organisation  in  Rangoon  

published  a  booklet,  A  Short  History  of  Rohingyas  (ရုိဟင္ဂ်ာ  လူမ်ိဳးစု၏  ရာဇဝင္  

အက်ဥ္းခ်ဳပ္)  in  Burmese  in  1960.  This  is  the  first  appearance,  according  to  

current  research,  of  “Rohingya”  (ရိုဟင္ဂ်ာ,  Rui-haṅ-gyā)  in  Burmese  

                                                            
 
178 “The Moghs (the Rakhines) in Arakan refer us as vasha manush (floating people) as we do 
not have citisenship in our country [referring to Arakan, Myanmar]” (fieldwork notes, Farzana 
2011: 1)  
 
179 The affirmation that Abdul Gaffar had used the term “Rohingya” for the first time in an 
article entitled “Sudetan Muslims” in the Guardian Daily, dated 20 August 1951 (Aye Chan 
2005; Nemoto 2007) is wrong because there was no Guardian Daily newspaper earlier than 
1956. The first issue of the Guardian Monthly magazine appeared in November 1953. Apart 
from this, the Guardian Daily newspapers of August-September 1961 featured no article 
entitled “Sudetan Muslims” (written by Gaffar). The Nation newspapers of August-September 
1951 did not convey anything related to the “Sudetan” article of Gaffar, too. Many writers had 
confused the use of “Rwangya” (or “Ruwangya”) and “Rohingya” and mistakenly (and 
anachronistically) interpreted everything they found “Rwangya” (“Ruwangya”) as “Rohingya” 
(for example, see Yegar 1972: 102).  
 
180 Rangoon University. Registration No. 113/59, dated 3 December, 1959. Many associations 
bearing the term “Rohinga” (for the period between 1956 and 1959) can be found in 
secondary sources (see Yegar 1972: 102). However, we have to note that Chittagonian-
speaking peoples of Arakan only used the terms such as “Ruwangya” or “Rwangya” or 
“Roewengya” in the period between late 1940s and 1950s. Thus, Yegar’s appellation is an 
anachronism.  
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spelling  in  print  media.  While  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  such  as  

Sultan  Ahmed,  Adbul  Gaffar,  and  CAMRO  frequently  followed  the  

spoken  form  Roangya  (“Ruwangya,”  “Rwangya,”  or  “Roewengya”),  the  

educated  university  elites  began  to  apply  the  written  form  of  Rosāṅga  

in  the  way  of  Chittagonian  pronunciation181.  This  led  to  the  appearance  

of  a  new  ethnonym  “Rohingya”  in  1959.  After  its  appearance,  

“Rohingya”  clearly  combined  together  “Rwangya”  the  pre-colonial  

Muslim  community  with  the  colonial-period  Chittagonian  immigrants.  By  

applying  a  new  term  “Rohingya,”  they  did  not  need  to  adopt  the  old  

term  “Rwangya”  which  used  to  only  represent  the  old  pre-colonial  

Muslims  to  refer  to  all  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan.  As  a  

result,  the  use  of  “Rohingya”  could  avoid  further  confusion.  The  term  

“Rohingya”  in  1959  brought  together  all  Chittagonian  speakers  of  

Arakan  (old  and  new)  within  a  single  identity.  In  the  beginning  days  of  

the  introduction  of  the  term  “Rohingya,”  many  Chittagonian-speaking  

nationalists  did  not  yet  follow  this  new  term.  Instead,  they  were  still  

attached  to  “Roewengya”182  (Ba  Tha  1959;  Ba  Tha  1960a;  Ba  Tha  

1960b;  Ba  Tha  1961;  Than  Lwin  1960;  Ali  1960).  In  1964,  Ba  Tha  

stopped  using  “Roewengya”  and  adopted  the  new  term  “Rohingya”  (Ba  

Tha  1964:  16;  Ba  Tha  1965;  Ba  Tha  1966).  After  1964,  many  

Chittagonian-speaking  writers  consistently  began  to  use  “Rohingya”  to  

represent  all  Chittagonian  speakers  in  Arakan;  and,  as  a  result  the  terms  
                                                            

181 Chittagonian speakers pronounce the stand Bengali writing Roshang as “Rohang” 
(Qanungo 1988: 232).  
 
182 “ရုိးဝန္းညွာ” (Than Lwin 1960).  



 

 

185 

 

“Roewangya”  and  “Arakanese  Muslims”  were  unanimously  replaced  with  

“Rohingya”  after  1964.   

 

5.5  The  Rohingya  Identity  Claims  and  its  Aftermath   

The  following  section  discusses  how  the  Rohingya  identity  appeared  

along  with  the  movement  for  recognition  of  an  autonomous  Muslim  

state  in  Arakan  and  how  the  Rohingya  tried  to  fit  their  identity  into  

Myanmar’s  taing-yin-tha  category  to  cope  with  the  political  context.   

 

Before  the  formation  of  the  independent  states  of  Burma  and  

Pakistan,  some  nationalist  Chittagonian-speaking  elites  from  Arakan  

wanted  to  join  their  dwelling  place  in  Arakan  with  East  Pakistan  (Yegar  

1972:  96).  However,  they  were  not  able  to  materialise  their  ambitions.  

After  losing  their  option  to  become  part  of  East  Pakistan,  they  switch  

their  political  project  to  create  an  autonomous  Muslim  state  in  Northern  

Arakan.  The  historic  Panglong  Agreement  signed  on  12  February  1947  

between  General  Aung  San,  the  national  hero  of  Burmese  speakers,  and  

non-Burmese  representatives  of  minority  ethnic  groups  of  Burma  

approved  to  grant  political  and  financial  autonomy  to  the  ethnic  

minorities  such  as  Kachin,  Chin  and  Shan  from  the  frontier  areas.  The  

nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Northern  Arakan  tried  to  take  

advantage  of  the  Panglong  Agreement.  They  asked  for  the  recognition  

of  an  autonomous  Muslim  state  in  Maungdaw  and  Buthidaung  townships  
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on  the  Indo-Burmese  frontier183.  The  Governor’s  Secretariat  of  the  

Government  of  Burma  rejected  their  proposal  by  stating  that  “the  

Muslims  in  Arakan  side  were  always  under  the  Arakanese  or  Burmese  

kings  and  did  not  exist  separately  as  a  state,”  and  “they  cannot  claim  a  

separate  state  on  the  basic  of  religion  only.  Having  immigrated  to  

Myanmar  they  cannot  have  the  right  something  like  a  conquest  as  an  

independent  [sic]  state.”  Moreover,  it  is  stated  that  “they  cannot  style  

themselves  as  members  of  the  Frontier  Areas  of  Burma”  although  they  

live  on  the  India  and  Burma  borders  because  Maungdaw  and  

Buthidaung  were  not  included  in  the  defined  “Frontier  Areas”  of  the  

Government  of  Burma  Act  of  1935184.   

 

Due  to  these  situations,  it  was  necessary  for  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  to  establish  their  ethnic  distinctiveness  to  

reach  for  a  separate  political  status.  Since  religion  alone  was  not  

sufficient,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  had  to  pursue  their  political  

ambitions  by  gaining  recognition  as  an  ethnic  group  (Leider  2016:  155).  

As  a  result,  they  had  to  claim  a  taing-yin-tha  “indigenous”  identity  in  

Burma.  To  make  this  claim,  they  had  to  be  silent  on  the  permanent  

settlements  of  their  fellow  Chittagonian-speaking  people  during  the  

                                                            
 
183 See various documents in Representaton by the Muslims of North Arakan claiming for an 
autonomous state in the Buthidaung and Maungdaw areas, Government of Burma, Home 
Department, File No. 93-HB-4, 1947 (National Archives, Myanmar).  
 
184 Id.  



 

 

187 

 

colonial  period  and  had  to  emphasise  the  existence  of  Muslims  since  

the  Arakan  kingdom  period.   

 

By  cutting  off  their  connections  to  the  colonial-period  settlement,  

Chittagonian  speakers  claimed  that  their  taing-yin-tha  identity  had  

developed  in  Arakan  since  the  Vesali  period  (6th  –  10th  century  CE).  

Although  they  are  descendants  of  Chittagonian  speakers  from  East  

Bengal,  they  denied  this  historicity  and  claimed  that  they  are  a  mixture  

of  Arakanese,  Pathan,  and  Arab  origin.  To  cope  within  the  political  

context  of  Myanmar  (and  to  fit  into  the  taing-yin-tha  category),  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  politicians  began  to  de-Bengalise  by  claiming  that  

they  were  part  of  Arakan  or  Myanmar  and  not  part  of  Bengal185.   

 

The  Mujahid  rebellion  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers,  which  started  in  

1947,  was  also  related  to  the  autonomous  Muslim  state  movement.  The  

initial  ambitions  of  the  Mujahids  before  Burma’s  independence  were  to  

join  a  certain  portion  of  Arakan  into  East  Pakistan  but  their  later  

actions  were  linked  to  figthing  for  an  autonomous  region.  They  later  

chose  the  name  “Rohingya”  to  identify  themselves  as  a  distint  ethnic  

taing-yin-tha  people  with  their  own  history  and  geography.  Their  

rebellion  became  a  military  challenge  to  the  Burmese  government  until  

1954  (Leider  2013:  241).  On  25  September  1954  Prime  Minister  U  Nu  
                                                            
 
185 The Government of Burma once referred to the pre-colonial Muslims from Arakan as 
“Muslim Rakhine taing-yin-tha” in 1949. See Burma Gazette Extraordinary (in Burmese), 
Home Department, Government of Burma (Extracts from: Case File No. 282-HD-49, dated 29 
July 1949).  
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called  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Buthidaung  and  Maungdaw  townships  

“Ruu-hin-gyaa  nationals”  (Burmese:  ရူးဟင္ဂ်ာ  အမ်ိဳးသားမ်ား,  Rū:-haṅ-gyā  a  

myui:  sā:  myā:)  and  said  that  most  of  them  were  “sons  of  the  Union”  

(ျပည္ေထာင္စုသားမ်ား,  prañ  thoṅ  cu  sā:  myā:)  to  ease  the  tensions186.  The  

Mujahidim  held  their  weapons  until  1961,  when  the  majority  of  the  

rebels  surrenderd  their  arms.  The  political  compromise  between  the  

Mujahidim  and  the  army  leaders  led  to  the  official  recognition  of  the  

term  “Rohingya,”  which  was  was  frequently  found  in  speeches  delivered  

by  high  military  leaders,  including  Brigadier-General  Aung  Gyi,  Vice  

Commender-in-Chief  of  the  Burma  Army,  especially  at  the  ceremony  of  

the  surrender  of  Mujahidim187  (Aung  Gyi  1961:  9).  The  Mayu  Frontier  

District  (comprising  Buthidaung  and  Maungdaw  townships),  directly  

administered  by  the  military,  was  established  in  1960.  Brigadier  Aung  

Gyi  explained  that  the  ethnonym  “Rohingya”  was  allowed  to  replace  the  

term  “Arakanese  Muslims”  by  the  Mayu  Frontier  administrators,  

following  the  examples  of  the  ethnonym  switch  for  other  ethnic  

minorities,  such  as  “Wa”  for  an  old  word  “Lawa,”  “Kayah”  for  

“Karenni,”  and  “Mon”  for  an  archaic  term  “Talaing”  (Aung  Gyi  1992:  

8).  The  “Rohingya”  language  was  broadcast  on  the  radio  starting  from  

15  May  1961188  (Kyaw  Nyein  1979:  71).   

 
                                                            
 
186 The Radio Broadcast of Prime Minister U Nu on 25 September 1954 (NDPD 2012: 4A).  
 
187 Aung Gyi said that the same people live on both sides of the borders and those from 
Pakistan were known as “Pakistanis” and those from Burma were called “Rohingyas”.  
 
188 The “Rohingya” broadcasting program stopped on 1 October 1965.  
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On  2  March  1962,  General  Ne  Win,  Commander-in-Chief  of  the  

Burma  Army  siezed  power  over  the  country.  The  Ne  Win  period,  which  

lasted  until  1988,  was  an  authoritarian  rule.  The  ideology  of  his  own  

political  party  was  a  mixture  of  Marxism,  historical  dialecticism,  and  

Buddhism  (Nakanishi  2013:  61-96;  Charney  2009:  122,  132).  Ne  Win  

implemented  socialist  economic  policies  and  shut  the  country  off  from  

the  rest  of  the  world,  making  it  a  pariah  state.  This  isolation  led  the  

people  of  Burma  to  be  more  and  more  backward,  including  the  way  of  

thinking  in  their  everyday  life.   

 

Ne  Win  alienated  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  by  

calling  them  Bengalis,  considering  them  as  people  from  the  maṇḍala  of  

Banga.  This  could  be  as  a  result  of  the  Mujahid  rebellion.  Ne  Win  

might  have  considered  the  Mujahid  rebellion  a  threat  to  national  

security.  The  maṇḍala  is  the  concept  continuously  held  by  the  Burmese  

since  ancient  times.  According  to  the  Arakanese  and  Burmese189,  

Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  belong  to  Banga  maṇḍala  even  they  

live  in  Arakan  State.  On  the  other  hand,  they  consider  Arakanese  

speakers  from  South-eastern  Bangladesh  to  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  of  

Arakan.  During  the  Ne  Win  period,  the  use  of  the  term  “Rohingya”  

was  no  longer  officially  recognised  and  publications  featuring  it  

gradually  disappeared  in  Burma.190  As  a  result,  it  survived  along  with  

                                                            
 
189 It is a general perception of Arakanese/Burmese in their everyday lives which one could 
observe in Myanmar.  
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the  underground  activities  of  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  operating  

mostly  in  exile.  During  this  time,  the  term  was  mainly  associated  with  

underground  armed  groups  of  Chittagonian  speakers  –  such  as  the  

Rohingya  Independent  Force  (RIF,  founded  1963-64),  the  Rohingya  

Patriotic  Front  (RPF,  founded  in  1974),  the  Rohingya  Solidarity  

Organisation  (RSO,  founded  in  1982),  the  Arakan  Rohingya  Islamic  

Front  (ARIF,  founded  in  1986-87)  and  the  Arakan  Rohingya  National  

Organisation  (ARNO,  founded  in  1999)  (Leider  2013:  245-246).   

 

In  1978,  Ne  Win  expelled  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  out  of  Arakan  by  alleging  they  were  “illegal  immigrants.”  

From  his  point  of  view,  this  was  sending  the  Bengali  people  back  to  

the  maṇḍala  of  Banga.  International  media  did  not  pay  much  attention  

to  these  refugees  from  the  exodus  of  1978,  except  for  some  reports  in  

Bangladeshi  newspapers.  Most  of  the  Bangladeshi  newspapers  called  

them  “Burmese  Nationals,”191  “Burmese  Muslims,”192  or  “Arakanese  

Muslims.”193  However,  the  term  “Rohingya”  was  rarely  found  in  western  

media194.  International  reports  also  called  them  “Bengali  Muslims  (called  

Rohingyas)”  or  “Muslim-Bengali  population  group”  (Lindquist  1978-79;  

                                                                                                                                                            
190 A rare reference to the word “Rohingya” during the Ne Win period is found in the 
Encyclopedia Burmanica Vol. 9 (1964: 90) and the High School Geography of Burma 
(Ministry of Education 1978: Map 8(2) ).  
 
191 Dawn. 4 May. 1978.  
 
192 Bangladesh Observer. 29 April. 1978. Dawn. 14 May. 1978.  
 
193 Dawn. 23 April. 1978. People’s View. 6 May. 1978.  
 
194 “Rohingya, as the Burmese Muslims in Arakan are known” (Far Eastern Economic 
Review. 14 May. 1978). “Burmese Rohingyas” (Asia Week. 19 May. 1978)  
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Fleischmann  1981).  This  shows  that  international  groups  were  still  

reluctant  to  accept  these  Chittagonian  speakers  as  an  ethnic  group.  Or  

that  the  name  “Rohingya”  was  not  so  very  popular  at  that  time.  

Traditionally,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  have  been  called  

“Burmese  Muslims”  by  Pakistani  and  Bangladeshi  journalists  or  known  

as  Burmaiya  in  Bangladesh  (Farzana  2011:  37).  They  were  never  called  

as  “Rohingya”  in  the  everyday  language  in  Bangladesh;  it  was  not  until  

after  the  1990s  that  that  term  became  popularly  used  in  print  media.  In  

1982,  Ne  Win  introduced  a  new  citizenshsip  law,  which  only  allows  

taing-yin-thas  to  become  full  citizens.  This  made  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  people  of  Arakan  stateless.   

 

In  1991-92,  another  mass  exodus  of  Chittagonian  speakers  to  

Bangladesh  happened  again  during  another  period  of  military  rule.  

International  groups  considered  the  crisis  not  only  as  a  refugee  problem,  

but  also  as  problems  of  human  rights  and  citizenship  (Farzana  2011).  

International  demands  to  the  Burmese  government  to  recognise  the  

Rohingyas  as  Burmese  citizens  arose,  along  with  the  portrayal  of  them  

as  an  oppressed  ethnic  minority.  The  construction  of  a  “Rohingya”  

taing-yin-tha  re-appeared  in  the  human  rights  campaigns  by  reproducing  

the  historical  narratives  of  1960s.   

 

However,  even  in  the  early  days  of  the  refugee  crisis  of  early  

1990s,  they  were  sometimes  called  “Rohingyas”  (with  the  term  in  
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quotation  marks)  (see  Smith  1994:  21,  54-57),  meaning  that  the  term  

was  not  yet  readily  accepted  as  an  ethnic  name.  However,  in  the  later  

stages  of  the  refugee  crisis,  their  portrayal  as  an  ethnic  group  became  

more  and  more  popular  in  the  face  of  human  rights  issues.  During  

1990s,  the  taing-yin-tha  identity  construction  of  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  activists  was  mainly  concerned  with  the  citizenship  policy  of  

the  Burmese  government.  The  Rohingya  have  few  ways  to  become  the  

naturalised  citizens  of  Burma/Myanmar;  but  with  an  ambition  to  get  the  

full-citizenship  and  equal  status  as  other  minorities  in  Myanmar,  they  

have  been  constructing  the  taing-yin-tha  identity,  with  a  distinct  name.   

 

5.6  Summary 

With  regard  to  the  emergence  of  Rohingya  identity,  a  de-

Bengalisation  process  is  observed.  To  cope  with  political  context  in  

Myanmar,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  firstly  put  forward  the  

old  term  “Rwangya”  or  “Ruwangya”  to  represent  all  Chittagonian  

speakers.  After  that,  the  emergence  of  ethnonym  “Rohingya”  in  1959  

(with  this  current  spelling)  later  combined  together  all  communities  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples.  To  be  part  of  Arakan  and  Myanmar,  and  

to  attain  the  same  political  status  as  other  minorities,  they  claimed  the  

taing-yin-tha  status.  For  that,  they  tried  to  de-Bengalise  by  cutting  off  

their  connections  with  Banga  and  omitting  all  references  related  to  the  

Chittagonian  settlements  during  the  colonial  period.  The  Rohingya  

identity  during  the  post-colonial  and  post-independence  Burma  was  the  
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political  result  of  ethnic  rights  movement  happening  throughout  the  

country.  After  1982,  the  the  Rohingya  identity  was  directly  related  to  

the  citizenship  and  human  rights  issues.   
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CHAPTER  6 

COMPETING  IDENTITIES  AND  CLASH  OF  NATIONALISMS 

 

In  the  previous  chapters,  I  argued  how  the  identities  such  as  

“Marma,”  “Rakhine”  and  “Rohingya”  emerged  among  the  Arakanese  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Banga  and  Arakan.  This  chapter  

discusses  how  the  latter  two  identities  have  been  competing  with  each  

other  and  how  a  “clash  of  nationalisms”  has  occurred  between  the  two  

communities  from  Arakan.   

 

In  the  academic  field,  “nationalism”  is  considered  in  association  

with  the  nations  or  nation-states  (Worsley  1984).  The  role  of  nationalist  

ideologies  in  changing  practices  among  people  are  related  to  identity,  

belonging,  and  citizenship.  There  are  two  main  arguments  about  the  

origins  and  basis  of  nationalism,  the  one,  the  primordialist  point  of  view  

and  another,  modernist  interpretation.  Primordialist  theorists  perceive  

nationalism  as  the  result  of  the  development  of  human  beings  into  

ethnic  groups  or  other  forms  of  groups  which  form  the  foundation  of  a  

nation.  Modernists  interpret  nationalism  as  a  recent  process  that  supports  

modern  society  to  exist  (Motyl  2001).  Modernist  perspective  of  

nationalism  includes  “civic  nationalism”  in  which  citizenship  is  granted  

to  all  the  people  who  were  born  inside  the  territory  of  a  nation  

regardless  of  their  parents’  origin.  Civic  nationalism  holds  non-
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xenophobic  points  of  view,  where  national  identity  is  linked  to  the  

territory  where  people  live  without  considering  the  national  myths  of  

those  people  (Kymlicka  1995).  The  opposite  of  civic  nationalism  is  

“ethnic  nationalism”  where  the  nation  is  defined  according  to  the  

ethnicity  or  “race”  based  on  shared  ancestry,  culture,  language,  and  

faith,  not  based  on  the  political  membership  of  the  nation  (Muller  

2008).  In  this  regard,  ethnic  nationalism  is  opposite  to  the  Western  

concepts  of  nationalism  in  which  a  nation  is  defined  by  its  geographical  

territory  (Safran  2008).  The  concept  of  ethnic  nationalism  is  found  

within  the  political  context  of  Southeast  Asia  where  nations  are  not  

traditionally  defined  according  to  political  boundaries  but  defined  

according  to  the  maṇḍala  concept,  a  typical  Southeast  Asian  political  

model.   

 

The  Arakanese  speakers  from  Arakan  proudly  remember  the  “golden  

age”  of  their  warrior  kings  who  controlled  Banga  during  the  sixteenth  

and  seventeenth  centuries.  In  1784  CE,  the  independent  Arakan  kingdom  

was  conquered  by  the  Burmese  and  this  event  is  quite  prominent  in  the  

historical  memory  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  (see  Chapter  3).  

For  most  of  the  Arakanese,  this  failure  has  fuelled  a  persistent  sense  of  

the  loss  of  historical  and  national  identity  for  more  than  two  centuries  

and  resentment  gradually  emerged  against  the  Burmese  as  “invaders.”  

This  long-lasting  grudge  against  the  Burmese  instigated  the  nationalism  

of  Arakanese  speakers  after  the  independence  again.  The  Arakanese  
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speakers  were  asking  for  greater  autonomy  (Leider  2012:  9-10).  The  

nationalism  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  is  not  only  connected  to  

ethnic  identity  but  also  to  their  historical  experience  and  xenophobic  

ideas.   

 

Leider  (2012)  argues  that  the  emergence  of  Arakanese  nationalism  

based  on  the  concept  of  the  loss  of  their  kingdom  is  a  key  factor  to  

their  angry  rejection  of  the  claim  of  Chittagonian  speakers  as  a  taing-

yin-tha.  Based  on  this  point,  I  argue  that  Arakanese,  recalling  their  

history,  consider  themselves  a  “superior”  community  to  others  and  

assume  the  Chittagonian  speakers  are  “inferior.”  On  the  other  hand,  

Arakanese  nationalists  think  of  the  arrival  of  large  numbers  of  

Chittagonian-speakers  from  Banga  during  the  colonial  period  as  their  

failure  to  resist  the  Chittagonian  Muslim  penetration  due  to  the  loss  of  

their  sovereignty  to  the  Burmese  and  later  to  the  British.  Not  only  

unhappy  about  the  loss  of  their  country,  Arakanese  speakers  are  also  

worried  about  higher  fertility  rate  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  (Khaing  

Kyaw  2013:  84;  Maung  Khine  Aung  2014:  93).  They  worry  that  the  

latter  could  become  a  majority  in  the  future,  which  Arakanese  speakers  

cannot  resist  because  they  have  not  had  any  political  power  after  the  

Burmese  conquest  or  during  the  colonial  and  post-independence  periods.  

At  the  same  time,  the  Arakanese  take  the  portrayal  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  of  Arakan  as  “Rohingya,”  as  an  ethnic  group  indigenous  to  

Myanmar  in  the  international  news  and  the  demands  for  the  latter  to  
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become  full  Burmese  citizens,  as  a  threat  to  the  “superiority”  of  the  

Arakanese.  Considering  the  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  as  the  

descendants  of  “foreign  immigrants,”  the  Arakanese  do  not  want  to  be  

equal  with  the  Chittagonian  speakers.   

 

The  initial  proposals  to  join  East  Pakistan  or  secure  an  autonomous  

region  in  Arakan  and  later  demands  of  taing-yin-tha  status  in  Myanmar  

are  fundamental  elements  to  the  nationalism  of  Chittagonian  speakers.  

On  the  other  hand,  Arakanese  speakers  have  worried  that  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  would  be  able  to  establish  their  “state”  on  Arakan  soil  

if  the  Rohingya  became  recognised  as  a  Burmese  taing-yin-tha,  worrying  

that  Arakan  would  lose  part  of  its  ancestral  land  (Khaing  Lin  2013:  26-

34).  The  emergence  of  the  Rohingya  identity  clashed  with  Arakanese  

nationalism.  As  a  result,  the  Arakanese  have  angrily  rejected  

Chittagonian  claims.  By  only  using  colonial  archives,  Aye  Chan  (2005:  

397-402)  claims  that  the  Chittagonian  speakers  migrated  to  Arakan  

during  the  colonial  period.  Many  Arakanese  writers  insist  that  they  are  

not  eligible  to  be  the  citizens  of  Myanmar  according  to  the  1982  

Burmese  Citizenship  Law  (Khaing  Kyaw  2013:  98-104;  Khaing  Myo  

Saung  2013:  344-347).  On  the  other  hand,  the  Chittagonians  contest  

points  of  Arakanese  nationalism.  Initially,  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  

speakers  of  Arakan  demanded  an  autonomous  Muslim  State  in  Arakan,  

of  which  Arakanese  speakers  disapproved.  The  Chittagonian  speakers  of  

Arakan  also  stood  against  the  demands  of  Arakan  State  (Guardian  1960)  
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because  they  did  not  want  the  Arakanese  speakers  to  have  the  superior  

position  in  Arakan.   

 

6.1  Communalism  before  the  Independence  of  Burma   

The  term  “communalism”  is  used  in  South  Asia  to  describe  the  

communal  violence  between  different  religious  communities.  In  India,  

this  terminology  is  applied  to  the  conflicts  especially  between  the  

Hindus  and  Muslims.  Sometimes,  it  is  used  to  explain  the  conflict  

between  the  peoples  from  the  same  religion  but  from  different  castes  

backgrounds  (Panday  2006).  The  communal  conflict  between  the  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers  is  due  to  ethnic  and  religious  

differences  and  unequal  social  conditions.  The  first  recorded  conflict  

happened  between  the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  

when  the  British  left  Burma  during  World  War  II.  In  the  March  of  

1942,  many  Chittagonian  speakers  in   Minbya   and   Mrauk  U  townships  

were  allegedly  killed  by  Arakanese  while  many  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  of  northern  Arakan  allegedly  killed  several  Arakanese  (Aye  

Chan  2005;  Kyaw  Zan  Tha  1995;  Yegar  1972;  Yunus  1994).  Everyone  

who  wrote  about  this  conflict  (Aye  Chan,  Kyaw  Zan  Tha,  Yegar,  

Yunus)  argued  the  origin  of  the  conflict  as  follow.  During  World  War  

II,  Japanese  forces  invaded  Burma  and  as  a  result,  the  British  forces  

retreated.  Violence  erupted  in  the  power  vacuum  left  behind.  Some  

suggested  that  violence  broke  out  because  the  British  armed  the  Muslim  

Chittagonian  speakers  in  northern  Arakan  to  create  a  buffer  zone  
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between  them  and  the  Japanese  invasion  and,  they  were  promised  by  

the  British  that  if  they  supported  the  Allies  they  would  be  given  their  

own  “national  area”  (Yegar  1972:  96).  After  the  British’s  retreat,  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  who  possessed  the  arms  attacked  the  

villages  of  Arakanese  speakers  instead  of  the  Japanese  (Aye  Chan  2005:  

406).  But  these  arguments  could  explain  only  the  immediate  cause  of  

the  conflict  –  not  the  long  term  factors.   

 

I  would  like  to  argue  that  the  development  of  “communalism”  was  

a  key  factor  leading  to  the  conflict.  With  regard  to  the  colonial  rule  in  

Arakan,  the  approach  taken  here  draws  on  the  model  offered  by  

Michael  Charney  (1999)  and  Gyan  Pandey  (2006).  Charney  argues  that  

“Buddhist  communalism”  developed  out  of  competition  for  new  

agricultural  lands  between  Muslim  Chittagonian  speakers  and  Buddhist  

Arakanese  speakers  and  attempted  to  survive  on  shrinking  land  plots  in  

the  British  colonial  economy.  Charney  argues  that  British  colonial  

authorities  also  reduced  the  vitality  of  patron-client  relationships  which  

led  to  the  emergence  of  religious  leaders  as  organisers  of  rural  

communities  for  collective  action.  Pandey  built  up  a  historical  argument  

that  Hindu-Muslim  conflict  in  India  as  a  result  of  British  colonial  

policy.  During  the  colonial  period,  many  Chittagonian  speakers  were  

employed  in  the  farm-lands  as  cheap  laborers.  At  the  same  time,  

ordinary  Arakanese  speakers  became  unemployed  due  to  Chittagonian  

speakers.  As  a  result,  “Arakanese  communalism”  emerged.   
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On  the  other  hand,  I  argue  that  the  British  privileging  of  Arakanese  

speakers  was  one  of  the  factors  which  created  inter-communal  tensions.  

During  the  colonial  period,  the  Arakanese  speakers  had  better  access  to  

education  and  as  a  result,  many  elite  Arakanese  had  high  positions  in  

the  civil  service.  At  the  same  time,  most  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  

were  seen  as  “immigrant  workers”  or  “laborers”  by  the  Arakanese  

middle-class.  According  to  a  census  conducted  in  1901,  only  4.5  percent  

of  the  “Mahomedans”  were  found  to  be  literate,  while  the  rate  for  the  

Arakanese  in  venacular  language  was  25.5  percent  (Smart  1917:  207;  

Aye  Chan  2005:  404).   

 

Such  unbalanced  social  conditions  led  to  the  discriminations  on  the  

Chittagonian  “immigrant  workers”  in  Arakan.  This  eventually  led  to  the  

development  of  communalism  among  the  Chittagonian  speakers,  which  

led  anti-Arakanese  sentiments.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Arakanese  

speakers  considered  the  Chittagonians  as  “virtual  invaders”  to  their  

homeland  (Khaing  Myo  Saung  2013:  357;  Aung  Naing  Thein  2013:  

147)  which  also  led  to  anti-Chittagonian  sentiments  and  the  development  

of  Buddhist-Arakanese  communalism.  Hence,  the  divide-and-rule  policy  –  

for  example,  segregating  communities  according  to  their  religion  in  the  

census,  making  them  see  each  other  as  different  and  privileging  a  

particular  community  –  is  a  key  contributing  factor  to  the  conflict  

which  erupted  when  the  British  left.   
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Although  the  sentiments  of  “superiority”  and  “inferiority”  existed  

between  the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers,  they  lived  in  peace  

in  Arakan  until  1942.  For  example,  the  “Arakan  Party”  was  founded  in  

1927  during  colonial  period  in  which  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  

speakers  constituted  as  the  leading  members  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  

167).  Such  political  cooperation  between  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  and  

Arakanese  speakers  was  no  longer  found  after  the  1942  conflict  between  

the  two  communities.   

 

6.2  Competing  Nationalisms  in  Post-Independence  Burma 

The  following  section  discusss  how  the  nationalisms  of  the  two  

communities  clashed  during  the  post-independence  period.  Mutual  

distrust,  dislike,  and  hatred  grew  after  the  Mujahid  rebellion  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  started  in  Arakan.  Five  years  after  the  

1942  conflict,  a  major  communal  crisis  occurred  again  together  with  the  

formation  of  the  Mujahid  party  in  1947  (Pho  Kan  Kaung  2005).  Their  

initial  aim  was  to  combine  the  Maungdaw-Buthidaung  area  with   East  

Pakistan  and  the  later  ambition  was  to  get  an  autonomous  state  in  

Arakan.  The  Mujahid  rebellion  in  Arakan  lasted  from  1947  to  1962  

although  major  armed  conflicts  occurred  between  1947  and  1954  in  

Arakan  (Pho  Kan  Kaung  2005;  Thit  Maung  1989). 

 



 

 

202 

 

In  February  1947,  Sultan  Ahmed,  the  President  of  the  Jamaitul-

Ulema  of  Arakan,  wrote  a  letter  to  the  British  government  and  asked  

for  a  Muslim  State  in  Arakan.  The  Arakanese  nationalist  leaders  

considered  it  a  threat  to  the  existence  of  “Rakhine  pray”.  The  

Arakanese  writer,  Phaw  Zan  (1952-53:  20)  writes  that  the  Chittagonians  

waged  the  Mujahid  rebellion  because  they  wanted  a  portion  of  “the  land  

of  Arakan”.  In  June,  1951,  the  “Arakani  Muslims  Conference”  was  held  

at  Alethangyaw  village  in  Maungdaw.  There,  they  asked  for  an  

autonomous  Muslim  state.  The  Arakanese  were  anxious  about  their  

demands.  The  time  of  the  Alethangyaw  conference  was  coinciding  with  

the  1951  election  period.  After  the  1951  election,  the  members  of  

parliament  of  the  Arakanese  speakers  tried  to  organise  the  “All-Arakan  

Faction”  inviting  the  Chittagonian-speaking  parliament  members  to  join  

hands.  Due  to  the  distrust  and  hatred  between  the  two  communities,  the  

all-inclusive  political  organisation  of  Arakan  was  not  able  to  be  

materialised  (Yegar  1972:  101).  In  1953,  the  Arakanese  lawmakerss  

founded  the  Arakan  National  United  Organisation  (ANUO).  In  1956,  the  

ruling  AFPFL  government  of  Burma  abolished  the  Jamaitul-ulema  by  

branding  it  a  religious  organisation  (Yegar  1972:  188).  After  that,  some  

Chittagonian-speaking  lawmakers  became  AFPFL  representatives.  

Throughout  the  1950s,  the  nationalist  ANUO  party  of  Arakanese  

speakers  continuously  demanded  their  own  state.  Chittagonian  lawmakers  

challenged  the  demands.   
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6.2.1  Demands  for  Arakan  State  and  the  Clash  of  Nationalisms   

The  nationalism  of  Arakanese  speakers  was  grounded  on  the  

concept  of  their  former  independent  kingdom  of  Arakan  (Leider  2012:  

9-10).  Cady  (1958:  413),  quoting  the  New  Burma  Newspaper  of  1  

August,  1937,  writes:   

 

Arakanese  nationalists,  using  the  public  press,  underscored  

periodically  the  reality  of  their  own  local  patriotism,  which  arose  

from  the  long  history  of  political  independence  of  the  area.   

 

It  is  recorded  that  U  Tun  Aung,  an  Arakanese  and  member  of  the  

Legislative  Council  during  the  colonial  period,  urged  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  in  1937  that  the  region  should  be  given  autonomy.  In  

May  1947,  important  Arakanese  leaders,  such  as  Barrister  U  Hla  Tun  

Pru,  planned  to  organise  a  meeting  to  ask  for  “Arakanistan”  in  

Rangoon.  This  effort  might  have  been  in  response  to  the  AFPFL  

preparatory  conference  held  in  the  same  month  in  which  the  formation  

of  Arakan  State  was  not  included.  On  5  June,  1947,  the  Arakanese  

leaders  organised  a  meeting  in  Rangoon.  The  meeting  asked  the  British  

government  to  give  Arakan  “free”  and  “autonomous”  administration.  On  

8  June,  1947,  another  mass  meeting  was  held  in  Akyab.  The  meeting  

asked  for  Arakan’s  autonomy  within  the  independent  Burma.  After  the  

meeting,  the  Arakanese  leaders  founded  the  Arakan  Freedom  League  

Committee  (AFLC)  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  167-170).  In  an  interview  
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with  the  Thuriya  newspaper  (3  November  1947),  U  Hla  Tun  Pru,  one  

of  the  leaders  of  AFLC  said  that  they  were  asking  for  a  state  different  

from  the  type  of  Pakistan  (Tha  Gyaw  1975:  343-345).  On  1  September  

1948,  at  the  sixth  session  of  the  Constituent  Assembly  of  Burma,  U  

Shwe  Ni,  an  Arakanese  lawmaker  expressed  that  Arakan  deserved  to  be  

granted  an  autonomous  region.  On  5  October,  1948,  Prime  Minister  U  

Nu  organised  the  “Regional  Autonomy  Investigation  Commission”  which  

investigated  the  desire  of  the  Karen,  Mon  and  Arakanese  on  the  matter  

of  autonomous  administration  (Regional  Autonomy  Investigation  

Commission  1952;  Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  176-180).  In  a  report  sent  to  

the  commission,  the  Arakanese  recalled  their  “2,000-year-old”  Arakanese  

history  in  which  Arakan  stood  as  an  independent  state  until  the  

eighteenth  century  (Kyaw  Yin  et  al.  1952  [1948]:  70-71).   

 

On  7-9  January,  1953,  a  public  conference  was  held  in  Akyab  and  

people  demanded  the  creation  of  Arakan  State.  In  the  conference,  

Arakanese-speaking  leaders  stated  that  they  were  not  demanding  a  

separate  country  like  Pakistan  from  India  but  for  a  state  within  the  

Union  of  Burma  because  the  conditions  of  the  Arakanese  were  in  a  

“superior  status”  compared  to  those  of  Shan,  Kachin,  Karen  or  Kayah  

States  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  186).  Arakanese  nationalism  was  always  

grounded  on  their  “lost  kingdom”  in  which  Arakanese  enjoyed  political  

and  cultural  superiority  in  the  region  of  Arakan  and  its  adjacent  areas.   
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In  the  1956  elections,  ANUO  representing  the  Arakanese  won  nine  

seats  in  the  parliament.  Three  from  AFPFL  and  two  independent  

Chittagonian  speakers  were  also  elected  in  Arakan  (RSPC  1982:  82-83).  

Throughout  the  parliament  democracy  period,  the  Arakanese  lawmakers  

demanded  Arakan  State;  however,  the  AFPFL  government  and  the  

Chittagonian  lawmakers  were  always  against  the  demands  (Khaing  Myo  

Saung  2013:  193-199).  The  reason  why  the  AFPFL  government  denied  

their  demands  was  simply  because  they  did  not  want  to  grant  statehood  

to  Arakan.  But  the  Chittagonian  lawmakers  understood  that  the  deinal  

was  because  Arakan’s  administration  would  be  in  the  hands  of  the  

Arakanese  speakers  if  Arakan  became  an  autonomous  state.  As  a  result,  

they  would  become  “inferior”  to  the  “superiority”  of  the  administering  

Arakanese.   

 

On  22  February,  1956,  U  Ba  Myaing,  an  Arakanese  lawmaker  of  

ANUO,  submitted  a  proposal  for  the  amendment  of  the  constitution  in  

which  he  asked  for  Arakan  State.  This  proposal  was  strongly  opposed  

by  Abul  Bashar,  a  Chittagonian  lawmaker  of  AFPFL.  He  said  that  he  

did  not  want  to  “hear  any  word  such  as  autonomy  or  Arakan  State.”  

He  expressed  his  opinion  that  a  communal  conflict  would  certainly  

happen  in  Arakan  if  the  government  granted  Arakan  statehood.  He  

further  stated  that  Maungdaw  and  Buthidaung  should  be  organised  into  

a  “separate  district”  which  would  be  kept  under  the  administration  of  
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the  central  government,  not  under  the  Arakan  State  which  would  be  

governed  by  the  Arakanese  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  190-192).   

 

On  7  March  1957,  U  Hla  Tun  Pru  made  a  proposal  for  Arakan  

State  at  the  Parliament.  U  Nu,  then  Prime  Minister,  rejected  his  

proposal.  Again  on  1  October,  1957  and  19  February  1958,  Hla  Tun  

Pru  submitted  a  proposal  for  Arakan  State  at  the  Parliament.  The  

proposal  was  opposed  by  Abul  Khair,  a  Chittagoinan  lawmaker  of  

AFPFL.  Abul  Khair  argued  that  relationship  between  the  two  

communities  in  Arakan  would  change  if  Arakan  was  granted  statehood.  

He  further  stated  that  “it  would  be  convenient  if  the  relations  were  

good  between  the  communities”;  however,  “it  would  be  inconvenient  if  

the  relationship  became  worse”  and  “it  could  impact  the  spirit  of  the  

Union.”  The  Burmese  lawmakerrs  of  AFPFL  also  rejected  the  Arakan  

State  proposal  because  the  “previous  existence  as  independent  Arakan”  

was  not  a  reason  to  grant  statehood  to  Arakan  since  there  were  so  

many  Burmese  feudal  states  within  Burma  proper  in  the  past  (Kyaw  

Win  et  al.  1991:  196-210).   

 

Before  the  1960  elections,  U  Nu’s  ruling  AFPFL  party  split  into  

two  factions,  the  “clean”  and  the  “stable”  factions.  In  the  1960  general  

elections,  the  “clean”  faction  won  more  than  half  of  the  seats  of  the  

parliament.  In  Arakan,  twelve  lawmakers  representing  ANUO  and  three  

Chittagonians  from  the  “clean”  faction  were  elected.  To  maintain  the  
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position  of  government  after  the  split  of  AFPFL,  U  Nu  needed  support  

from  its  opposition  parties  and  so  changed  his  policy.  He  wanted  to  

grant  Arakan  statehood  to  get  support  from  the  Arakanese  lawmakers  of  

ANUO  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1991:  215).  In  response  to  U  Nu’s  new  

policy,  the  Rohingya  Jam‘iyaat-al-Ulma  demanded  a  “special  district”  for  

Maungdaw  and  Buthidaung  townships  under  the  direct  administration  of  

central  government  (Yegar  1972:  103).  They  also  demanded  that  this  

district  should  be  vested  with  local  autonomy.  On  3  February,  1961,  the  

Rohingya  National  United  Organization  (RNUO)  expressed  that  the  

Muslim-populated  area  of  Mayu  district  should  not  be  part  of  Arakan  

State  (A  Hatuk  Taw  1961).  On  31  July  1961,  the  Rohingya  Youths  

Association  held  a  meeting  in  Rangoon  and  demanded  that  Arakan  not  

be  granted  the  status  of  state,  arguing  that  there  were  still  tensions  

between  the  two  communities  ever  since  the  1942  communal  conflict.   

 

The  Rohingya  Students  Association  also  made  a  similar  resolution.  

Likewise,  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  members  of  parliament  petitioned  

the  government  that  Muslim-populated  areas  should  be  excluded  from  

Arakan  State.  They  said  that  they  were  not  against  Arakan  State  but  

wanted  Arakan  State  to  exclude  Muslim-populated  areas.  They  also  

asked  for  Muslim  areas  to  be  formed  into  a  “separate  unit”  from  

Arakan.  They  insisted  that  “forcing  the  creation  of  a  single  state  upon  

all  Arakan  would  be  likely  to  lead  the  renewed  spilling  of  blood”  

(Yegar  1972:  103-104).  On  the  other  hand,  the  “Arakanese  Muslims”  of  
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Akyab  declared  that  they  would  not  support  Arakan  State  unless  the  

ANUO  fulfilled  these  two  points:  1)  Arakanese  speakers  would  support  

their  demands  and  2)  the  constitution  of  Arakan  State  will  include  

religious,  cultural,  economic,  political,  administrative  and  educational  

guarantee  for  Muslims  from  Arakan  (Yegar  1972:  104).  Their  demands  

included  22  points.  The  important  points  are  as  follows  (The  Nation  

1960):   

 

(IV)  The  head  of  the  Arakan  State…  shall  be  appointed  

alternately  from  among  the  Muslim  and  Non-Muslim  members  of  

the  State  Council  so  that  if  a  Non-Muslim  holds  the  office  for  

one  term  a  Muslim  shall  hold  the  office  the  following  term   

(V)  That  if  the  Head  of  the  State  happens  to  be  a  Muslim,  the  

speaker  of  the  State  Council  shall  be  a  Non-Muslim  and  vice-

versa.   

(VI)  …  (a)  that  not  less  than  one-third  of  the  members  of  the  

Cabinet  shall  be  Muslims.  (b)  that  not  less  than  one-third  of  the  

important  State  Portforlios  or  State  Legislative  Subjects  be  held  

by  Muslim  members  of  the  State  Council.   

(VII)  (a)  That  a  Bill  prejudicially  affecting  any  right  or  privilege  

enjoyed  by  the  Muslims  as  a  class  or  community  shall  not  be  

deemed  to  have  been  passed  by  the  Council  unless  the  majority  

of  the  Muslim  members  in  the  State  Council  have  voted  in  

favour.   

(XII)  That  in  administering  the  State,  predominantly  Muslim  

areas  shall  be  administered  through  officials  the  majority  of  
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whom  shall  be  Muslims  and  that  highest  Police  and  Executive  

Officers  posted  in  the  predominantly  Muslim  areas  shall  be  

Muslims   

(XV)  That  in  the  expenditure  of  State  Revenues  and  

contributions  received  from  the  Union  Government  allotments  

should  ordinarily  be  made  to  Muslim  and  Non-Muslim  areas  in  

proportion,  as  nearly  as  possible,  to  the  population  of  such  areas. 

(XX)  That  after  a  period  of  ten  years  from  the  formation  of  the  

Arakan  State,  any  of  the  component  regions  forming  the  State  

shall  be  at  liberty  to  secede  from  the  State  in  order  to  merge  

with  Myanmar  proper  or  to  accede  to  any  other  State  within  the  

Union  or  to  form  a  new  State  within  the  Union.   

(XXI)  (b)  That  in  rehabilitating  Buddhist  migrants  from  Pakistan,  

the  State  shall  settle  them  in  Non-Muslim  areas  in  the  state.   

 

The  communal  conflict  before  independence  created  hatred  among  

the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples.  Although  there  had  

been  an  “Arakan  Party”  founded  in  1927,  which  was  guided  by  both  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers,  the  representatives  of  the  latter  

community  rejected  a  proposal  from  the  Arakanese  speakers  to  form  an  

all-inclusive  “All-Arakan  Faction”  after  the  1951  elections.  The  Arakan  

State  movement  in  the  1950s  created  more  distrust  among  the  two  

communities.  The  aspirations  of  the  Chittagonian  nationalists  to  combine  

the  Muslims-populated  area  from  Arakan  with  East-Pakistan  and  further  

demands  for  autonomous  Muslim  state  created  distrust  to  the  former  by  
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the  Arakanese  speakers  because  they  considered  that  the  former  who  

wanted  to  “grab”  some  parts  of  “Rakhine  pray”.   

 

6.2.2  Competing  Identities:  Khoe  win  vs  Taing-yin-tha   

While  Arakanese-speaking  nationalists  were  making  demands  for  

Arakan  State,  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  not  only  opposed  the  

idea,  but  also  constructed  their  own  taing-yin-tha  identity  as  “Rohingya”  

because  they  wanted  to  equal  status  with  the  Arakanese  and  did  not  

tolerate  Arakanese  “superiority.”  Moreover,  the  tain-yin-tha  identity  

would  help  them  form  a  Muslim  state  or  special  district  in  Arakan.  

They  had  to  establish  their  ethnic  distinctiveness  to  be  able  to  attain  

taing-yin-tha  status.   

 

The  nationalist  writers  of  Arakanese  speakers,  on  the  other  hand,  

refuted  the  taing-yin-tha-hood  claims  of  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  

in  sometimes  eloquently  and  patiently  or  sometimes  in  a  regrettably  

aggressive  way.  According  to  Leider  (2016:  164-165),   

 

Rakhine  writers  adamantly  deny  the  existence  of  a  Rohingya  

ethnicity,  strongly  emphasise  the  fact  that  the  so-called  Rohingyas  

are  really  descendants  of  Chittagonian  migrants  and  draw  

attention  to  the  ongoing  illegal  immigration  from  East  Pakistan  in  

the  aftermath  of  World  War  II.   
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The  Arakanese-speaking  nationalists  consider  Rohingya  to  be  a  fake  

ethnic  identity  by  referring  to  a  “Rohingya  Hoax”  (Maung  Tha  Hla  

2009).  They  claim  that  no  ethnicity  known  as  “Rohingya”  ever  existed  

in  the  history  of  Arakan,  and  that  “Rohingya”  was  invented  only  in  the  

1950s  by  the  nationalists  and  politicians  of  Chittagonian  speakers.  They  

insisted  that  the  people  who  call  themselves  “Rohingyas”  are  of  Bengali  

ethnicity  (Maung  Tha  Hla  2009;  Khaing  Myo  Saung  2013;  Khaing  

Kyaw  2013;  Khaing  Lin  2013;  Maung  Khine  Aung  2014).  Yet  there  is  

no  trace  in  literature  of  the  term  “Rohingya”  until  1950s  (or  the  term  

“Rwangya”  or  “Ruwangya”  –  which  referred  to  pre-colonial  Muslim  

community  of  Arakan  –  until  late  1940s),  and,  the  use  of  Rooinga  in  

Buchanan’s  account  in  1799  was  re-discovered  only  about  fifteen  years  

ago  (de  Mersan  2016:  140). 

 

By  neglecting  the  existence  of  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  in  

Arakan,  the  Arakanese  speakers  further  insisted  that  the  Chittagonian  

speakers  of  Arakan  are  the  “khoe  win  Bingali”,  a  Burmese  term  

meaning  “Bengalis  who  stole  in”  to  Arakan  without  proper  permission.  

The  term  khoe  win  Bingali  has  been  superficially  translated  as  “illegal  

immigrants  from  Bangladesh”  by  international  journalists  (BBC  2016;  

Time  2016;  Daily  Star  2016).  This  kind  of  rough  translation  misled  the  

readers  that  the  nationalist  Arakanese  speakers  are  claiming  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  to  be  recent  “illegal  immigrants”  

although  some  portion  of  the  latter  have  been  living  in  Arakan  for  
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several  generations.  In  fact,  the  usage  khoe  win  looks  back  beyond  the  

present,  with  Myanmar  having  its  own  immigration  rules195.  The  term  

khoe  win  also  refers  to  the  migration  from  Banga  during  the  colonial  

period.  Many  writings  of  the  Arakanese  refer  to  the  colonial  period  

migration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Banga  (Aye  Chan  2005;  

Khaing  Myo  Saung  2013;  Khaing  Kyaw  2013;  Maung  Khine  Aung  

2014;  Khin  Maung  Saw  2016a;  Khin  Maung  Saw  2016b).  On  the  other  

hand,  the  “illegal  immigration”  of  Chittagonian  speakers  from  East  

Pakistan-Bangladesh  also  took  place  during  the  Pakistan  and  Bangladesh  

liberation  periods  (Whitteridge  1964;  O’Brien  1975).   

 

In  a  confidential  letter,  dated  28  January,  1964,  then  British  

Ambassador  to  Burma,  commented  as  follows196,   

 

The  Moslems  in  that  portion  of  Arakan  which  adjoins  with  East  

Pakistan  number  about  400,000  and  have  lived  there  for  

generations  and  have  acquired  Burmese  nationality.  But  they  are  

patently  of  Pakistani  origin  and  occasionally  some  Pakistani  cross  

into  Arakan  illegally  and  mingled  with  the  population.   

 

                                                            
 
195 ဘဂၤလီ လူမ်ိဳးမ်ားသည္ ေခတ္အဆက္ဆက္ တြင္ တရားမဝင္ေသာ နည္းလမ္းမ်ိဳးစုံျဖင့္ ရခုိင္ျပည္နယ္အတြင္းသုိ႕ 
ဝင္ေရာက္ေနထိုင္လာခဲ့ၾကရာ “The Bengalis entered and settled in Arakan by means of various 
illegal ways during the past periods” (translator’s note: i.e., colonial period, parliament 
democracy period, socialist period, etc.) (see RNDP 2012).  
 
196 Whitteridge 1964. NA/2-SEA 60/6/1 (National Archives, UK).  
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In  a  diplomatic  correspondence,  dated  23  December,  1975,  then  

British  Ambassador  to  Burma  recorded  the  illegal  immigration  from  East  

Pakistan  as  follows197:   

 

Bangladeshi  Ambassador  admitted  [sic]  that  there  were  upward  of  

½  million198  Bengalee  trespassers  in  Arakan  whom  the  Burmese  

has  some  right  to  eject.   

 

The  Arakanese-speaking  nationalists  consider  the  emergence  of  

Rohingya  identity  as  a  competition  to  their  own  “superiority.”  They  

consider  the  demand  of  taing-yin-tha  status  an  act  of  competition  trying  

to  be  equal.  They  also  consider  this  process  the  result  of  ambitions  of  

Chittagonian  speakers  trying  to  establish  a  Muslim  State  in  Arakan  

(Khaing  Myo  Saung  2013;  Khaing  Lin  2013:  26-34).  The  Arakanese  

speakers  consider  this  a  threat  to  the  existence  of  the  Arakan  because  

they  consider  it  as  “grabbing  the  land  of  Arakan  as  their  own”  by  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  (Phaw  Zan  1952-53:  20).   

 

On  the  other  hand,  trying  to  get  tain-yin-tha  status,  after  the  

changes  of  the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law,  is  the  only  way  for  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  to  survive  in  Myanmar  in  terms  of  getting  the  

                                                            
 
197 O’Brien 1975. N/AFolio 35 on File FCO 15/ 2041. (National Archives, UK).  
 
198 This means “half a million” numbers of alleged “Bengali illegal immigrants” in Burma. 
However, we are not sure to what extent these estimated numbers of the Bangladeshi 
Ambassador, cited by the British counterpart, are reliable.  
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same  social  status  and  equal  rights  as  the  rest  of  people  from  the  

country.  In  the  construction  of  their  identity,  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  

speakers  not  only  deny  the  “illegal  immigration”  from  Pakistan  but  also  

try  to  neglect  the  colonial  period  settlements  in  Arakan  (Ba  Tha  1960b:  

27;  NDPD  2012:  c).  Therefore,  the  claim  to  “tain-yin-tha-hood”  of  the  

Chittagonian  speakers  and  the  insistence  of  khoe  win  people  on  them  by  

the  Arakanese  speakers  always  clash  with  each  other.  The  Chittagonian  

speakers  also  see  the  migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  to  

Arakan  as  a  kind  of  khoe  win  (RB  News  2013).  However,  the  Burmese  

authorities  consider  these  migrations  as  “legal”199.  The  nationalist  

Arakanese  and  Chittagonian  speakers  have  clashed,  have  struggled  to  

gain  the  moral  high  ground,  and  establish  their  legitimacy.  The  

remarkable  fact  is  that  the  international  community  has  been  totally  

silent  on  this  historical  and  nationalistic  debate  which  has  occurred  since  

1950s  (Leider  2016:  166).  The  international  community  has  been  also  

silent  on  the  illegal  immigration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  from  East  

Pakistan.   

 

After  the  refugee  crisis  of  1991-92,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  have  

received  much  more  attention  from  international  organisations  such  as  

NGOs  and  UNHCR  since  they  are  considered  one  of  the  most  

vulnerable  group  in  Myanmar.  However,  Arakanese  speakers  feel  that  

they  are  not  fairly  treated  by  international  NGOs,  who  privilege  the  

                                                            
 
199 See Chapter 7 for details.  
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Chittagonian  speakers  (Leider  2012:  10).  Meanwhile,  Arakanese  are  

unhappy  with  the  international  unawareness  of  the  historical  situation  of  

the  khoe  win  and  recent  “illegal  immigrants”  to  Arakan,  and  their  

repetition  of  the  claimed  historical  narratives  of  the  Chittagonian  

speakers.  According  to  most  of  foreign  agencies,  the  people  are  the  

“Rohingya  ethnic  group  of  Myanmar”  and  not  a  de-Bengalised  people  

from  Banga.  This  kind  of  treatment  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  and  

their  notable  silences  on  the  immigration  issues  are  one  of  the  factors  

that  also  fuelled  the  anger  of  Arakanese  speakers  which  led  the  

communal  conflict  in  Arakan  in  2012.   

 

6.3  Summary   

In  this  chapter,  I  discussed  that  Arakanese  nationalism  re-emerged  

after  the  independence  of  Burma.  The  Arakanese  nationalism  was  based  

on  their  “lost  kingdom”  of  Arakan.  During  the  1950s,  Arakanese  

members  of  parliament  demanded  autonomy  for  Arakan.  The  

Chittagonian  lawmakers  were  always  against  the  autonomous  Arakan  

state  because  they  did  not  want  the  Arakanese  speakers  to  get  a  

“superior”  status.  Instead,  they  were  fighting  to  get  equal  status  in  

Arakan,  also  demanding  the  constitutional  rights.  They  also  demanded  

an  autonomous  Muslim  state  before  and  early  days  of  the  independence  

of  Burma.  Later,  they  changed  their  strategy  and  asked  for  ethnic  taing-

yin-tha  rights  in  Burma-Myanmar.  Their  construction  of  taing-yin-tha  

identity  in  Myanmar  has  always  been  rejected  by  the  Arakanese  
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nationalists.  While  the  nationalist  Chittagonian  speakers  claimed  their  

“taing-yin-tha-hood,”  the  Arakanese  speakers  always  insisted  that  they  

are  the  khoe  win  immigrants.   
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Chapter  7 

SEPARATE  FATES: 

CITIZENS,  “PROXY  CITIZENS”  AND  STATELESS  PEOPLE  

FROM  THE  TWO  MAṆḌALAS 

 

Citizenship  is  often  understood  according  to  Western  and  

international  legal  concepts.  Generally,  people  who  live  within  the  

demarcated  boundaries  of  a  certain  country  are  defined  as  the  citizens  

of  that  country  (or  they  belong  to  that  country).  According  to  the  

concept  of  jus  soli,  citizens  are  bound  by  the  territorial  and  bureaucratic  

reach  of  a  given  nation  state.  This  chapter  questions  this  general  

perception  by  arguing  instead  that  a  traditional  Burmese  and  Southeast  

Asian  concept  may  differ  from  the  established  concepts  of  citizenship.  

For  example,  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga,  who  have  lived  within  

the  territory  of  what  is  now  Bangladesh  for  several  generations,  for  at  

least  two  centuries,  are  either  formally  considered  citizens  or  informally  

as  “proxy  citizens”  of  Myanmar  (Than  Tun  2015:  150).   

 

From  the  Burmese  point  of  view,  they  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  of  

Arakan.  Maṇḍalas  overlap  with  one  another  so  that  the  Arakanese  

maṇḍala  overlap  onto  the  territories  of  Banga  (see  Chapter  2).  In  this  

situation,  the  Burmese  concept  of  citizenship  reaches  beyond  the  defined  

boundaries  of  the  country  of  Myanmar.  On  the  other  hand  Myanmar  
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categorises  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  as  belonging  to  the  

maṇḍala  of  Banga  even  though  they  live  within  the  territory  of  

Myanmar.  This  chapter  reveals  the  tacit  “notions  of  belonging”  in  the  

construction  of  Burmese  citizenship  in  Myanmar  used  by  successive  

Burmese  governments  and  discusses  how  the  definition  of  Burmese  

citizenship  goes  beyond  the  demarcated  territories.   

 

7.1  Citizenship  Theories:  International  vs  the  Burmese  Maṇḍala   

In  the  context  of  citizenship  with  regard  to  the  Arakanese  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  the  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga,  

western  and  western-trained  scholars  have  not  focused  on  traditional  

maṇḍala  concepts  [of  nation,  belonging,  or  territoriality].  On  the  other  

hand,  Arakanese  and  Burmese  have  not  tried  to  understand  the  western  

concept  of  citizenship.   

 

Not  every  country  follows  western  citizenship  concepts.  For  

example,  the  highlanders  of  Thailand  are  not  considered  full  citizens  

(sanchat  Thai)  in  Thailand.  They  are  merely  categorised  as  partial  

citizens  by  granting  them  “blue  cards”  although  many  hill  tribes  have  

been  living  inside  the  margins  of  Thailand  for  a  long  time  (Pongsawat  

2007:  177,  my  emphasis).  Only  in  1995,  were  the  highlanders  granted  

“residential  immigrant”  status.  Before  that,  they  were  stateless.  In  2000,  

the  Interior  Ministry  declared  that  registered  highlanders  who  born  in  

the  Kingdom  from  10  April  1913  to  13  December  1982  would  be  
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granted  Thai  nationality  (Pongsawat  2007:  178).  A  Cabinet  Resolution  

of  29  August  2000  stated  that  non-hill  tribe  people  (such  as  Burmese,  

Shan,  and  Mon)  who  came  illegally  to  Thailand  prior  to  3  October  

1985  would  also  be  granted  “residential  immigrant”  status  (Pongsawat  

2007:  179).  These  laws  show  that  the  “blue  card”  holders  of  Thailand  

are  different  from  other  illegal  immigrants.  However,  their  citizenship  

status  is  merely  partial  and  their  movement  within  the  country  is  

restricted.  The  Malay  speakers  of  Southern  Thailand  are  Thai  citizens  

but  “they  do  not  meet  the  informally-understood  criteria  for  full  Thai  

citizenship”  (McCargo  2011:  1).  The  Chinese  minority  in  Thailand  are  

considered  to  have  Thai  nationality  and  were  granted  “graduated  

citizenship”  in  mid-twentieth  century,  but  they  did  not  have  the  right  to  

vote  in  during  the  early  years  of  their  citizenship  (McCargo  2011:  5).   

 

Similarly  in  India,  Van  Schendel  (2002)  argues  that  India  considers  

a  category  of  people  (for  example,  non-Muslims)  living  in  another  state  

(for  example,  Bangladesh)  as  “proxy  citizens”  of  India.  Such  people  

have  the  opportunity  to  become  Indian  citizens  even  though  they  have  

been  living  in  Bangladesh.  Shneiderman  (2013:  25-36)  discusses  “border  

citizenship”  as  a  compelling  example  of  how  states  may  create  

altenative  categories  of  citizenship.  She  argues  that  “border  inhabitants”  

who  live  on  both  sides  of  the  border  between  Nepal  and  the  Tibetan  

Autonomous  Region  of  China  are  considered  “border  citizens”  of  both  

countries.  A  bilateral  agreement  between  China  and  Nepal  in  2002  
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created  a  “border  zone”  that  includes  portions  of  both  countries’  

territory,  extending  30  km  on  each  side  of  the  border.  People  from  this  

zone  classifed  as  “border  inhabitants”  have  been  issued  “border  

citizenship  cards”  which  allow  them  to  cross  the  border  without  a  

passport  or  a  visa,  and  can  travel  up  to  30  km  on  the  other  side.  Such  

a  special  territorial  entity  exceeds  the  sovereignty  of  Nepal  and  China.   

 

The  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  are  not  considered  citizens  of  

Burma  according  to  the  1974  Constitution  of  Burma  and  the  1982  

Burmese  Citizenship  Law.  Nevertheless,  they  have  been  able  to  vote,  

with  some  forming  their  own  political  parties200,  and  some  becoming  

members  of  parliaments  during  the  parliament  democracy  period  (1948-

1962),  the  socialist  period  (1974-1988)  and  the  1990  and  2010  general  

elections.  Even  though  they  have  not  been  formally  considered  citizens  

after  1974,  they  have  informally  enjoyed  rights  similar  to  those  of  

citizens.  The  concept  of  citizenship  in  Myanmar  differs  from  the  

international.  Viewing  Burmese  citizenship  only  from  the  western  point  

of  view  will  not  accord  with  the  Burmese  notions  of  belonging.   

 

7.1.1  Western  Concepts  of  Citizenship   

Western  concepts  of  citizenship  comprises  three  main  elements:  1)  

citizenship  as  legal  status  defined  by  civil,  political  and  social  rights;  2)  

citizens  as  political  agents  who  participate  in  a  society’s  political  

                                                            
 
200 Except during the period of one-party authoritarian rule (1974-1988).  
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institutions;  and  3)  citizenship  as  membership  in  a  political  community  

that  furnishes  a  distinct  source  of  identity  (Cohen  1999;  Kymlicka  and  

Norman  1994;  Carens  2000).  The  first  element  is  partly  found  in  

Marshall’s  theory  of  citizenship  (Marshall  1950).  Marshall  argues  that  

not  only  the  rights  of  citizenship  but  also  the  class  of  citizens  should  

be  expanded.  For  example,  these  rights  were  first  restricted  only  to  the  

property  owners  but  over  a  certain  period  of  time,  these  rights  were  

extended  to  other  classes  of  people.  Marshall  argues  that  citizenship  

involves  both  right  and  responsibilities  where  the  right  to  participate  

must  precede  the  responsibilities.  According  to  liberal  point  of  view,  

citizenship  meant  being  protected  by  the  law  rather  than  participating  in  

its  formulation  or  execution  (Walzer  1989).  On  the  other  hand,  the  

republican  model  emphasises  the  citizenship  as  political  agency.  

According  to  the  republican  model,  political  communities  are  defined  as  

sharing  a  common  identity,  sharing  characteristics  of  history,  language,  

cultural  norms,  values,  institutions.  These  shared  characteristics  promote  

a  sense  of  unity  and  legitimacy  for  the  spread  of  common  policies  and  

shared  rights  (Walzer  1989).  In  this  sense,  citizens  have  been  

understood  as  “culturally-similar”  and  “equal  members”  of  a  united  

political  community  bounded  by  the  territorial  and  bureaucratic  reach  of  

the  nation  state  (McMahon  2012).  It  is  the  theory  of  sovereign  territory.   

 

For  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan,  Bangladeshi  authorities  

deny  them  as  Bangladeshi  citizens  even  though  they  have  cultural,  
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linguistic  and  religious  affinities  with  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  

of  Bangladesh,  by  giving  the  reason  that  they  do  not  live  within  the  

territorial  and  bureaucratic  control  of  the  Bangladeshi  government.  

Bangladesh  compares  them  with  the  “Bengali  Muslims”  from  West  

Bengal,  who  are  not  considered  Bangladeshi  citizens,  but  citizens  of  

India  (Farzana  2011:  39).  One  could  question  whether  Bengali  Muslims  

could  become  Burmese  citizens  similarly  to  the  Bengalis  in  India.  

Experts  on  “Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan”  approached  the  

exclusionary  policies  of  both  the  Bangladesh  and  Burmese  governments  

have  made  them  stateless.  Some  scholars  explain  the  theory  of  

sovereignty  explaining  the  concept  of  the  Bangladeshi  government  which  

is  based  on  territorial  demarcation  (Farzana  2011;  Shafer  2013).  

Following  the  theory  of  sovereign  territory,  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  of  Arakan  belong  to  Myanmar  because  they  live  inside  Burmese  

territory.  The  practice  of  Bangladesh  neglects  the  concept  of  “cultural  

similarly”  united  groups.  The  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  are  part  

of  Myanmar’s  history  because  many  of  them  have  lived  inside  Burmese  

territory  for  several  generations.  On  the  other  hand,  their  historical  

origins  show  that  they  are  from  Banga,  part  of  which  is  now  

Bangladesh.   

 

The  Bangladeshi  government  considers  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  living  inside  Bangladesh  as  Bangladeshi  citizens  even  though  
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the  latter  are  related  to  the  people  from  Myanmar201.  On  the  other  

hand,  the  Burmese  government  formally  considers  those  Arakanese  

speakers  of  Bangladesh  as  citizens  (according  to  the  1947  Constitution  

of  Burma)  or  informally  consider  them  “proxy  citizens”  of  

Burma/Myanmar  (after  1974  Constitution  and  the  1982  Burmese  

Citizenship  Law).   

 

In  recent  times,  immigration  issues  have  also  had  an  important  role  

in  the  revitalisation  of  citizenship  concepts  (Bauböck  2007;  Bauböck  and  

Guiraudon  2009;  Bauböck  2010).  It  originates  from  migrant  workers  

who  did  not  return  to  their  home  countries  from  western  Europe  in  the  

1970s.  The  reunification  of  migrants’  kin,  the  presence  of  both  skilled  

and  unskilled  foreign  workers  in  developed  countries,  and  the  flow  of  

refugees  under  international  agreements  and  laws  have  forced  some  

governments  to  acknowledge  the  presence  of  foreigners  within  their  

national  populations  (McMahon  2012).  In  this  regard,  some  governments  

have  offered  rights  and  welfare  benefit  to  those  migrants  for  their  

integration  within  their  states.  This  includes  granting  access  to  public  

services  to  offering  opportunities  to  participate  in  local  politics.  Such  

policies  draw  the  social  boundaries  of  citizenship  (McMahon  2012).  The  

theories  of  citizenship  based  on  the  territorial  demarcations  which  

foreign  scholars,  NGOs,  and  UN  agencies  in  Myanmar  use  in  regard  to  
                                                            
 
201 During my three-week stay in Bangladesh in December 2008, I observed that the 
Bangladeshi government issued citizenship cards to all people living in Bangladesh just before 
the 2008 Bangladesh elections. Before 2008, the people of Bangladesh did not hold any 
citizenship cards.  
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the  Chittagonain-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  are  not  yet  

understandable  to  the  Burmese  people,  who  have  been  accustomed  to  

their  traditional  concept  of  maṇḍalas.  However,  recent  developments  in  

citizenship  related  to  migrant  workers,  may  be  understandable  to  the  

Burmese  government  and  its  people.  Burmese  generally  consider  

Chittagonian  speakers  as  descendants  of  the  “immigrant  workers”  from  

Banga  who  came  to  Arakan,  which  was  a  more  “developed”  country  

with  better  job  opportunities  during  the  colonial  time  (see  3.2).   

 

7.1.2  Maṇḍala:  Neither  Jus  Soli  nor  Jus  Sanguinis   

The  Burmese  government’s  opinion  is  different  from  the  

Bangladeshi  government.  Myanmar  claims  that  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  (called  “Rohingyas”)  of  Arakan  are  Bengalis  and  they  are  not  

“Burmese  people”  (Maung  Phoe  Mhat  2009:  4).  Whether  they  belong  to  

Myanmar  or  not  –  is  not  based  on  the  concept  of  jus  soli,  the  right  of  

a  person  who  is  born  within  a  sovereign  territory  of  a  country  to  be  a  

citizen  of  that  country,  but  rather  on  the  traditional  Southeast  Asian  

maṇḍala  concept.  As  Dellios  (2003)  explains,   

 

Southeast  Asian  polities  do  not  follow  the  concept  of  a  state  

which  is  defined  territorially  with  fixed    borders    and  a  

bureaucratic  apparatus.  Southeast  Asian  polity  was  defined  by  its  

centre  composed  of  its  people  who  tributes  to  the  power  centre  

rather  than  its  boundaries.   
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In  this  concept,  people  who  belong  to  a  certain  country  are  not  

related  to  the  boundaries  where  they  live.  For  example,  whether  or  not  

someone  belongs  to  Myanmar  is  not  based  on  who  resides  inside  the  

territory  of  Myanmar;  however,  based  on  their  alleged  belonging  to  the  

maṇḍalas  such  as  Arakan  or  Banga.   

 

This  notion  of  belonging  to  Myanmar  is  not  based  on  religion  or  

religious  exclusion  of  the  Muslims  as  previously  suggested  by  some  

writers  (for  example,  see  Crossman  2014:  23).  The  Muslim  Kamans  of  

Arakan  are  not  only  considered  Burmese  citizens  but  also  categorised  as  

taing-yin-thas202.  The  “Burmese  Muslims”  enjoy  citizenship  rights203.  

However,  many  Hindus  and  Buddhist  Marama-gri204  from  Arakan  do  not  

hold  Burmese  citizenship,  even  though  the  latter  have  been  considered  a  

taing-yin-tha  in  the  Burmese  administrative  records205.  The  Buddhist  

Marama-gri  people  speak  the  Chittagonian  language,  the  same  as  the  

Rohingyas.  The  language  pushes  the  Chittagonian-speaking  Marama-gri  

to  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  of  Banga.   

                                                            
 
202 Sometimes, the Kaman Muslims face difficulties to get citizenship in Myanmar for being 
confused them with other Muslim group who has been known as the Rohingya.  
 
203 However, they would not meet the “informally-understood” criteria for full Burmese 
citizenship according to the perceptions of general Burmese people. They would have been 
considered to belong to “South Asian” maṇḍala.  
 
204 They are known as “Barua” or Barua Magh in Bangladesh.  
 
205 Granting taing-yin-tha status to the Marama-gri by the Burmese authorities in the 1980s 
could be due to the confusion between them and the “Marma”, the Arakanese-speaking 
peoples of Banga. In the later phases of citizenship scrutiny processes, they faced difficulty in 
obtaining the citizenship status, because they have been being considered the same category as 
other Chittagonian-speaking peoples (or Rohingyas).  
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Also  the  citizenship  concept  of  Myanmar  is  not  based  on  ethnicity  

as  some  authors  said  (see  Pugh  2013:  14-15).  Unlike  various  Burmese  

ethnic  groups,  the  Kamans  in  Arakan  claim  to  be  of  Afghan  origin  

(Harvey  1925:  148)  and  the  “Burmese  Muslims”  are  South  Asian  

descendants.  Therefore,  Burmese  citizenship  is  neither  based  on  religion  

nor  ethnicity.   

 

The  maṇḍala  concept  of  Myanmar  can  be  observed  in  a  notification  

letter  sent  by  the  Deputy  Secretary,  the  Department  of  Foreign  Affairs  

of  the  Government  of  Burma  to  the  Controller  of  Immigration,  

Rangoon,  Burma  (dated  26th  December  1947),206  which  states:   

 

Under  the  constitution  of  the  Union  of  Burma,  every  person  both  

of  whose  parents  belonging  to  any  of  the  indigenous  races  of  

Burma,  irrespective  of  where  he  or  she  is  born,  is  a  citizen  of  

the  Union  of  Burma,  and  in  consequent  I  am  to  observe  that  

from  the  date  of  power  persons  of  pure  [sic]  Burmese  (including  

of  course  Arakanese)  decent  will  be  free  to  come  into  Burma  

without  restriction…  The  Arakanese  settlers  [sic]  in  Bengal  

having  been  born  there  and  doubtless  subjects  of  India  or  

Pakistan  as  the  case  may  be,  but  as  under  our  law  they  will  

also  be  Burmese  citizens.   

                                                            
 
206 Exemption from the Application of Immigration Laws and Passport Laws to Burmese 
Nationals and Arakanese Buddhist Settlers in Bengal, 219/DEA/47, Government of Burma, 
Department of Foreign Affairs, dated 26 December, 1947.  
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In  another  letter  sent  to  all  Immigration  Officers  in  India  by  the  

Controller  of  Immigration,  Government  of  Burma  (dated  3rd  April  1948),  

also  cited  above  quotations  and  stated  that  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  

from  Banga  could  freely  come  to  Burma207:   

 

[Arakanese]  will  be  free  to  come  into  Burma  without  the  

necessity  of  having  in  his  her  possession  of  Immigration  permit  

or  a  passport…  [I]dentity  cards  in  sample  for  enclosed  should,  

therefore,  be  issued  free  of  charge,  to  Burmese  nationals  

(including  of  course,  Arakanese)  on  application.  The  cards  are  

now  being  printed  here  [in  Burma]  and  will  be  sent  to  you  in  

due  course. 

 

The  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  who  “came  back”  to  Burma  in  

1950s  and  1960s  from  East  Pakistan  were  exempted  from  the  Burma  

Immigration  (Emergency  Provision)  Act  1947208  because  they  were  not  

considered  foreigners  even  though  these  Arakanese  speakers  and  their  

ancestors  were  born  and  lived  for  generations  outside  of  Burma  for  

more  than  two  centuries.  The  concept  of  jus  soli  was  not  applicable  to  

them.  It  is  somewhat  similar  to  jus  sanguinis,  in  which  citizenship  is  

                                                            
 
207 This letter (dated 3 April 1948), was cc’ed to the Secretary, Department of Foreign Affairs, 
for information with reference to 219/DEA/47 which was dated the 26 December, 1947.  
 
208 (a) Arrest of Arakanese Evacuees Returning to Akyab,. 704/FMB/50/B/1281, Controller of 
Immigration, Rangoon, Burma, dated 2 March 1951. (b) Case Regarding the Immigration of 
Arakanese Buddhist Refugees from East Pakistan, 62/ka/4(ka)/3256, Controller of 
Immigration, Rangoon, Burma, dated 7 March, 1962.  
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not  decided  by  place  of  birth.  According  to  jus  sanguinis,  anyone  for  

whom  one  of  their  parents  are  citizens  of  a  country  is  eligible  to  be  a  

citizen.  However,  Myanmar’s  concept  looks  back  for  the  case  of  more  

than  two  centuries  ago.  This  could  be  termed  as  the  maṇḍala  concept  

because  it  considered  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  to  belong  to  the  

maṇḍala  of  Arakan.  The  problem  is  that  Burmese  citizenship  concepts  

consider  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  to  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  

of  Banga  and  they  are  not  considered  as  Myanmar’s  full  citizens209.  At  

one  time,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  considered  

themselves  as  belonging  to  Banga.  Just  before  Burmese  independence,  

the  Chittagonian-speaking  nationalists  tried  to  join  the  Muslim-populated  

area  from  Arakan  with  East  Pakistan,  viewing  Banga  inside  the  territory  

of  East  Pakistan  as  their  “homeland.”  After  the  failure  of  their  initial  

plans,  they  changed  their  strategy  and  demanded  an  autonomous  Muslim  

state  within  the  Union  of  Burma.  Even  after  Chittagonian  speakers  

themselves  switched  their  notions  of  belonging,  the  Burmese  consider  

them  to  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  of  Banga210.   

                                                            
 
209 According to Chapter 4 of the 1982 Burmese Citizenship Law, there are some options for 
the Chittagonian speakers of Arakan to become naturalised Burmese citizens. But, the law 
imposed restrictions on them from becoming the Burmese citizens. The 1947 Constitution of 
the Union of Burma formally allowed the Chittagonian-speaking peoples of Arakan to become 
Burmese citizens, by following the jus soli concept. The 1947 Constitution granted citizenship 
to people who have resided within the demarcated territory of Burma; however, they were not 
considered “indigenous peoples.” Following the maṇḍala concept, 1947 Constitution also 
permitted the “indigenous races” of Burma, regardless of their place of birth, to become the 
Burmese citizens (see Chapter 2 of the 1947 Constitution).  
 
210 According to the News Release on the process of issuing the NV Cards (Identity Cards for 
National Varification) issued by the Information Committee of the Myanmar State 
Counsellor’s Office (dated 26 December 2016), the NV Card-holding Chittagonian speakers 
could freely visit Bangladesh by using “border pass” provided to them by the Burmese 
authorities. However, they are not permitted to move outside of their residing townships in 
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7.2  The  Constitutions  and  Citizenship  Laws  of  Myanmar  and  

Bangladesh   

This  section  will  analyse  the  constitutions  and  citizenship  laws  of  

the  countries  of  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh,  which  decide  the  fates  of  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Banga  and  Chittagonian  speakers  from  

Arakan.  Flexibilities  with  regard  to  granting  citizenship  are  observed  in  

the  old  citizenship  laws  of  both  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh.  The  1947  

Constitution  of  Burma  and  the  1948  Citizenship  Act  officially  recognised  

the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  as  Burmese  citizens.  After  the  

introduction  of  1974  and  2008  Constitutions  of  Burma/Myanmar  (and  

the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law),  they  are  unofficially  considered  as  

Myanmar’s  “proxy  citizens.”  On  the  other  hand,  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  from  Arakan  were  officially  considered  citizens  of  Burma  (jus  

soli)  in  the  1947  Constitution  and  1948  Citizenship  Act  of  Burma.  

However,  following  the  1974  Constitution  and  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  

Law,  they  were  no  longer  considered  as  Burmese  citizens.   

 

The  first  version  of  the  1972  Constitution  of  Bangladesh  

symbolically  excluded  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  from  

Bangladeshi  citizenship.  The  earlier  version  of  the  Bangladesh  

Constitution  only  considered  “Bangalees”  as  the  citizens  of  the  

                                                                                                                                                            
Arakan. This suggests that the Chittagonian-speaking peoples are considered to belong to 
“Banga” rather than “Arakan”.  
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country211.  The  Citizenship  Act,  1951  (formerly,  Pakistan  Citizenship  

Act)  offered  a  road  to  the  people,  regardless  of  their  place  of  birth,  to  

become  the  citizens  of  the  country.  According  to  this  Act,  Chittagonian  

speakers  of  Arakan  whose  grandparents  were  born  in  British  India212  

were  able  to  become  Pakistan  citizens  if  they  domiciled  in  East  

Pakistan  according  to  the  prescribed  laws.  However,  the  Bangladesh  

Citizenship  Order  (1972)  no  longer  allows  the  descendants  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  to  become  Bangladeshi  citizens  

even  though  they  were  born  inside  the  territory  of  Bangladesh.   

 

7.2.1  The  1947  Constitution  of  Burma  and  Union  Citizenship  Acts  

of  1948   

The  1947  Constitution  of  the  Union  of  Burma  was  approved  on  24  

September  1947,  by  the  Constituent  Assembly,  before  the  independence  

of  Burma  on  4  January  1948.  Chapter  2  of  the  Constitution  is  about  

the  “fundamental  rights”  of  the  citizens  (Constitution  of  Burma  1947:  1-

2).  The  article  11  of  the  Constitution  stated  that  the  following  persons  

were  citizens:   

 

11  (i)  Every  person,  both  of  whose  parents  belong  or  belonged  

to  any  of  the  indigenous  races  of  Burma;   

                                                            
 
211 Arakanese speakers of Banga are not “Bangalees.” The amendments of constitution 
replaced the term “Bangalees” with “Bangladeshis.”  
 
212 Arakan (Burma) was included in British India until 31 March 1937.  
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(ii)  Every  person  born  in  any  of  the  territories  included  within  

the  Union,  at  least  one  of  whose  grand-parents  belong  or  

belonged  to  any  of  the  indigenous  races  of  Burma;   

(iii)  Every  person  born  in  any  of  territories  included  within  the  

Union,  of  parents  both  of  whom  are,  or  if  they  had  been  alive  

at  the  commencement  of  this  Constitution  would  have  been,  

citizens  of  the  Union;   

(iv)  Every  person  who  was  born  in  any  of  the  territories  which  

at  the  time  of  his  birth  was  included  within  His  Britannic  

Majesty’s  dominions  and  who  has  resided  in  any  of  the  

territories  included  within  the  Union  for  a  period  of  not  less  

than  eight  years  in  the  ten  years  immediately  preceding  the  date  

of  the  commencement  of  this  Constitution  or  immediately  

preceding  the  1st  January  1942  and  who  intends  to  reside  

permanently  therein  and  who  signifies  his  election  of  citizenship  

of  the  Union  in  the  manner  and  within  the  time  prescribed  by  

law,  shall  be  a  citizen  of  the  Union.   

 

The  “indigenous  races”  in  section  (i)  of  article  11  refer  to  the  

“Arakanese,  Burmese,  Chin,  Kachin,  Karen,  Kayah,  Mon  or  Shan  and  

such  racial  groups  as  have  settled  in  any  of  the  territories  included  

within  the  Union  as  their  permanent  home  from  a  period  anterior  to  

1823”  (Union  Citizenship  Act  1948:  Section  3  (1)).  This  meant  that  

ethnic  groups  who  had  settled  in  the  region  known  as  Burma  since  the  

period  earlier  than  1823  CE  were  classified  as  taing-yin-tha  “indigenous  

races.”  Slightly  different  from  this  Act,  the  1947  Constitution  of  Burma  
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(article  11,  section  i)  stated  that  anyone  who  belongs  or  belonged  to  

any  of  these  “indigenous  races”  were  defined  as  Burmese  citizens.  The  

Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  belonged  to  Arakanese,  a  taing-yin-tha.  

Since  the  constitution  did  not  state  that  “indigenous  races”  must  be  born  

inside  the  territory  of  Burma,  and  since  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  

Banga  belonged  to  one  of  the  “indigenous  races,”  they  were  considered  

as  Burmese  citizens  (see  7.1.2).   

 

However,  sections  (ii)  and  (iii)  of  article  11  emphasise  that  other  

categories  must  be  born  within  the  territory  of  Myanmar.  Section  (iv)  of  

article  11  also  allows  people  born  within  the  Britannic  Majesty’s  

dominions  and  who  had  resided  in  Burma  for  a  specific  period  of  time,  

to  become  naturalised  citizens.  Naturalisation  for  those  people  is  

provided  by  the  Union  Citizenship  Act,  1948213  and  the  Union  

Citizenship  (Amendment)  Act,  1954.  The  procedures,  rules  and  

regulations  for  naturalisation  were  prescribed  in  the  Union  Citizenship  

(Election)  Act,  1948214  (Hnin  Yee  Myint  2011:  47).  According  to  the  

1947  Constitution  of  Burma  (Section  11,  iii,  iv)  and  the  Citizenship  Acts  

of  1948/1954,  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  who  lived  

inside  the  sovereign  territory  of  Burma  were  considered  Burmese  

citizens.   

 

                                                            

213 Act No. LXVI of 1948, Burma.  

214 Act No. XXVI of 1948, Burma.  
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7.2.2  The  1974  and  2008  Constitutions  of  Burma/Myanmar  and  the  

1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law   

The  1974  Constitution  of  the  Socialist  Republic  of  the  Union  of  

Burma  was  approved  a  year  before  in  December  1973.  The  Chapter  12  

of  the  Constitution  defined  the  citizens  as  follows  (Constitution  of  

Burma  1974:  38): 

 

Article  145  (a):  All  persons  born  of  parents  both  of  whom  are  

nationals  of  the  Socialist  Republic  of  the  Union  of  Burma  are  

citizens  of  the  Union.   

Article  145  (b):  Persons  who  are  vested  with  citizenship  

according  to  existing  laws  on  the  date  this  Constitution  comes  

into  force  are  also  citizens.   

Article  146:  Citizenship,  naturalisation  and  revocation  of  

citizenship  shall  be  as  prescribed  by  law. 

 

The  2008  Constitution  of  the  Republic  of  the  Union  of  Myanmar  

was  approved  in  May  2008.  Chapter  8  of  the  Constitution  describes  

citizens,  fundamental  rights  and  duties  of  the  citizens.  According  to  the  

2008  Constitution,  Burmese  citizens  are  as  follows.   

 

Article  345  (a):  person  born  of  parents  both  of  whom  are  

nationals  of  the  Republic  of  the  Union  of  Myanmar;   
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Article  345  (b):  person  who  is  already  citizen  according  to  law  

on  the  day  this  Constitution  comes  into  operation.   

 

In  1982,  the  then  Government  of  the  Socialist  Republic  of  the  

Union  of  Burma  introduced  a  new  Citizenship  Law  in  accordance  with  

the  1974  Constitution.  According  to  the  new  Law  (1982),   

 

Section  3:  Nationals  such  as  the  Kachin,  Kayah,  Karen,  Chin,  

Burman,  Mon,  Rakhine  or  Shan  and  ethnic  groups  as  have  

settled  in  any  of  the  territories  included  within  the  State  as  their  

permanent  home  from  a  period  prior  to  1185  Burmese  Era  or  

1823  CE  are  Burmese  citizens.   

Section  5:  Every  national  and  every  person  born  of  parents,  both  

of  whom  are  nationals,  are  citizens  by  birth.   

Section  6:  A  person  who  is  already  a  citizen  on  the  date  this  

Law  comes  into  force  is  a  citizen.   

Section  42:  Persons  who  have  entered  and  resided  in  the  State  

prior  to  4th  January  1948,  and  their  children  born  within  the  

State  may,  if  they  have  not  yet  applied  under  the  Union  

Citizenship  Act,  1948,  apply  for  naturalised  citizenship  to  the  

Central  Body,  furnishing  conclusive  evidence.   

 

“Citizenship  by  birth”  for  non-taing-yin-tha  categories  is  not  

prescribed  in  the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law.  However,  it  officially  

offered  a  road  to  non-taing-yin-thas  in  Burma  to  become  naturalised  

citizens.  The  problem  is  that  eligibility  for  becoming  Burmese  citizens  
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is  limited  by  law.  As  a  result,  most  of  them  were  not  able  to  enjoy  the  

Burmese  citizenship.   

 

7.2.3  The  Constitution  and  Citizenship  Acts  of  Bangladesh   

Bangladesh  proclaimed  her  independence  on  26  March  1971.  On  4  

November  1972,  the  Constitution  of  the  People’s  Republic  of  

Bangladesh  was  enacted  by  the  Constituent  Assembly  of  Bangladesh.  

Part  I  of  the  constitution  of  Bangladesh  (Fifteenth  Amendment,  Act  No.  

XIV  of  2011,  Bangladesh)  defines  citizenship  as  follows:   

 

Article  6  (1):  The  citizenship  of  Bangladesh  shall  be  determined  

and  regulated  by  law. 

Article  6  (2):  The  people  of  Bangladesh  shall  be  known  as  

Bangalees  as  a  nation  and  the  citizens  of  Bangladesh  shall  be  

known  as  Bangladeshis.  (my  emphasis)   

 

Before  this  amendment,  article  6  (2)  of  the  1972  Bangladesh  

Constitution  defined  that  citizens  of  Bangladesh  would  be  known  as  

“Bangalees.”  Since  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  are  not  

“Bangalees”  (Bangalis),  the  first  version  of  the  1972  constitution  of  

Bangladesh  symbolically  excluded  them  from  Bangladesh  citizenship.  

However,  the  Fourth  Amendment215  in  1975  later  renamed  “Bangalees”  

as  “Bangladeshis”  (Majid  2005:  3).  With  the  application  of  all-inclusive  

                                                            
 
215 Act No. II of 1975, Bangladesh.  
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term  “Bangladeshis,”  the  constitutional  amendment  brought  together  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  under  the  Bangladesh  citizenship  

category.   

 

The  Citizenship  Act,  1951216  which  is  formerly  known  as  the  

Pakistan  Citizenship  Act  (or  “An  Act  to  provide  for  Bangladesh  

citizenship”)217  states,   

 

Section  3:  At  the  commencement  of  this  Act  every  person  shall  

be  deemed  to  be  a  citizen  of  Bangladesh218   

Section  3(a):  who  or  any  of  whose  parents  or  grandparents  was  

born  in  the  territory  now  included  in  Bangladesh  and  who  after  

the  fourteenth  day  of  August,  1947,  has  not  been  permanently  

resident  in  any  country  outside  Bangladesh;  or   

Section  3(b):  who  or  any  of  whose  parents  or  grandparents  was  

born  in  the  territories  included  in  India  on  the  thirty-first  day  of  

March,  1937,  and  who,  (…)219,  has  or  had  his  domicile  within  

the  meaning  of  Part  II  of  the  Succession  Act,  1925,  as  in  force  

                                                            
 
216 The word “Pakistan” was omitted by Article 6 of the Bangladesh (Adaptation of Existing 
Laws) Order, 1972 (President’s Order No. 48 of 1972, Bangladesh).  
 
217 Throughout this Act, the word “Bangladesh” was substituted for the word “Pakistan” by 
Article 5 of the Bangladesh (Adaptation of Existing Laws) Order, 1972 (President’s Order No. 
48 of 1972, Bangladesh).  
 
218 The use of the term “Bangladesh” here and below sections follow the Adaptation of 
Existing Laws.  
 
219 (except in the case of a person who was in the service of Bangladesh or of any Government 
or Administration in Bangladesh at the commencement of this Act).  
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at  the  commencement  of  this  Act,  in  Bangladesh  or  in  the  

territories  now  included  in  Bangladesh;   

Section  4:  Every  person  born  in  Bangladesh  after  the  

commencement  of  this  Act  shall  be  a  citizen  of  Bangladesh  by  

birth: 

 

After  the  independence  of  Bangladesh  in  1971,  the  Act  was  later  

remained  an  “existing  law”  by  virtue  of  Laws  Continuance  and  

Enforcement  Order  (1972)  of  the  Government  of  Bangladesh.  Sections  3  

(a)  and  4  of  the  Act  allowed  people  born  in  East  Pakistan-Bangladesh  

such  as  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  to  become  the  citizens.  On  the  

other  hand,  the  Citizenship  Act  also  permitted  the  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  of  Arakan  whose  grandparents  were  born  within  “undivided  

British  India”220  to  become  the  citizens  according  to  section  3  (b).  

However,  to  become  citizens  of  Pakistan/Bangladesh,  they  have  been  

“domiciled”  according  to  the  prescribed  laws.  Section  4  of  the  Act  

prescribed  that  any  person  born  in  East  Pakistan/Bangladesh  were  

considered  to  be  the  citizens  of  Pakistan/Bangladesh.  According  to  the  

1951  Citizenship  Act,  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  who  were  

born  in  East  Pakistan/Bangladesh  were  eligible  to  become  citizens.   

 

The  problem  is  that  the  the  Citizenship  Act,  1951  was  not  repealed,  

amended,  or  declared  to  be  part  of  the  laws  of  Bangladesh  in  the  

                                                            
 
220 Arakan (Burma) was included in British India until 31 March 1937.  
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Bangladesh  Laws  (Revision  and  Declaration)  Act,  1973.  As  a  result,  the  

current  legal  status  of  this  Act  remains  unclear.  Yet  it  has  remained  an  

“existing  law”  according  to  the  Laws  Continuance  and  Enforcement  

Order  of  1972  (Hoque  et  al.  2005).   

 

Currently,  the  Bangladesh  Citizenship  (Temporary  Provisions)  Order,  

1972221  is  in  action  with  regard  to  the  Bangladesh  citizenship.  The  

Order  has  been  amended  two  times  in  1973  and  1978222  (Hoque  at  al.  

2005).  The  Bangladesh  Citizenship  Order  (1972)  defines  Bangladeshi  

citizens  as  follows.   

 

Section  2.  Notwithstanding  anything  contained  in  any  other  law,  

on  the  commencement  of  this  Order,  every  person  shall  be  

deemed  to  be  a  citizen  of  Bangladesh-   

Section  2  (1):  who  or  whose  father  or  grandfather  was  born  in  

the  territories  now  comprised  in  Bangladesh  and  who  was  a  

permanent  resident  of  such  territories  on  the  25th  day  of  March,  

1971,  and  continues  to  be  so  resident;  or   

Section  2b  (2)  The  Government  may  grant  citizenship  of  

Bangladesh  to  any  person  who  is  a  citizen  of  any  state  of  

Europe  or  North  America  or  of  any  other  state  which  the  

                                                            
 
221 President’s Order No. 149 of 1972, Bangladesh.  

222  The Bangladesh Citizenship (Temporary Provisions) (Amendment) Ordinance, 1973 
(Ordinance No. X of 1973, Bangladesh) and the Bangladesh Citizenship (Temporary 
Provisions) (Amendment) Ordinance, 1978 (Ordinance No. VII of 1978, Bangladesh).  
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Government  may,  by  notification  in  the  official  Gazette,  specify  

in  this  behalf   

 

According  to  Section  2  (1)  of  the  new  Bangladesh  Citizenship  

Order  (1972),  the  descendants  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  

Arakan223  are  no  longer  eligible  to  be  the  Bangladesh  citizens  even  

though  they  were  born  in  Bangladesh.  According  to  this  order,  their  

fathers  or  grandfathers  must  be  born  in  Bangladesh  and  must  already  

been  “permanent  residents”  in  Bangladesh.  However,  according  to  the  

Section  2b  (2),  the  Bangladesh  Government  has  an  authority  to  grant  

citizenship  to  any  person  from  the  rest  of  the  world.   

 

7.3  The  Arakanese  Speakers  from  Banga:  Citizens  and  “Proxy  

Citizens”  of  Myanmar   

As  discussed  in  7.2.1,  the  1947  Constitution  of  Burma  and  the  1948  

Union  Citizenship  Act  formally  recognised  the  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  of  Banga  as  Burmese  citizens.  As  a  result,  the  Arakanese  

speakers  of  Banga  have  been  fortunate  because  they  have  been  able  to  

be  citizens  of  both  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh.  Many  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  of  Banga  “came  back”  to  Burma.  The  immigration  authorities  

of  Burma  officially  permitted  the  Arakanese  of  Banga  to  freely  migrate  

to  Arakan  as  Burmese  citizens  (see  7.1.2).  In  a  note  sent  to  the  

Regional  Autonomy  Investigation  Commission  for  Arakan  in  1948,  there  
                                                            

223 For the case of new generation “Chittagonian speakers of Arakan” who were born in 
Bangladesh after 1978 and 1991 exodus.  
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is  a  clause  asking  “to  arrange  for  settlement  of  Arakanese  living  in  

Chittagong  District,  the  Bomung  [Bohmong]  State,  the  Sanderbands  and  

other  local  areas  [of  Banga]  at  suitable  places  in  Arakan”  (Shwe  Baw  

1952  [1948]:  71-72.   

 

Regarding  the  migration  of  Arakanese  speakers  from  Banga  to  

Arakan,  a  Bangladeshi  scholar  writes:   

 

It  is  evident  that  5,190  houses  in  164  villages  were  found  in  the  

greater  Patuakhali  area  during  the  1940s.  If  you  think  that  ten  

persons  might  have  lived  in  every  house,  the  population  was  

more  than  50,000.  But  now  the  Rakhaine  population  is  around  

4,000  only.  (Majid  2005:  64)   

 

If  one  household  is  multiplied  by  five  (the  theoretical  number  for  a  

household  of  Arakanese  or  Burmese  speakers),  the  population  of  

Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Patuakhali  might  be  around  25,000  

(instead  of  50,000  according  to  Majid)  in  the  1940s.  Official  statistics  

of  the  East  Pakistan  and  Bangladesh  censuses  show  the  drastic  decline  

of  Arakanese  speakers,  for  example,  in  the  area  of  Patuakhali  in  Banga  

coastal  areas  after  1950-1960s.   

 

Bangladeshi  scholars  (Khan  1997:  4-5;  Khan  1999:  52-54;  Majid  

2005:  61)  remark  that  many  Arakanese  speakers  from  Banga  “went  

back”  to  Myanmar  between  1960  and  1970  after  several  cyclones  hit  
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the  areas  of  Patuakhali.  Many  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Chittagong  

Hill  Tracts  also  “went  back”  to  Arakan  when  they  were  promised  to  be  

given  shelter  by  Prime  Minister  U  Nu  (Anu  Ching  2009:  19,  my  

emphasis).   

 

 Year   Population   
From  greater  
Patuakhali 

1951   12,278   
1961   16,394   
1974     4,293   
1981     3,668   
1991     3,250   

 2015224   2,500   
Table.  2.  Population decline of  Arakanese  speakers  in  Bangladesh  (Sources:  

Khan  (1997:  3);  Khan  (1999:  51);  Majid  (2005:  60),  except  for  2015).   
 
 
The  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  were  reportedly  settled  in  fifteen  

quarters  in  Akyab  (Khaing  Myo  Saung  2013:  241).  The  official  statistics  

of  the  Immigration  Department  of  Burma  showed  that  4,513  Arakanese  

speakers  of  Banga  migrated  to  Burma  between  1953  and  1962225.  In  

1964,  the  formal  exemption  for  the  Arakanese  of  Banga  from  the  

Burma  Immigration  (Emergency  Provision)  Act  1947  (which  restricted  

foreigners  entering  the  country)  was  officially  ceded226.  However,  

numerous  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  might  have  informally  

“returned”  to  Arakan  during  that  period.  In  1966  alone,  about  two  

                                                            

224 The Daily Star, 2 September. 2015.  
 
225 Case Regarding the Immigration of Arakanese Buddhist Refugees from East Pakistan, 
Immigration and Registration Department, 62/ka/4(ka)/4435, dated 2 March, 1962.  
 
226 Case Regarding the Immigration of Arakanese from East Pakistan. 2/La/Kha/64(4), 
Immigration and Registration Department, dated 23 January, 1964.  
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hundred  families  of  Arakanese  speakers  from  Patuakhali  “returned”227  

(Khan  1999:  54).  This  shows  that  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  

were  still  easily  “returning”  to  Arakan  even  after  the  Burmese  

government  did  not  officially  recognise  their  migration  to  Burma  starting  

from  1964.   

 

Van  Schendel  (2002)  argues  that  India  considers  a  category  of  

people  (non-Muslims)  living  in  another  state  (Bangladesh)  as  “proxy  

citizens”  of  India.  Following  Van  Schendel,  Than  Tun,  an  Arakanese  

scholar,  uses  the  term  “proxy  citizens”  to  refer  to  the  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  of  Banga  (Than  Tun  2015:  139-172).  Than  Tun  

defines  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  as  a  minority  religious  people  in  

Bangladesh  who  “belong  to  the  dominant  religious  community  of  the  

neighboring  country  which  is  different  from  the  dominant  religious  

community  [Bengali  Muslims]  of  the  state  in  which  they  reside”  (Than  

Tun  2015:  46).  Than  Tun  (2015:  150)  also  discusses  how  the  Burmese  

authorities  viewed  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  as  Myanmar’s  

“proxy  citizens.”   

 

During  a  state  visit  to  Bangladesh  in  1995,  two  Burmese  

ministers  had  an  exclusive  meeting  with  Rakhaing  from  Phaloung  

Chait...  When  these  Rakhaing  expressed  “their  wish  to  visit  

                                                            
 
227 Confidential File: Resident Magistrate Office, Khepupara. Letter addressed to the Sub-
divisional Officer, Patuakhali. Memo No. 87, dated 19 May 1966, cited in Khan (1999: 54).  
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Myanmar,”  the  generals,  according  to  one  informant,  replied  that  

Rakhaing  would  not  need  a  visa  to  visit  Myanmar.   

 

During  his  state  visit  to  Bangladesh  in  2004,  former  Prime  Minister  

Khin  Nyunt  met  with  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples.  The  Myanmar  

government’s  newspaper  reported  that  General  Khin  Nyunt  and  his  

delegation  were  welcomed  by  the  “local  Myanmar  people”  and  “the  

General  cordially  conversed  with  the  local  Myanmar  people”’228  (Than  

Tun  2015:  151).  This  is  a  reflection  on  the  recognition  of  Arakanese  

speakers  from  Banga  as  “proxy  citizens”  (“local  Myanmar  people”  in  

Bangladesh).   

 

From  his  extensive  anthropological  research  in  Bangladesh,  Than  

Tun  gives  several  examples  of  Banga’s  Arakanese  who  could  cross  the  

Bangladesh-Myanmar  border  without  a  visa  or  travel  documents.The  

Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  are  not  only  recognised  as  citizens  or  

“proxy  citizens”  of  Myanmar  but  also  considered  as  a  taing-yin-tha.  

Very  recently,  in  2013-2014,  many  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  

migrated  to  Arakan  due  to  unstable  conditions  in  Bangladesh  (Nyein  

Chan  2013;  Nyein  Nyein  2013;  Sanay  Lin  2014).   

 

Although  the  Arakanese  are  citizens  in  Bangladesh,  they  are  not  yet  

recognised  as  ādivāsī  (আিদবাসী)  (indigenous)  by  the  Bangladeshi  

                                                            
 
228 The New Light of Myanmar, 8 April 2004.  
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government.  Sheikh  Hasina,  Prime  Minister  of  Bangladesh,  and  Shafique  

Amed,  then  Law  Minister  declared  that  “there  is  no  ādivāsī  in  

Bangladesh”  (BD  News  2011).  This  statement  from  the  then  Foreign  

Minister  of  Bangladesh,  Dr  Dipu  Moni,  to  the  diplomats  on  26  July  

2011  is  remarkable.  She  insisted  that  the  minorities  living  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  “are  tribal  and  not  ādivāsī.”  She  further  claimed  

that  they  were  “asylum-seekers”  in  Bangladesh  and  only  Bengalis  are  

the  true  ādivāsī  people  on  the  Bangladesh  soil  (Barman  and  Mong  Sing  

Neo  2012:  58,  my  emphasis).  She  stated:   

 

In  fact  very  well  recorded  and  recent  history  of  the  Indian  sub  

continent  and  the  CHT  [Chittagong  Hill  Tracts]  region  reaffirm  

that  the  tribal  people  of  CHT  migrated  to  Bangladesh  between  

16th  and  19th  centuries  from  neighboring  countries  and  Mongoloid  

nations  during  Bengal’s  Mughal  regimes  mostly  as  asylum  

seekers  and  economic  migrants.  They  most  certainly  did  not  

reside  or  exist  in  the  CHT  lands  before  16th  century  and  were  

not  considered  the  indigenous  peoples  [ādivāsī]  in  any  historical  

reference  books,  memoirs  or  legal  documents.  Rather  the  CHT  

people  were  the  late  settlers  to  the  Bengal  soil  and  to  the  CHT  

region  while  compared  to  the  Bengali  native  ethnic  vast  majority  

residing  here  for  more  than  4000  years.  (Barman  and  Mong  

Sing  Neo  2012:  60,  my  emphasis)   
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The  15th  Amendment  to  the  Bangladesh  Constitution  in  2011,  

replaced  the  term  “tribal”  (upajāti,  uপজািত)  with  “small  nations”  

(kṣudra  jātisattā,  kুd  জািতসtা),  “small  ethnic  groups”  (kṣudra  nr̥gōṣṭhī,  

kুd  নৃেগা ী)  and  “small  communities”  (kṣudra  sampradāẏa,  kুd  সmpদায়).  

However,  they  are  not  considered  ādivāsī  in  Bangladesh.  The  then  

Bohmong  Chief  (or  “Raja”)  of  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  

Bohmong  Circle  in  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts,  the  late  Aung  Shwe  Prue  

Chowdhury,  said  that  they  were  “neither  indigenous  people  nor  tribal”  

(ādivāsī  nô,  আিদবাসী  েনা)  but  they  came  from  Myanmar229.   

 

The  fates  of  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  are  not  very  good  in  

Bangladesh.  According  to  a  Bangladeshi  scholar,  they  have  been  treated  

as  “second  class”  citizens  (Majid  2005:  19).  The  Arakanese  of  the  

Chittagong  Hill Tracts  were  enlisted  as  “scheduled  tribe”  and  the  

Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  coastal  areas  were  termed  a  “community”  

and  marked  as  “second  class”  citizens  by  “keeping  alive  their  aspiration  

for  enlistment  [as  tribe]  in  future”  (Majid  2005:  19).  According  to  the  

remarks  of  then  Foreign  Minister  Dipu  Moni,  their  status  cannot  be  the  

same  as  that  of  Bengalis.  I  will  conclude  this  section  by  recalling  the  

                                                            
 
229 In an exclusive interview (in Bengali) with the Bohmong Chief Aung Shwe Prue 
Chowdhury by the “Bangla-Link TV”, the Bohmong Chief claimed that the Arakanese 
speakers of Chittagong  Hill  Tracts “were not ādivāsī or tribal.” He explained that they came 
from “Burma-desh” (Myanmar), recalling the greatness of the “Mandalay Empire”, “Toungoo 
Empire”, “Pegu Empire”, and “Arakan Empire” of Myanmar. The Arakanese-speaking 
peoples of Banga considered themselves that they belong to Myanmar. See 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CFDqpBZ1j84 [accessed 20 August. 2016].  
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fates  of  Arakanese  speakers  of  Banga  by  reproducing  a  remark  of  a  

Bangladeshi  scholar.   

 

The  Rakhaines  [Arakanese]  became  victims  of  socio-economic  

repression  and  insecurity  after  the  Bengali  Muslims  had  come  to  

that  area  in  the  1950s  and  day  by  day  outnumbered  the  

Rakhaines  of  that  area…  In  addition  to  this  another  vital  

problem  was  that  the  administration  was  never  on  their  side,  

neutrally  and  legally;  there  was  no  social  justice  and  rule  of  law.  

Moreover  as  their  area  was  at  the  end  of  the  country,  no  

government  was  eager  to  do  any  development  work  there.  All  

these  are  reasons  for  the  extinction  of  these  people.  Fifty  

thousand  Rakhaines  of  the  1950s  [sic]  have  decreased  to  four  

thousand  and  five  hundred  in  the  1980s.  As  a  result,  they  are  

again  going  back  to  their  ‘forefather's  land’  which  they  left  in  

Arakan.  (Majid  2005:  14)   

 

7.4  The  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan:  The  Stateless  People  in  

Myanmar  and  Bangladesh   

The  1947  Constitution  of  Burma  and  the  1948  Union  Citizenship  

Act  formally  recognised  the  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  as  

citizens  of  Myanmar  (see  7.2.1).  The  fates  of  Chittagonian  speakers  

turned  after  the  introduction  of  1974  Constitution  of  Burma  and  the  

1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law  which  no  longer  recognised  them  to  be  

Burmese  citizens.  They  have  been  considered  to  belong  to  the  maṇḍala  



 

 

247 

 

of  Banga.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Bangladeshi  government  does  not  

recognise  them  to  be  part  of  Bangladesh.  As  a  result,  they  remain  

stateless.  Sheik  Hasina,  the  Bangladesh  Prime  Minister,  referred  to  them  

as  Myanmar’s  citizens  in  an  interview  (Al  Jazeera  2012).  U  Thein  Sein,  

then  President  of  Myanmar,  said  in  an  interview  to  the  Washington  Post  

that  “we  only  have  Bengalis  who  were  brought  for  farming”  during  

British  rule  and  “there  are  no  Rohingya  among  the  races”  (Gearan  

2013).  This  means  that  Thein  Sein  did  not  recognise  the  Chittagonian  

speakers  of  Arakan  as  a  Burmese  taing-yin-thas.  In  the  interview,  Thein  

Sein  did  not  say  whether  they  deserve  Burmese  citizenship;  however,  he  

said  that  it  will  be  possible  for  them  if  they  meet  the  conditions  for  

naturalised  citizenship  according  to  the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law.  

During  her  position  as  the  opposition  leader,  Daw  Aung  San  Suu  Kyi,  

now  the  State  Counsellor,  said  that  Myanmar  “must  decide  for  itself”  

whether  or  not  to  grant  citizenship  to  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  

Arakan  (Tha  Lun  Zaung  Htet  2013).   

 

Although  they  are  not  recognised  as  Burmese  citizens  following  the  

1982  Citizenship  Law,  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  have  

been  considered  as  “permanent  residents”  in  Myanmar.  In  a  letter  of  

response  to  UN,  the  Burmese  government  mentioned  as  follows.   

 



 

 

248 

 

In  the  official  records,  they  are  listed  as  Bengali  racial  group  of  

the  Bengali  race  and  are  recognised  as  permanent  residents  

within  Myanmar.  (Hnin  Yee  Myint  2011:  45,  my  emphasis)   

 

Following  the  Union  Citizenship  Act,  1948,  the  Government  of  

Burma  enacted  the  Residents  of  Burma  Registration  Act,  1949230.  

According  to  this  Act,  registration  of  the  people  residing  in  Burma  and  

issuing  the  National  Registration  Cards  (NRCs)  started  in  1952.  Many  

Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  were  issued  NRC  cards.  However,  it  

is  stated  on  the  cards  that  “by  mentioning  nationality  will  not  be  

evidence  that  the  holder  is  of  that  country”  (Ullah  2014)231.  After  the  

introduction  of  the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law,  the  Burmese  

government  replaced  the  NRCs  with  Citizenship  Scrutiny  Cards  (CSCs)  

in  1989.  CSC  cards  were  not  issued  to  nearly  any  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  in  Arakan.  However,  in  1995,  they  were  issued  Temporary  

Registration  Cards  (TRCs)  also  known  as  “White  Cards”  (Lewa  2009:  

11-12).  According  to  Khin  Yi,  then  Minister  for  Immigration,  there  

were  about  700,000  White  Card  holders  (including  590,000  above  18  

years  of  age)  in  the  whole  of  the  country  in  2015.  Of  them,  about  

670,000  were  in  Arakan  (Myanmar  Standard  Time  2015)232.   

                                                            
 
230 Act No. XLI of 1949, Burma.  
 
231 မည္သည့္ ႏုိင္ငံသားဟု ေဖာ္ျပျခင္းျဖင့္ လက္မွတ္ကုိင္ေဆာင္သူသည္ အကယ္စင္စစ္ ထုိႏုိင္ငံသားျဖစ္ေၾကာင္း 
သက္ေသခံ အလ်ဥ္း မျဖစ္ေစရ။  
 
232 According to the Arakan State Parliament, there were 2,836 CSC and 29,444 NRC card-
holding Chittagonian speakers in Arakan in 2013. 
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When  they  enjoyed  the  status  of  Burmese  citizenship,  they  had  the  

right  to  vote  in  the  1951,  1956  and  1960  general  elections.  They  had  

their  own  political  parties,  such  as  the  Jamaitul-ulema.  Before  

independence  in  1947,  three  Chittagonian  speakers  were  elected  as  

members  of  the  legislative  council  in  the  constituent  assembly  elections.  

During  the  period  of  parliamentary  democracy  (1948-1962),  four  

Chittagonian  members  of  parliament  in  1951,  six    lawmakers  in  1956  

and  five  members  of  parliament  in  the  1960  general  elections  were  

elected  (NDPD  2012:  6).  However,  the  right  to  vote  or  become  a  

candidate  in  the  constituent  Assembly  was  not  related  to  Burmese  

citizenship.  According  to  the  “Aung  San-Attlee”  Agreement  of  1947233,  

people  were  eligible  to  vote  or  stand  as  candidates  in  the  elections  if  

they  were  “Burmese  nationals”  or  “British  subjects”  or  “Subjects  of  an  

Indian  State”  or  “who  were  born  in  Burma.”  As  the  Aung  San-Attlee  

Argeement  states,   

 

[A]  Burma  national  is  defined  for  the  purpose  of  eligibility  to  

vote  and  to  stand  as  a  candidate  at  the  forthcoming  elections  as  

a  British  subject  or  the  subject  of  an  Indian  State  who  was  born  

in  Burma  and  resided  there  for  a  period  of  not  less  than  eight  

years  in  the  ten  years  immediately  preceding  either  1st  January,  

                                                            
 
233 A major agreement between General Aung San, representing Burma, and Premier Clement 
Attlee of the British government for granting independence of Burma.  
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1942,  or  1st  January,  1947.  (Kyaw  Win  et  al.  1990:  670,  my  

emphasis)   

 

According  to  the  1974  Constitution  of  the  Socialist  Republic  of  the  

Union  of  Burma,  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  were  not  officially  

considered  as  Burmese  citizens.  However,  during  the  elections  of  the  

socialist  period  (1974-1988),  two  Chittagonian-speaking  members  for  the 

people’s  parliament  (pyithu  hluttaw)  were  elected  in  1974  and  one  

member  of  people’s  parliament  was  elected  in  1978234  (RSPC  1982:  

116,  130;  NDPD  2012:  7).  In  the  regional-level  elections  in  Arakan  

State,  six  Chittagonian-speaking  people’s  council  members  in  1974,  at  

least  two  members235  in  1978,  and  at  least  one  member236  in  1981,  

were  elected  (RSPC  1982:  117-141).  Although  they  were  stateless  in  

Burma,  they  got  the  rights  such  as  to  vote  and  become  members  of  

parliament  in  various  legislatures  during  the  socialist  period.  However,  

they  did  not  get  a  chance  to  form  their  own  political  parties  because  

the  Burma  Socialist  Program  Party  (BSPP)  was  the  only  political  party  

of  the  country  at  that  time.   

 

                                                            
 
234 They were NRC card holders. However, people who voted them were not officially 
considered citizens of Burma according to the 1974 Constitution.  
 
235 I could identify the numbers of “people’s council members” only according to their 
Chittagonian names. It will be difficult to identify other Chittagonian speakers who bear the 
Arakanese names. It is possible that there could be more memers for the people’s council.  
 
236 Id.  
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When  the  1990  general  elections  were  held,  the  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  not  only  had  the  right  to  vote  but  also  to  

form  political  parties  and  became  members  of  parliament.  As  discussed  

above,  “White  Cards”  (or  TRCs)  were  granted  to  them  only  in  1995.  

When  the  NRC  cards  were  replaced  with  CSCs  in  1989,  most  of  them  

did  not  receive  CSCs  because  they  were  no  longer  considered  citizens.  

As  a  result,  most  of  them  had  no  possibility  of  holding  any  citizenship  

cards  or  “resident  certificates”  such  as  “White  Cards”  in  1990.  

However,  they  got  a  chance  to  cast  their  votes,  and  the  elected-people  

became  lawmakers237  in  the  1990  elections.  Four  Chittagonian-speaking  

lawmakers  were  elected  at  that  time238.  In  2010  general  elections  (which  

transformed  the  country  from  the  military  rule  to  “quasi-civilian”  rule),  

three  Chittagonian-speaking  members  of  parliament  for  the  union-level  

parliament,  and  four  members  for  Arakan  State  regional-level  parliament,  

were  elected239.   

 

However,  conditions  changed  prior  to  the  2015  elections,  when  

Thein  Sein,  then  President  of  Myanmar,  issued  an  order  on  11  February  

2015  that  the  validity  of  “White  Cards”  would  expire  on  31  March  

2015  (Dinmore  2015).  According  to  Khin  Yi,  then  Minister  for  

Immigration,  more  than  415,000  “White  Cards”  had  been  surrendered  as  

                                                            
 
237 The members of parliament were CSC card holders although most of the voters were not.  
 
238 The 1990 elections were not recognised by the then military junta.  
 
239 The 2010 elections law permitted the “White Card” holders to vote and form political 
parties in Myanmar.  
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of  30  May  2015  (Myanmar  Standard  Time  2015).  In  return,  they  were  

given  receipts  which  they  were  supposed  to  exchange  for  “Light-Blue  

Cards,”  another  kind  of  “resident  certificate”  valid  for  two  years  (Lun  

Min  Mang  2016).  In  the  2015  general  elections,  held  in  November,  

2015,  they  were  not  allowed  to  cast  their  votes.   

 

Although  they  had  the  right  to  vote,  form  political  parties,  and  

become  members  of  parliament,  they  suffered  systematic  oppression  and  

persecution  after  they  have  been  officially  considered  as  “non-citizens.”  

They  have  been  labeled  as  “the  most  persecuted  people  in  the  world”  

in  the  media.  In  1978,  about  200,000  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  

Arakan  were  expelled  to  Bangladesh  by  Ne  Win’s  socialist  government.  

However,  under  the  UN  arrangements,  187,197  people  went  back  

(Farzana  2011:  121).  During  the  1991-1992  oppression  under  the  

military  junta,  about  270,000  Chittagonian  speakers  of  Arakan  fled  to  

Bangladesh  (Farzana  2011:  113).  Again,  due  to  the  UN  intervention,  

about  230,000  people  came  back  to  Myanmar  (Farzana  2011:  127).  

Myanmar’s  statistics  show  for  1991-92  that  about  250,000  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  fled  to  Bangladesh  and  236,495  people  returned  to  

Myanmar  between  1995  and  2005  (Maung  Phoe  Mhat  2009:  4).  The  

official  remaining  population  of  Chittagonian  speakers  was  about  20,000  

after  repatriation;  and  the  current  registered  population  of  refugees  in  

Bangladesh  in  2016  is  32,878  people  along  with  their  about  5,000  

unregistered  children  (Zinnat  2016).   
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The  media  have  reported  the  population  of  current  Chittagoinian  

speakers  of  Arakan  (Rohingyas)  in  Bangladesh  as  “200,000”  (Ganguly  

and  Miliate  2015)  or  “300,000”  (Kipgen  2016)  or  “500,000”  (The  

Economist  2015).  One  scholar  roughly  estimated  their  population  in  

Bangladesh  as  “between  200,000  and  500,000”  (Bjornberg  2016:  158).  

Another  scholar  estimated  their  numbers  to  be  “326,500”  in  2011  

(Farzana  2011:  5)  and  “328,500”  in  2016  (Farzana  2016:  283).  Until  

2016,  no  official  headcount  of  the  Rohingyas  has  yet  been  conducted.  

Therefore,  all  numbers  are  the  estimated  figures.  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  of  Arakan  have  been  considered  as  “migrants  who  entered  

Bangladesh  fleeing  oppressions  in  Myanmar  since  1978”  (Zinnat  2016).   

 

The  statistics  of  the  first  round  of  Bangladesh  census  (2016)  show  

that  less  than  300,000  Rohingyas  currently  live  in  Bangladesh  (Zaman  

2016;  Zinnat  2016).  Some  Bangladeshi  journalists  thought  that  many  of  

them  were  not  included  in  head  counts  (Zaman  2016;  Sakhawat  2016).  

According  to  the  official  statistics  of  Bangladesh,  those  less  than  

300,000  Rohingya  Muslims  constituted  in  37,000  families  (Zinnat  2016).  

It  shows  that  there  are  about  eight  people  in  each  family.  According  to  

the  sources  of  the  Cox’s  Bazar  Statistics  Office,  20,000  families  (or  

about  160,000  people)  out  of  37,000  families  are  exclusively  Rohingyas.  

Therefore,  recent  statistics  show  that  numbers  of  “genuine”  Rohingyas  in  

Bangladesh  comprise  only  about  160,000  people  –  not  as  high  as  
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500,000  as  mentioned  in  the  previous  estimations.  The  other  17,000  

families  (or  about  136,000  people)  are  those  inter-married  between  the  

Rohingyas  and  Bangladeshis  (Zinnat  2016).  It  shows  that  “hundreds  of  

thousands”  of  Rohingya  people  were  mixed  within  the  Bangladeshis  and  

some  second  and  third-generation  of  them  have  been  born  in  

Bangladesh  since  1978.   

 

According  to  the  Citizenship  Act,  1951240,  those  “hundreds  of  

thousands”  of  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  are  fit  within  

the  Bangladesh  citizenship  category.  According  to  the  Bangladesh  

Citizenship  Order  (1972),  second  or  third-generation  Chittagonian  

speakers  from  Arakan  who  were  born  in  Bangladesh  should  be  eligible  

to  the  Bangladesh  citizenship,  too;  however,  Bangladesh  government  

never  wanted  to  consider  them  and  those  who  inter-married  with  the  

Bangladeshis  and  their  generations  as  Bangladesh  citizens.  Instead,  they  

have  been  continuously  called  “citizens  of  Myanmar.”   

 

However,  there  are  informal  ways  to  be  recognised  as  “Bangladesh  

citizens”  for  them.  In  2015,  some  Bangladesh  news  reported  that  about  

50,000  “Myanmar  Rohingyas”  were  allegedly  holding  Bangladesh  

passports  (BD  News  2015;  Financial  Express  2015).  Again,  “thousands  

of  Rohingyas”  are  also  found  to  be  included  in  the  voters’  lists  during  

the  2008  (Shafer  2013  :15)  and  2013  Bangladesh  elections  (Barman  and  

                                                            
 
240 It is still an “existing law” in controversial situation in Bangladesh (see 6.2.3).  



 

 

255 

 

Mong  Sing  Neo  2014:  29).  It  shows  that  the  “stateless”  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  were  allowed  to  vote  in  the  countries  of  

Myanmar  and  Bangladesh  –  either  officially  or  unofficially  –  although  

voting  is  an  exclusive  right  for  the  citizens.   

 

The  fates  of  the  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  are  not  good  in  

either  Myanmar  or  Bangladesh.  Though  having  lived  in  Myanmar  for  

several  generations,  they  are  not  recognised  as  the  citizens.  In  

Bangladesh,  they  have  been  denied  to  become  Bangladesh  citizens  

although  many  of  them  were  born  in  Bangladesh  as  second  or  third  

generations.  They  have  been  severely  persecuted  in  Myanmar  which  

some  human  rights  activists  accused  it  as  “slow  genocide”  (Zarni  and  

Cowley  2014).  When  the  Arakanese  speakers  of  Bangladesh  “returned”  

to  Arakan,  they  were  welcomed  as  citizens  or  “proxy  citizens.”  

However,  when  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  “arrived”  at  

Bangladesh  (their  ancestral  homeland),  they  were  not  welcomed  by  the  

Bangladesh  government.  Instead,  they  were  considered  as  “refugees  from  

Myanmar.”   

 

7.5  Summary   

In  this  chapter,  I  discussed  different  citizenship  concepts  hold  by  

Bangladesh  and  Burmese  governments.  Based  on  the  theory  of  sovereign  

territory,  Bangladeshi  government  considers  Chittagonian-speaking  

peoples  from  Arakan  as  “Burmese  citizens.”  At  the  same  time,  the  
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Bangladeshi  government  recognised  the  Arakanese  speakers  from  Banga  

as  Bangladesh  citizens.  However,  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  are  not  

considered  as  ādivāsī  in  Bangladesh.  On  the  other  hand,  Burmese  

government  does  not  consider  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  

to  belong  to  Myanmar  by  holding  a  concept  that  they  belong  to  the  

maṇḍala  of  Banga.  Following  this  “notion  of  belonging,”  successive  

Myanmar  governments  recognised  the  Arakanese  speakers  from  Banga  as  

citizens  or  “proxy  citizens”  of  Myanmar.   

 

I  discussed  the  flexibility  of  earlier  constitutions  and  citizenship  

laws  in  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh  (East  Pakistan).  Before  the  

introduction  of  1974  Constitution  and  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law,  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  were  formally  considered  as  

Burmese  citizens.  However,  the  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law  does  not  

consider  them  to  be  part  of  Myanmar,  but  they  have  been  allowed  to  

vote  in  the  elections.  The  Citizenship  Act,  1951  of  East  Pakistan-

Bangladesh  allowed  every  person  born  in  East  Pakistan-Bangladesh  to  

become  its  citizens.  According  to  this  Act,  second  and  third  generations  

of  Chittagonian  speakers  from  Arakan  who  were  born  in  Bangladesh  

were  able  to  become  the  citizens  of  Bangladesh.  However,  according  to  

the  Bangladesh  Citizenship  Order  (1972),  the  Chittagonian  speakers  of  

Arakan  who  are  born  in  Bangladesh  are  not  considered  as  Bangladesh  

citizens.  An  interesting  fact  in  Bangladesh  is  that  some  Chittagonians  
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from  Arakan  (although  they  are  not  the  citizens)  were  included  in  the  

voters’  lists  in  Bangladesh.   
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CHAPTER  8 

CONCLUSION 

 

This  dissertation  situates  its  focus  at  the  interstices  of  South  and  

Southeast  Asian  Studies.  Its  attention  to  Banga  (a  sub-region  of  present-

day  South-eastern  Bangladesh)  and  Arakan  (Western  sub-region  of  

contemporary  Myanmar)  challenges  conventional  spatial  and  geo-political  

approaches  to  both  historical  and  contemporary  studies  of  this  area.  

Moving  beyond  national  and  sub-national  state  divisions,  this  dissertation  

employs  historical  geography,  historical  demography,  migration  patterns,  

and  linguistic  matrics  according  to  shifting  historical  centres  and  

peripheries.  On  the  other  hand,  the  thesis  challenges  the  area-studies  

distinctions  and  boundaries  that  have  framed  previous  studies  of  the  

peoples  and  cultures  of  these  areas.  While  Myanmar  presides  within  

Southeast  Asian  Studies  and  Bangladesh  is  normally  associated  with  

South  Asia,  the  dissertation  applies  the  concept  of  maṇḍalas  as  structure  

for  explaining  the  interaction  between  the  peoples  of  the  two  zones  of  

Arakan  and  Banga.  By  doing  so,  contemporary  events  are  taken  out  of  

their  national  contexts  and  resituated  into  a  much  more  dynamic  history  

of  interaction  and  community  formation  over  time  and  space.   

 

In  this  dissertation,  I  have  made  three  general  arguments  concerning  

the  adjoining  regions  of  Arakan  in  Western  Myanmar  and  Banga  in  
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South-eastern  Bangladesh.  First,  the  annexation  of  Banga  by  the  

Arakanese  kings  in  the  sixteenth  century  brought  together  the  two  

regions  of  Arakan  and  Banga  under  Arakan  rule.  Modern  historians  who  

study  Arakan  suggest  that  the  combination  of  two  regions  marks  the  

emergence  of  what  they  call  the  “Arakan-Banga  Continuum.”  When  

viewed  from  the  perspectives  of  either  the  Irrawaddy  valley  in  Myanmar  

proper  or  Bengal  in  the  Indian  subcontinent,  Arakan  and  Banga  could  

certainly  be  seen  as  either  “frontier”  or  “borderland”  areas.  However,  I  

argue  that,  when  viewed  from  the  perspective  of  their  own  political  

centres,  these  regions  are  in  fact  much  better  understood  as  two  

overlapping  maṇḍalas,  with  the  Arakan  maṇḍala  being  centred  in  Mrauk  

U  (the  capital  of  Arakan),  while  the  Banga  maṇḍala  was  centred  in  

Chittagong.  As  traditional  Southeast  Asian  political  entities,  they  were  

not  conceptualised  or  defined  by  its  citizens  according  to  fixed  

boundaries  but  instead  according  to  the  diffusion  of  power  from  their  

respective  political  centres.  Because  these  maṇḍalas  are  cultural  

constructs  perpetuated  in  the  minds  of  the  people,  even  when  they  no  

longer  conform  to  maps  with  fixed  boundaries.  

 

Second,  the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  both  

Arakan  and  Banga  have  each  developed  distinctive  identities  such  as  

“Rakhine,”  “Marma,”  and  “Rohingya.”  I  argue  that  local  and  colonial  

narratives  are  important  in  understanding  the  formulation  and  

strengthening  of  cultural,  ethnic  and  linguistic  identities  within  Arakan  



 

 

260 

 

and  Banga.  I  highlight  in  particular  the  significant  roles  played  by  

British  colonial  maps,  observer  accounts,  and  censuses,  as  well  as  the  

rise  of  nationalism  in  post-independence  Burma/Myanmar  in  shaping  

these  identities.  Furthermore,  I  argue  that  the  development  of  the  

Rakhine  and  Marma  identities  among  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  was  

due  to  processes  of  de-Myanmarisation  and  de-Arakanisation,  which  I  

discussed  in  this  thesis.  Meanwhile,  the  claims  by  Chittagonian  speakers  

with  regard  to  the  “Rohingya”  identity  developed  as  the  result  of  a  

parallel  process  of  de-Bengalisation.   

 

Third,  I  argue  that  modern  Burmese  citizenship  is  not  

conceptualised  according  to  Western  notions  of  citizenship  but  instead  

built  on  the  idea  of  belonging  culturally,  linguistically,  and  in  other  

ways,  to  the  distinct  political  maṇḍalas.  In  this  regard,  the  

conceptualisation  of  Burmese  legal  “citizenship”  structures  notions  of  

belonging  beyond  –  and  in  many  ways  without  direct  regard  to  –  the  

politically  demarcated  borders  of  modern  Myanmar.   

 

As  I  explain  in  the  intial  chapters  of  the  thesis,  specialists  on  

Arakan  studies  have  previously  regarded  the  annexation  of  Banga  by  

Arakan  as  an  expansion  of  the  Arakan  kingdom,  but  none  have  yet  

argued  that  Banga  and  Arakan  should  be  regarded  as  two  separate  

maṇḍalas.  With  the  appointment  of  anok  bhuraṅ  (“king  of  the  west”)  of  

Banga  by  the  Arakanese  king,  Banga  became  a  separate  administrative  
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zone  within  the  Arakan  kingdom’s  newly  expanded  territorial  boundaries.  

However,  Banga  functioned  as  political  centre  in  its  own  right,  

effectively  creating  two  maṇḍalas  within  the  kingdom  at  that  time,  and  

controlled  by  two  rulers:  the  king  of  Arakan  and  the  “king  of  the  west”  

in  Banga.  In  1666  CE,  the  Banga  maṇḍala  fell  into  the  hands  of  the  

Mughals.  However  some  parts  of  Banga,  especially  the  Chittagong  Hill  

Tracts,  remained  under  the  suzerainty  of  the  Arakanese  kings.  Thus  

Arakan’s  maṇḍala  overlapped  with  some  Mughal-controlled  areas  of  

Banga.  A  century  later,  in  1761,  Mughal-controlled  Banga  was  annexed  

by  the  British,  and  in  1785,  Arakan  was  occupied  by  the  Burmese.   

 

Some  Western  and  Bangladeshi  scholars  have  stated  that  Arakanese-

speaking  peoples  from  Banga  are  actually  descendants  of  Arakanese  

refugees  who  arrived  in  Banga  after  the  fall  of  the  Arakan  kingdom  to  

the  Burmese  in  1785.  However,  my  analysis  of  historical  sources  shows  

that  Arakanese  speakers  have  settled  in  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  in  

Banga  since  the  Arakan  kingdom  period.  I  argue  instead  that  the  

presence  of  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  

resulted  from  the  expansion  by  the  Arakan  kingdom  onto  the  domain  of  

the  neighbouring  Banga  maṇḍala.  Later,  after  the  fall  of  Chittagong  (the  

political  centre  of  Banga)  to  the  Mughals,  some  Arakanese-speaking  

peoples  fled  to  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  seeking  refuge  from  state-

making  projects  such  as  taxation,  warfare,  or  political  repression  that  the  

Mughals  might  have  imposed  upon  them.  In  this  particular  instance,  
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these  Arakanese  lowlanders  adapted  to  upland  life  in  order  to  avoid  

absorption  into  the  Mughal  Empire.  Yet  not  every  Arakanese  speaker  in  

the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  is  a  descendant  of  these  types  of  “runaways.”   

 

During  the  fall  of  the  Arakan  kingdom,  between  1785  and  1794  

CE,  another  group  of  Arakanese  speakers  fled  to  Banga  coastal  areas  

and  took  refuge  there.  This  period  of  warfare,  a  type  of  state-making  

project  per  Scott,  resulted  in  the  expulsion  of  many  Arakanese  to  the  

plain  areas  of  Banga,  rather  than  to  the  uplands  of  the  Chittagong  Hill 

Tracts.  At  that  time,  Banga  was  already  under  the  control  of  the  

British,  who  protected  the  Arakanese  refugees  within  their  defined  

colonial  territories.  In  contrast  to  the  previous  group,  these  Arakanese  

speakers  found  a  zone  of  refuge  in  the  Banga  lowlands,  rather  than  in  

the  hills  as  before.   

 

The  “Arakanese-nationalist”  school  of  thought  tries  to  undermine  the  

existence  of  any  pre-colonial  Muslim  population  in  Arakan.  In  contrast,  

the  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  school  of  thought  insists  that  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  are  “indigenous”  Muslims  who  

have  been  in  the  Arakan  region  since  the  Arakan  kingdom  period.  

Some  “Chittagonian-nationalist”  scholars  also  argue  that  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  modern  Arakan  are  either  the  

“indigenous  peoples”  of  Arakan  or  else  descendants  of  Bengalis  who  

were  imported  into  Arakan  as  slaves  during  the  seventeenth  and  
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eighteenth  centuries.  However,  such  scholars  appear  to  disregard  the  

mass  migration  of  Chittagonian  speakers  to  Arakan  that  took  place  

during  the  British  colonial  period,  despite  statistical  evidence  from  

British  colonial  administrative  sources.  Modern  historians  of  Arakan  do  

acknowledge  the  existence  of  Chittagonian  speakers,  including  Bengali  

slaves,  during  the  Arakan  kingdom  period,  but  there  is  no  historical  

evidence  to  support  the  claim  that  Chittagonian  speakers  are  indigenous  

to  Arakan.  While  there  was  a  very  real  presence  of  Chittagonian  

speakers  in  pre-colonial  Arakan,  the  tentative  population  estimates  we  

can  derive  from  the  diverse  historical  records  available  indicate  that  they  

constituted  a  notable  but  small  demographic  relative  to  the  rest  of  the  

population.   

 

Most  of  this  thesis  has  been  devoted  to  explaining  how  such  

identities  as  “Rakhine,”  “Marma”  and  “Rohingya”  emerged  in  Arakan  

and  Banga.  In  contrast  to  previous  studies  that  attribute  enduring  

identities  to  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  and  Banga,  and  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan,  I  argue  that  these  identities  are  

actually  more  recent  developments.  Although  the  term  “Rakhine”  can  be  

traced  back  as  early  as  1197  CE  in  the  inscriptions,  the  current  

meaning  of  Rakhine  actually  emerged  relatively  recently,  during  the  

colonial  period.  In  fact,  both  Arakanese  speakers  and  Burmese  had  

previously  regarded  Arakanese  speakers  as  Maramā  (Myanmar)  or  

“Burmese.”  However,  as  I  argue,  the  process  of  de-Myanmarisation  in  
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post-independence  Burma  led  to  the  emergence  of  an  Arakanese  identity  

distinct  from  the  Burmese.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Marma  from  the  

Chittagong  Hill Tracts  appear  to  have  maintained  the  older  Arakanese  

Maramā  identity,  along  with  a  de-Arakanisation  process  that  took  place  

during  the  colonial  period.   

 

With  reference  to  identifying  Chittagonian  speakers,  the  earliest  

recorded  use  of  the  term  Rooinga  in  Western  accounts  appeared  in  1799  

CE.  However,  the  term  “Roangya”  once  represented  the  pre-colonial  

Muslim  population  of  Arakan,  as  well  as  Hindus,  Arakanese,  and  

Chakmas.  The  term  “Rwangya”  re-emerged  in  the  late  1940s,  but  was  

used  only  in  reference  to  the  pre-colonial  Muslims  of  Arakan.  In  

contrast,  the  modern  ethnonym  of  “Rohingya,”  with  its  current  spelling,  

first  appeared  in  the  late  1950s.  Today,  it  is  used  to  represent  both  the  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  whose  ancestors  arrived  in  the  colonial  

era,  and  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  of  Arakan.   

 

I  discuss  the  formation  of  identities  during  the  colonial  period  

according  to  several  theoretical  approaches.  Anderson  (1991:  163-185)  

theorised  that  colonial  states  imagined  their  dominion  through  three  

institutions  –  maps,  censuses  and  museums.  Colonial  states  imagined  

“identities”  by  constructing  “ethnic-racial”  classifications  through  

censuses.  Maps  created  geographic  spaces  for  the  people  to  get  

“identities”  from  the  areas  where  they  are  dwelling  in.  I  argue  that  the  
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modern  Arakanese  or  Rakhine  identity  is,  essentially,  a  colonial  

construction,  given  that  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  living  within  the  

boundaries  of  Arakan  were  all  mapped  and  classified  as  “Arakanese”  in  

colonial  accounts.  This  is  the  context  in  which  the  current  Arakanese  or  

Rakhine  identity  emerged.  Similarly,  the  general  categorisation  of  

“Mahomedans”  in  the  narratives  based  on  censuses  effectively  brought  

together  all  Muslims  in  Arakan,  leading  to  the  development  of  a  

broader,  combined  Muslim  identity  during  the  colonial  period.   

 

I  argue  that  the  Rakhine  identity  emerged  after  the  combination  of  

various  smaller  local  groups  in  the  British  colonial  narratives,  unifying  

them  under  the  label  of  “Arakanese”  or  “Rakhine.”  This  Rakhine  

identity  was  further  strengthened  with  the  emergence  of  the  Arakan  

State  movement,  alongside  Rakhine  nationalism,  in  post-independence  

Burma.  It  is  observed  that  the  formation  of  Rakhine  as  an  identity  did  

influence  Arakanese  speakers  in  the  coastal  areas  of  Banga,  but  did  not  

appear  to  have  an  impact  on  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  in  the  

Chittagong  Hill Tracts.  Those  from  the  Chittagong  Hill Tracts  were  de-

Arakanised  during  the  colonial  period,  and  now  assert  a  distinct  

“Marma”  identity  which  they  claim  is  different  from  Rakhine.  However,  

the  de-Arakanised  Marma  identity  did  not  appear  to  affect  the  closely  

related  peoples  in  Tripura  (India)  living  on  the  other  side  of  the  

Chittagong  Hill Tracts.  The  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Tripura  have  

maintained  an  older  identity  –  “Mog”  –  an  ancient  name  given  to  
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Arakanese  speakers  by  the  people  of  Banga.  I  further  argue  that  the  

various  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  have  been  effectively  

de-Bengalised  after  the  emergence  of  the  combined  “Rohingya”  identity.  

In  the  construction  of  the  Rohingya  identity,  Chittagonian-speaking  

nationalists  automatically  coopted  anything  “Muslim”  in  Arakan  under  

the  label  “Rohingya”;  thus,  the  concepts  “Rohingya”  and  “Muslim”  have  

become  fused  in  terms  of  meaning.  By  denying  their  historical  roots  

from  East  Bengal  and  claiming  to  be  either  “indigenous”  to  Arakan,  or  

descendants  of  the  pre-colonial  Muslim  community  of  Arakan,  they  are  

trying  to  assert  their  belonging  through  Myanmar’s  taing-yin-tha  

category.   

 

Understanding  the  realities  of  the  communal  tensions  and  conflicts  

between  these  two  distinct  communities  in  Arakan  is  of  vital  

importance.  I  have  examined  the  historical  data  regarding  the  presence  

of  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  during  the  

pre-colonial  period,  and  analysed  the  construction  of  competing  

communal  identities,  namely  the  manner  in  which  “Muslims”  and  

“Arakanese”  were  defined  in  direct  opposition  to  each  other  in  British  

colonial  policy.  After  the  communal  violence  of  1942,  animosity  

between  the  Arakanese  and  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  grew  ever  

stronger.  I  also  focus  on  the  appearance  of  Rohingya  identity  as  a  

competing  identity  to  Rakhine  which  drove  the  two  communities  further  

apart.  Other  political  and  social  developments  in  post-independence  
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Burma/Myanmar,  such  as  the  rise  of  Arakanese  nationalism,  and  the  

quest  towards  establishing  taing-yin-tha  identity  by  Chittagonian-speaking  

nationalists,  also  created  a  kind  of  “clash  of  nationalisms”  between  these  

two  communities.   

 

The  final  section  of  this  thesis  discussed  the  citizenship  concepts  

employed  by  Myanmar  and  Bangladesh,  the  two  modern  states  where  

the  maṇḍalas  of  Arakan  and  Banga  operate  as  cultural  realities.  While  

Bangladesh  follows  more  Western  concepts  of  citizenship,  I  argue  that  

Myanmar  appears  to  follow  the  more  traditional  Southeast  Asian  “notion  

of  belonging.”  The  definition  of  Burmese  citizenship  appears  to  be  

conceptualised  in  terms  of  an  essentialised  belonging  to  maṇḍalas  that  

goes  beyond  the  demarcated  territories  of  Myanmar.  In  line  with  this  

“notion  of  belonging,”  the  Arakanese-speaking  peoples  of  Banga  are  

accepted  as  part  of  the  maṇḍala  of  Arakan.  As  a  result,  Arakanese  

speakers  from  Banga  are  regarded  as  citizens  or  “proxy  citizens”  of  

Myanmar.  Once,  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  likewise  

imagined  that  they  belonged  to  Banga.  They  tried  to  join  the  Muslim-

populated  area  from  Arakan  within  East  Pakistan  before  the  

independence  of  Burma.  They  later  changed  strategies  and  demanded  an  

autonomous  Muslim  state  within  the  country.  Even  after  they  themselves  

switched  their  “notions  of  belonging”  from  Banga  to  Burma/Myanmar,  

the  Burmese  still  regard  them  as  belonging  to  the  maṇḍala  of  Banga.  

The  Burmese  citizenship  concept  after  the  1974  Constitution  is  based  on  
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belonging  to  these  maṇḍalas.  As  a  result,  Chittagonian  speakers  from  

Arakan  are  not  accepted  as  belonging  to  Myanmar  and  they  became  

stateless.  The  earlier  citizenship  laws  of  Burma  and  East  Pakistan  were  

more  flexible.  According  to  the  earlier  laws,  Arakan’s  Chittagonian  

speakers  were  eligible  to  for  Burmese  citizenship,  and  Chittagonian-

speaking  peoples  of  Arakan  who  were  born  in  East  Pakistan  were  

likewise  eligible  for  citizenship  there.  However,  the  Bangladesh  

Citizenship  Order  (1972)  changed  everything,  and  the  descendants  of  

Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  from  Arakan  who  were  born  in  

Bangladesh  were  no  longer  eligible  for  citizenship.  Meanwhile,  in  

Myanmar,  Chittagonian-speaking  peoples  in  Arakan  became  stateless  

after  the  introduction  of  1982  Burmese  Citizenship  Law.  In  Bangladesh  

today,  they  are  identified  as  foreign  refugees  from  Myanmar,  rather  than  

as  Bengalis  who  belong  with  Bangladesh.   

 

The  core  arguments  in  this  dissertation  contribute  to  understanding  

about  the  histories  and  cultures  of  the  communities  that  have  lived  and  

actively  taken  part  in  the  construction  of  their  own  identities.  While  

most  studies  position  communities  along  the  contemporary  border  

between  Bangladesh  (Banga)  and  Myanmar  (Arakan)  as  helpless  victims  

or  as  actors  without  agency,  this  dissertation  portrays  a  much  more  

complex  picture  of  social  assemblages  who  actively  took  part  in  the  

making  of  their  identities  over  time  and  space;  uncovering  the  effects  

that  life  along  Banga-Arakan  plains  and  the  Chittagong  Hill  Tracts  has  
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had  upon  community  formation.  By  doing  so,  I  hope  this  dissertation  

will  contribute  the  broader  implications  in  the  field  of  South  and  

Southeast  Asian  Stuidies  by  providing  new  insights  into  questions  about  

the  region,  its  sub-regions,  and  the  peoples  who  live  within  and  across  

the  region  of  South  (Bangladesh)  and  Southeast  Asia  (Myanmar).  

Moreover,  information,  data,  methods  and  arguments  utilised  in  this  

dissertation  will  enable  the  readers  to  understand  the  sub-regions  of  

Arakan  and  Banga  in  a  different  way  than  previous  perceptions.   
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POSTSCRIPT  

 

After  nearly  fifty  years  of  military  rule,  Myanmar  changed  to  a  

civilian  administration  in  2010.  In  2012,  under  the  new  civilian  

government  of  the  Union  Solidarity  and  Development  Party  (USDP),  a  

communal  conflict  occurred  in  Arakan  State  between  the  Arakanese  

(Rakhine  Buddhists)  and  Chittagonian  speakers  (Rohingya  Muslims).  It  

was  the  first  of  that  kind  since  1942,  displacing  nearly  one  hundred  and  

forty  thousand  people,  most  of  them  Muslims.   

 

Before  the  problem  was  fully  solved,  the  National  League  for  

Democracy  Party  (NLD)  led  by  Daw  Aung  San  Suu  Kyi  assumed  

power  in  2015.  The  conflict  in  Arakan  re-emerged  as  an  armed  conflict.  

On  9  October  2016,  three  Myanmar  security  posts  in  Maungdaw  district,  

near  the  Myanmar-Bangladesh  border,  were  attacked  by  the  Muslim  

militants.  The  Arakan  Rohingya  Salvation  Army  (ARSA),  renamed  

Harakah  al-Yaqin  later  claimed  responsibility.  During  this  conflict  

between  October  and  November  2016,  almost  twenty  Myanmar  security  

personnel  and  about  a  hundred  militants  were  killed.  On  25  August  

2017,  about  two  dozen  security  posts  were  attacked  again  by  the  

Muslim  insurgents.  The  ARSA  declared  responsibility.  The  aftermath  of  

August  attacks  led  to  the  death  toll  of  over  one  dozen  security  

personnel  and  about  four  hundred  militants,  according  to  Burmese  
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government  figures.  The  government  also  blames  the  insurgents  for  

killing  about  one  hundred  non-Muslim  ethnic  residents  in  Maungdaw  

district  and  for  the  instability  that  prompted  some  twenty  six  thousand  

indigenous  villagers  in  the  district  to  flee  to  inner  parts  of  Arakan.  As  

these  numbers  show,  approximately  half  of  the  indigenous  population  in  

the  district  was  internally  displaced.  The  government  figures  furthered  

demonstrated  that  indigenous  villagers  from  229  out  of  501  villages  

abandoned  their  homes  and  took  refuge  in  other  parts  of  Arakan.   

 

The  Myanmar  army  made  a  severe  reiteration  to  the  Muslim  

community  in  Maungdaw  district.  Human  Rights  groups  claim  that  up  

to  a  thousand  Rohingya  Musilm  residents  died  during  the  counter-

insurgency  operations.  More  than  a  hundred  burning  villages  that  

belonged  to  the  Muslim  community  were  evident  on  the  satellite  

imagery.  International  media  reported  the  flight  of  about  six  hundred  

thousand  Muslims,  about  half  of  the  Muslim  population  in  Maungdaw  

district,  to  Bangladesh  due  to  the  punitive  and  brutal  military  operations  

conducted  by  the  army.  These  numbers  are  drastically  higher  than  the  

numbers  of  the  1978  and  1992  exodus  of  the  Rohingya  Muslims.  The  

government  figures  show  that  all  people  from  176  out  of  471  Muslim  

villages  completely  fled  from  their  homes  between  25  August  2017  and  

15  September  2017,  taking  refuge  in  Bangladesh.  The  number  of  

abandoned  villages  grew  further  by  November  2017,  the  time  of  this  

writing.   
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At  this  moment,  the  Burmese  government  is  preparing  for  the  

repatriation  of  the  Muslim  refugees  from  Bangladesh.  During  this  

process,  the  Bangladeshi  government  may  be  willing  to  repatriate  other  

Rohingya  Muslims  who  have  been  living  in  Bangladesh  since  the  1978  

and  1992  refugee  crisis.  Bangladesh  always  claims  that  there  are  already  

about  five  hundred  thousand  Rohingya  Muslims  in  the  country  before  

the  exodus  of  2017.  However,  last  year  headcounts  in  Bangladesh  show  

that  there  are  only  about  three  hundred  thousand  Rohingyas  in  

Bangladesh.  Of  them,  about  half  are  the  Rohingyas  while  the  rest  are  

the  Rohingyas  inter-married  with  the  Bangladeshi  and  their  offspring.  

These  numbers  do  not  match  with  the  numbers,  which  Bangladesh  

always  used  to  claim.  Whatever  the  case,  ambiguities  and  accusations  

such  as  these  have  diverted  the  real  issues  of  the  current  refugee  crisis  

into  a  series  of  calls  against  the  “crimes  against  humanity”  of  the  

Burmese  government  and  military.  After  the  repatriation,  numerous  

questions  remain  about  the  status  of  the  Muslims  of  Arakan  within  the  

existing  citizenship  laws  in  Myanmar.  The  NLD  government  is  

implementing  the  so-called  “National  Verification  Process”  for  the  

Muslims  but  this  process  is  undertaken  according  to  the  1982  Burmese  

citizenship  law  which  has  long  alienated  the  Rohingya  Muslims.  It  is  

not  clear  if  the  NLD  government  will  amend  the  citizenship  law  for  the  

Rohingyas,  many  of  whom  have  lived  in  Myanmar  for  many  
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generations.  Sadly,  at  the  time  of  this  writing,  the  fate  of  the  Muslims  

in  Arakan  remains  precarious.   
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