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The independence in Burma in 1948 is a significant event for the Burmese as it brought 

freedom from the colonial rule but it was equally important for the Indians who were 

residing in Burma. It was a time to come back home. The relationship of the Burmese 

with the Indians had begun to detedorate with the anti-Indian dots of the 1930s and the 

separation of Burma from India. Further, the fear of the Second World War with the 

message to the Indians it is 

to go back home. There was a huge exodus of the Indians including the Bengalis 

Burma to India period of the World War. Some of the Bengali 

families remained back in Burma adapting in process of nationalization. But the 

went into a 

the 1964. A came 

l 

in relationship between the Indians and the Burmese began the 

Indian labours 

are Indian Burma. were 

Indian labourers employed in the port and the wanted the rise in the wages paid to them 

and called a strike on 8 May 1930. The stevedores brought the Burmese labourers as a 

substitute to the Indian labourers. The Burmese were not employed because they were not 

inclined to do such work and they also could not take the hardships like an Indian labour. 

They did not found their work satisfactory, the Burmese were not so expert and the port 

remained congested with the ships as the cargoes could not be cleared soon. Thus the 

stevedores settled with the Indian labours in a rise in wages. And the Burmese were 

dismissed with the calling of the Indian labours in the work. But the Burmese workers 
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were enraged and humiliated and they came and attacked the Indian workers. Soon the 

violence took the shape of an anti -Indian character capturing the whole of Rangoon. It 

led to the killing of a large number of Indians. 1 The anti -Indian riots and the anti -

Chinese riots took place in Southern Burma in the 1930 and 1932 were later mixed up 

with the Saya San Rebellion and further the anti -Indian riots took place in 1938. Partly 

as a result of this the volume of the Indian immigration fell off sharply from 777,000 in 

1929 to an average of 483,000 in 1933- 38.Z 

It was the Depression that brought matters to boiling point. In 1930 and 193! many 

were on 

to the labour market to compete for jobs with low paid Indian labour. Many had their 

Indo-

The Burmese considered the Bengalis particularly Bengali Muslims as the exploiter 

of not the Burrnese women. 

There is a song, Dobama (We the Burmese) ", The and the Indians are 

fortune hunters, not content with our money and lands, they have gone off with our 

mothers and sisters too". The law of the Burma protected the Burmese women's property 

rights but if the Burmese women married an Indian Muslims, then the male members of 

the husband's family inherited the property under the Indian law. This led to savage inter 

community hostility. Tensions had gradually developed in the 1 930s. There were fierce 

anti -Indian riots in 1930 and scuffles and outbreaks throughout the decade. There are 

evidences that the Buddhist priesthood and the sleazy politicians who held the office in 

the late 1930s encouraged their supporters to attack Indians .. 5The circumstances in 
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which the two Indo-Burmese riots were precipitated were different from each other. The 

first broke out as the result of an emotional outburst from unlettered and ignorant classes 

of manual labourers of both nationalities. The Second one resulted from religious 

controversy. Among the instigators were the free lancer writers, a moulvi, and supporter 

of the Islamic faith, a press owner and some fanatical Buddhist monks.6 

The immediate occasion the outbreak of hostilities between the two communities was 

the publication of the The Abode of N ats Maung Baw in July I 

Buddhist monks also took the suggestions seriously and they met in a meeting on July 

were at on 

to the 17 it was 

the broke out September 

September. The areas most affected by the riot were from Mandalay to Rangoon. Deaths 

to 1 at 

and over 2 million in the districts. 6 These riots definitely had an impact on the Bengali 

settlers in Burma. They understood that the Burmese aim was to frighten the foreigners 

away and get their jobs in the mines, docks, and rice fields. The Burmese ministry was 

bent on setting a limit to the immigration. A system of registration was started 

particularly for the workers who had lived in Burma for some years. The anti-Indian riots 

gave a waming to the Bengalis to return to their homeland. The estrangement of the Indo 

- Burmese relationship was the declaration of the separation of Burma from India by the 

Act of 1935 which came into effect from 1937. 
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II 

The ethnic Burmese waged their struggle for the state through the Dobama Asiayone 

(Our Burma Association) founded in 1930 in the aftermath of the four days of anti-Indian 

rioting Rangoon .. As this group moved to the forefront of the nationalist, anti-colonial 

movement the 1930s, it targeted a new fue Indians and the Chinese groups who 

It 

soon faded out with development 

leaders Burma were divided arnong 

was to 

from India is an 

good days 

over 

the Bengali 

Burmese' .. 

as 

as a step that 

Maw proclaimed that if Burma was separated from India her rate of constitutional 

progress might be slower. The G.C.A.B.A (General Council of All Burmese 

Associations) wrote a letter to the British Prime Minister, Secretary of State for India , 

and Chairman of the Round Table Conference protesting against the recommendations of 

the Simon Commission. U Thein Soe , the President of the G.C A.B.A pleaded that 

Bunna would be benifitted from the being a part of India . 11 The British officials and 

non-officials and the Burmese separationists have tried their best to convince the world 

that the Burmans are unanimous in demanding the separation from India. The nationalists 
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like Bhikhu Ottama have all along opposed the separation. The G.C A.B.A also 

condemns any scheme of the Government which does not satisfy the majority of the 

masses whose ultimate goal is independence. The G.C A.B.A and the other nationalist 

organizations were against the separation and issued pamphlets in order to educate the 

masses. to separate Burma from India in order that it may be 

"""~"'"''rl over unchecked by Indian public opinion. 12 

another the League consisting the representatives 

of the Karen National Association, People's Party and British Burma 

the a memorandum 

for the Burmese 

the t1nancial loss 

terms 

Britain against any 

the .M. Cowasjee wanted the prevailing 

should be continued. In the Conference there were delegates who supported 

vvere nst So done to 

The Indians resented the separation of Burma from India. In 1935 the first All Burma 

Indian Conference was held which was presided by M.M. Rafi, an ex Mayor of Rangoon. 

The Conference vigorously protested against the Separation. This further alienated the 

Burmese. The Dobama by this time changed into anti-Indian and aggressive nationalist 

party. The leadership was now in the hands of the new generation namely Thakin Nu, 

Thakin Mya and and Mr. Raschid. They called a strike in the Rangoon University in 1936 
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and the president of the Students' Union was Thakin Nu and the vice president was Aung 

San. 14 Thus the story of the migration of the Bengalis in Burma started to wear out in the 

1930s and 1940s. The Bengalis came in Burma for financial fortune and to try their luck 

Burma now thought of coming back to Bengal. The anti Indian feeling was reflected 

Indians Burnm the effect was seen the immigration of the Indians. 

Indian immigration started to decrease. The Bengalis also decreased 

m soon it was 

not Burma with their rights not protected. Their interest in 

Bunna i\ct 

an order which came to be known as the Government of Burma (Immigration) 

were not 

Buddhist Women's 

1941.14 

Moreover the 

1940 was not 

In November 1941 he captured the 

Act the 

The nationalists cited the records of the Burma that the share of the Burmese, the sons of 

the soil in the country's economy was negligible. The Burmese also occupied much less 

lands, government services and primary business. 



clauses 

!TIS area had 

These clauses were a to the general 

impact of Post Independent Policies on Bengalis 

the corners 

1941 divided the 

A 

Burmese women. 16 

masses 

a 

man·ying an Indian and a Muslim degrades the woman. Newspaper articles published 

the wake of the riots indicate that an Indo-Burmese marriage was perceived not only as 

the woman's decline in status but furthermore as her violent physical oppression. A 

report published April 21, 1939, in the Toetetyei (The Advance Monthly), entitled 

"Burmese women meet with troubles," gave an account of a Burmese woman, Ma May 

Myit, who married an Indian man about fourteen years earlier. According to the report, 

Ma May Myit was taken to India by her husband in November 1938. Upon her arrival, 
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she found herself ill-treated at the hands of her husband and his first wife before she was 

ultimately kicked out of the house. Ma May Myit went to Calcutta where she found 

Burmese residents who financed her passage back to Burma (Toetetyei April 29, 1939). 

A Burmese woman who married a Muslim not only dragged herself down, but more 

she denigrated Burmese society at large. An article in the November 27, 1938, 

Journal Million), published under the heading, "Burmese women 

l7 men · 

WIVeS 

out to the statistics 

for ruining Burma's race 

the Indian share in 

PROFESSIONAL OCCUPATIONS BY THE ETHNIC GROUPS 

10 

Eurasians 42 69 15 

Others 42 35 

Note: (A) Born in Burma. (B) Born in India 

Source: Compiled by Teruko Saito and Kin Kiong Lee. Statistics on the Burmese economy: the 19' 11 and 20t11 centuries, Singapore. 1999. 

Institute of South east Asian Studies. p- 19. 
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Thus a large share in the professional services was taken by the Indians and among them 

the Bengalis were the race which occupied a big portion in the professional jobs and 

government services. There were many Bengali families who continued with their 

positions in civil services, government jobs and in business. The separation and the anti -·· 

Indian riots was a warning to the Bengalis to prepare them to return to India. The 

to was of Burma the 

the Second World War coupled gave a severe jolt 

to the m of to 

to to was not 

the on Rangoon on 13 an exodus 

of the Indian origin. By the autumn of 1942 m the region 600,000 people fled from 

Burma into India by land and sea. As many as 80,000 had perished while coming back to 

India due to diseases and exhaustion or malnourishment traveling from different parts of 

Burma .. 18 

The Burma Refugee Organization was established in 1942as Major General Wood as its 

administrator. The organization opened camps at the Assam border in order to assist the 
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refugees by providing them food and transport. The huge exodus of the Indians including 

the Bengalis led to the deaths and tragedy of many of the families. Actually there were 

two conditions which contributed to the scale of disaster. First, the immigration 

population of Burma was very large on the eve of the Japanese invasion because coolies, 

plantation workers and merchants were all anticipating the Burmese legislation which 

restricts the number of the new immigrants. Second, the vulnerability felt by the whole of 

Indian population. When they fled from cities many perished 

Chinese had their own associations, the Burmese could go to their relatives the villages 

and Buddhist monasteries. But the Indians not any option, as the shelter 

India was also too Moreover with the collapse the industry and agriculture it was 

to lJ riots 

at 

A Bengali came to from Burma. 

The wealthy and rich could afford to get or by buying tickets the 

not to to 

country mountains, and the rivers. They went through the hardships 

and faced problems of security. But the panic of the Second World War and the Japanese 

occupation did not give them the courage to stay back in Burma. There are numerous 

names of the Bengalis who came back in 1941-42. One of them was Prof. Prasad 

Khastagir who was born in Rangoon in 1937 but his family came back during the Second 

World War in 1941 first to Calcutta and later to Varanasi. 20 Ardhendu Chakraborty, one 

of the Bengali poets was born in Burma on 20 November l934.at Rangoon. His father 

Shri Bimal Chakraborty left Rangoon in J 942 and came to Chittagong. In 1950 he came 

to Calcutta. 21 Binay Majumdar, a Bengali poet who received the prestigious Sahitya 
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Akademi Award in 2005 was born in Rangoon in 1934. His family came back to Bengal 

during the Second World War. 22
· There many more names of the Bengalis who traveled 

back to Bengal carrying the hardships and the loss of the property and the lives. 

The British administration in Burma could not establish proper roadways between India 

and Burma. Though the annexation of Burma was in 1824 but no such effort has been 

made to set up proper roadways. Burma was in fact covered by forests and mountains on 

sides and rest sea. Moreover it can state that it was the conspiracy of 

British shipping companies who never supported the roadways as it would lead to the 

of their passengers. 

difficult The Indians 

an 

to 

was 

no 

the transfer evacuees Burma was more 

in Burma were trouble and the Burmese government had 

not 

and 

the 

Robert calculated that 15,000 left Rangoon through Prome. Over the other side 

one 

to the Bay Bengal. at Taungup , a small fishing village it was possible to 

local country boats which plied to the port of Akyab and from there big coastal ships 

were on regular service to the port of Akyab and from there big coastal ships were on 

regular service to the port of Chittagong. But many of the Bengalis returned back to 

Rangoon because of the appeal from the Governor Sir Reginald Dorman -Smith , Robert 

Hutchings , the Agent in Burma cajoled the Indians including the government service 

holders to return to their jobs and promising them secmity in Government organized 
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camps. To make sure that they did not leave by sea , the Bum1a Government issued 

orders that no adult Indian should be allowed to depart to any ship as deck passenger. 

This was because Rangoon was depended upon the Bengalis so the Indians in the 

agricultural work, municipal services, doctors, teachers and other services. 24 

a 

were two 

Navigation 

N 

to 

steamship companies in Rangoon, the British owned British India 

aand the owned Scindia Steam Navigation Company. 

Scindia company 

,ML 

to get his mentally ill son to India wrote his 

merchants Chettis, Gujarati , paid huge 

but poor men even with families were refused tickets 

It wealth won 

were shipped out to evacuation of Rangoon was 

refugees to Prome, hoping to fi one month Hutchings moved 

Government made no effort to countermand the previous 

to to cross 

Irrawaddy. They relented only when given two rupees. Nobody was allowed to start 

the Taungup pa<>s without an inoculation certificate which could be available with the 

payment of Rs 2 toRs 6. Finaily, those who reached Taungup had to pay Rs 3 before they 

allowed to get into the boat.26 
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The distance between Prome and Taungup was 110 miles with only one British officer to 

help the evacuees. P. Burnside, the officer in Service took the work to provide aid. There 

were more than 200,000 Indians who passed over the Taungup pass and entered India at 

Chittagong. By 1941 Rangoon, Bassein, Moulmein, Pegu and Toungoo seemed to be 

empty of the Indians and of course Bengalis too.27 But soon the evacuees realized the 

importance the Manipur route and navigated through the Chindwin liver upto Kalewa. 

a road upto Tamu on the Burma -Manipur border. After 

to PaJel took road to Imphal . 

Manipur; through country the Naga tribes Kohima , to 

the Assam railroad ( Dimapur) .Almost 30,000 refugees crossed into India 

through Manipur. There was no proper drinking water, food supplies or proper camps 

through this route.At least 5000 people died of cholera or 

town 

scenes were 

the doctors were nurses or servants 

town men 

A for was for evacuees 

Mandalay. After the Japanese captured Moulmein many Rangoon 

came to the camps of Mandalay.There were many outbreaks epidemics 

continued. There was ten·or, panic, diseases, looting, ill··treatment and violence 

evacuees.29 Nilima Dutta describes in her memoir Ujaan Shrote that the family with 

children had to cross the river Chindwin upto Kaiewa and through Tamu. In Tamu there 

were evacuee camps but it was unhygienic and no drinking water and heath facilities. 

Many of the evacuees had expired on the way. From Tamu they crossed the mountainous 

roads of Arakan to Manipur. They had to walk 96 miles. They crossed Manipur and came 

to Hairak, the border of India and Burma. There were Ramakrishna Mission workers 
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who provided dry foods, medicine and drinking water to the people. They further came to 

Dimapur, then to Lamding and to Badarpur. From Badarpur they came to Chittagong. On 

the way her sister had caught severe fever and she expired after coming to Chittagong. 
30 

There were help provided by the non government organizations. The first aid was 

provided by the Assam tea planters. Their organization was The Indian Tea Association 

which mobilized 25 lorries to bring supplies to Imphal. They brought labour to build 

temporary accommodation or basha huts of bamboo. Evacuee camps were opened in 

Lekhapani,Nampong, Tipong, Margareta, and other piaces. The other organization was 

Ramakrishna Mission provided medicine, food, and clothes to the evacuees31 
.. 

During time the evacuees were protected from the clothes of anti social elements and 

women Ramakrishna Mission under the Swami Bhuteshananda.32 The 

British Governor of Assam ,unable to arrange relief during war , 

to IWO 

to the borders 

population on 

to 

to 

come to Maida in 

soon the Second World War Britain again established its control over Burma and 

called back its employees so his father had to again leave for Bmma. Again he came back 

to Bengal after 1962. 36Thus the Bengalis had to evacuate Burma for two times. First was 

during the Second World War when the Bengali families emigrated from Burma due to 

Japanese occupation and panic of the war. Some of them remained in Burma and 
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secondly ,some of them returned to Burma to retrieve what they have lost. Many of them 

came back after the war and reestablishment of the British rule in Burma. Some of them 

remained India. 

A large number of Indians including Bengali government employees were brought from 

India to provide labours, work and assistance for the reconstruction and rehabilitate 

administration, trade, industry, transport and communications in reoccupied Burma. All 

the essential goods, supplies and services were brought from India. 

IV 

independence m 1948 was a significant event Burma as it would mean 

the Burma. The 

started process of 

immigration, foreign and foreign exchange remittances. major sectors 

war was problem. influx 

agricultural labourers came into the urban areas from the villages search security 

and employment. Many the mills were closed down in the post war period and 

A 

and reduction in the transport services threw thousands out of employment. At 5000 

Indians became unemployed in May 1949. The leadership of the Burma labour passed 

irfto the hands of the Burmese from the Indians. The Burmese government announced 

that the number of foreigners in the government establishment should be reduced. A large 

number of Bengalis were employed in the Burmese services were given notice to leave. 

There were drastic measures for nationalization and the Bengalis mostly came back to 
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India if they had any means of subsistence in their motherland. The petty shop keepers 

and businessmen remained in Burma and a few employees. 37 

In 195 I a treaty was signed between India and Burma of everlasting peace and friendship 

but no measures were taken on the behalf of the Burmese Government looking into the 

rights and security of the Indians in Burma. A large number of Bengalis immigrated as 

the Burmese Constitution did not recognize the Indians with any provision for 

representation or any safeguard. It was decided that those who resided for eight to ten 

years Burma were 
• • ~ ·:;s ··p 

c1ttzensh1p. · Smce the process was 

consuming therefore only a small amount of Bengalis so the Indians were 

citizenship. The speed Burmanisation was 

was too deep and so the immigration was 

impact of independence 

opposite direction towards 

with establishment 

restaurant:, 

its lt was dedded 

January 1963 was Bunnanization 39 The Government of 

1962 nationalised all banks and business. On the home front the Government had taken 

owned banks.40 The Controller of Immigration had announced new regulations, 

since January 2 1964 to limit the duration of the stay of a foreigner to 24 hours as against 

72 hours in the past. Permits to foreign doctors to practice were withdrawn by the 

Director of the Health Services from December 31, 1963.Foreign clinics and hospitals 

and those who have completed 15 years of service under the Government was allowed to 

continue practice. Thus many of the Bengali doctors who were in Burma decided to come 
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back to India. 41 The Ramakrishna Mission hospital was taken over by the Government 

after 1963. The Revolutionary Government announced on March 19, 1964 that there 

would be an immediate nationalization of all businesses, together with goods of 

wholesalers, brokers, departmental shops and stores within Rangoon city limits. 

Nationalization also extended to cooperative stores.42 Further nationalization was carried 

out by the Ne Win government as the Rangoon Radio broadcast on April 9, 1964 

declared the Government decision to take over all the shops and business houses 

throughout the country.43 The Government placed on the Indians by declaring 

that non diplomatic foreign residents must obtain permission to move from one place to 

another or the near by towns or to the country's border.44 Life for the Bengalis residing 

Burma became very restricted and difficult. The nationalization led to the nationalization 

the education. The Education ministry had made Burmese as the medium 

and Indian are 

and are 

were going to India, the services Indian professors the colleges were 

were 

HI 

brought except those who were the poor classes of labourers and 

families who had and had no where to go India. 

to 

to save their jobs in Burma. the the problem 

was not the language nor the nationality but the fear of discrimination and insecurity 

the new system of state. There were many families who had been in Burma for 

generations and they did not hesitate to accept the nationality of Burma but very less time 

was given to deal with the new situation and to the adjustment of the Bengalis. Thus they 

felt insecure and disheartened in the country which was so dear to them. But the Ne 

Win's government in a special broadcast on August declared that it was not communist 
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and that it recognized the people's right to freedom of religion.46 The religious freedom 

was granted to the citizens of Burma The process of nationalization made the Indians as 

well as the Bengalis paupers overnight. 

Several hundred Indian families returned to their motherland from Burma in July. These 

families had long since had settled in the country as small traders, cultivators or office 

employees. had their means of livelihood as a result the Government 

measures state commerce. 

to India they experienced considerable hardship. Many did not have funds 

behind. arranged ships 

reluctant repatriates was 100,000. 

Bunna 

for each child to about 

was Indians to India .. A 

evacuees were also to was 

when the Government of Burma started its process of nationalization and the replacement 

of the Indians by the Burmese. The following table shows the movement of the 

population between Burma and India from 1950 and 1962. 
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TABLE-7.2 

MOVEMENT BETWEEN INDIA, BURMA AND PAKISTAN, 1950-1962 

YEAR ARRIVAL DEPARTURE BALANCE__] 

1950 
29670 34070 -4400 

1951 23056 21905 1151 

1952 4645 
29412 24767 

1953 18567 
2 I 

1954 

17009 

!41 

Source: Teruko Saito and Kin Lee, Statistics on the Burmese l:conomy: !_he l and 
J 999 _ Institu[e of South east Asian Studies, p l :.i. 

The table clearly indicates that there was a huge immigration to India 

the post independent period. The Indians including the Bengalis were eager to come back 

to India with their identity and livelihood at stake. 
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The Government of India in 1964 under the leadership of Sardar Swaran Singh, the 

minister for External Affairs had visited Rangoon to continue the friendship treaty of 

1951. They wedded to the principles of equality, mutual respect, non alignment and 

peaceful coexistence. They also studied the various problems of the departure of the 

Indians from Burma and exchanged views on ways of settling these problems. The 

Burmese Government assured that the security and dignity of the Indians would be the 

responsibility of the Burmese Government. There would be no discrimination but the 

Indians would be treated as the other foreign officials. But there was action on the part of 

Burmese. The visit and agreement Sardar Swaran Singh had been subject to 

questions in the Lok Sabha in New Delhi on September 5, 1964. There were questions 

the evacuees, whether there was any discrimination 

about the Indo-Burmese trade relations. Mr.Dinesh Singh, the Deputy Foreign Minister 

the on 

to m case 

not ncorne 48 

of India had arranged additional between Calcutta and Rangoon. 

Three ships were ships were 

between Madras and Vishakhapatnam. By the first week of December of J 964 these ships 

ans 

1964. (Asian Recorder, p-6064) had come to 

1961 . The Census of West Bengal says that 3,434 persons had enumerated in Calcutta 

with 1,724 men and 1,710 females. 50 

There was also well number of Bengali families who chose to remain in Burma. The 

Bengali community maintained the Kalibari and Durga of Rangoon. The religious life of 
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the Bengalis are unaffected by the military rule. The junta does not interfere with the 

religious life of the people. But in the other spheres they had to conform to local ways 

such as the attire, language and names of the persons also changed with the addition of a 

Burmese as suffix or prefix of the name.51 There are almost 50 to 60 families of Bengal 

who cling to their culture. They speak Bengali with a Burmese accent. Some of their 

children cannot speak Bengali and are inter- married with the local population. Yet they 

stateless and need special passes to go out of the country even for short visits.52 

Indians Bengalis who were residing as foreigners under the 

foreign registration. The following table shows the number f' . tOfeJgners 

TABLE-7.3 

RESIDING UNDER FOREIGN REGISTRATION (1960-1969) 

PAKISTAN OTHERS TOTAL 

Lee, on the Burmese economy: 
centuries. 1999, Institute or South east Asian Studies, p· I 5. 

The number of lndians therefore stmted to decrease gradually as the table shows. 

The Bengali families had to undertake enough hardships to come to India. Overnight they 

had become paupers. The evacuee families had to settle in Bengal and in different places 

with the dream of establishing a new life. They lost property and money and 

establishment. Live became unsettled and disrupted. Many of them had sent money 

through the hundi system from Burma to India. They also could not carry enough gold so 

like losers they came to India. 53 Colonies were established in different parts of Bengal. 
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There is existence of such a colony of evacuees in Barasat, Kamarhati, Kajipara, Kalyani 

and Garia near Calcutta, Surya Sen Colony in Siliguri and many other places. It is true 

that the Bengalis who emigrated from Burma had lost everything. The Government of 

India under Indira Gandhi had provided ships to bring the evacuees in Calcutta from 

Rangoon. In Kajipara at ]east 500 families from Burma had come to live and therefore the 

colony came to be known as Burma Colony. Most of them are originally from 

Chittagong. There are 15 families who are Buddhists and the rest are Hindus. The 

government had given family a house in the and Rs. 5000. The 

the colony had gradually established them in India. The residents of the colony still ding 

to of Burma and they celebrate the Water Festival Burma. The colony 

was renamed as Subamapattanam. 54 It took a long time for the Bengalis to come back to 

to note 

was one centres Bengali Muslim was 

culture of Arakan had been 

8th century the seat of Hindu dynasties. 788 A.D.. a new dynasty, known as 

a to as 

rnany as a thousand ships came annually. The Chandra kings were upholders 

Buddhism and their territory extended as far north as Chittagong. Wesali was an easterly 

Hindu kingdom of Bengal -"Both government and people were Indian."55 The Arab 

Muslims first came in contact with Arakan through trade and commerce during the 8th 

century A.D. and since then Islam started spreading in the region. After the advent of 

Islam in Arabia, the Muslims followed the footprints of their fore-fathers in trade and 

commerce. These Muslim Arab merchants made contact with Arakan. In those days the 

Arabs were very much active in sea-trade, they even monopolized trade and commerce in 
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the East. On the way to the east Muslim traders gave a stoppage in Arakan, particularly 

Akyab its port. The province of Chittagong was closer to Arakan and the in the medieval 

times it became a strong centre of Bengali culture and literary bases. 56 

In the 19th century the port of Akyab gained importance and it became one of the largest 

rice exporting ports of the world. The migrations were mostly motivated by the search of 

professional opportunity. During the Burmese occupation there was a breakdown of the 

indigenous labor force both in size and structure. Arthur Phayre reported that the 1830s 

the wages in Arakan compared with those of Bengal were very high. Therefore many 

hundreds, indeed thousands of coolies came from the Chittagong District by land and by 

sea, to labor high wages.57 R.B. Smart, the deputy assistant commissioner of 

wrote about immigrants Chittagong District as follows: 

on a scale, the 

are resident most part the Kyauktaw and Myohaung (Mrauk-U) 

overrun 

new m 

most came to as agricultural and went 

after the was done. Smart estimated the number at about 

thousand during the crop-reaping season alone. 

came to at 

total of fifty thousand immigrants coming annually were probably not from the 
59.Moreover, hunger for land was the prime motive for the migration of most of the 

Chittagonians. The British judicial records tell us of an increase in the first decade of the 

twentieth century in lawsuits of litigation for the possession of land. The Akyab District 

Magistrate reported in 1913 that in Buthidaung Subdivision, the Chittagonian immigrants 

stand to native Arakanese in the proportion of two to one, but six sevenths of the 

litigation for land in the court was initiated by the Chittagonians 60Another colonial 
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record delivers about a striking account of the settlements of the Bengali immigrants 

from Chittagong District as: "Though we are in Arakan, we passed many villages 

occupied by Muslim settlers or descendents of the settlers, and many of, and many of 

them were Chittagonians" 6
i 

to jobs business but the Bengali Muslims took to 

cent of Chittagonians of the total population. 

were ~~trongholds of MusJjm 

cent 

beer. numbers.62 table 

TA.BLE~7.4 

AKYAB l 

There are areas which gradually developed a mixed culture, language and tradition of 

Persian, Bengali and Burmese. Ba Tha mentions that this led to the growth of a mixed 

race which is known as Rohjngya61
. The term Rohingya is highly debatable and 
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controversial. It is said by the historians that the Chittagong Muslims integrated into the 

local Rohingya community by means of intermarriages between Chittagong and local 

Buddhists.64The Rohingyas are the largest group , descending from the Arab traders who 

have settled in Arakan for centuries and are ethnically the same group as the people of 

Chittagong. 65 The distribution of the Muslims in 1931 shows that 68 per centage of the 

Muslims in Bunna were of Indian origin in 1931. The rest of the 30 percent of the 

Muslims belong to the various categories mainly zerbadis and Arakan Muslims. The 

increase Burman born Muslims had gradually owing mainly due to 

number of Indian Muslims settling permanently in the Akyab distiict, which amounted to 

78 percent of an Burman born Muslims. The steep rise in the number Burman 

Muslims was mainly due to the intermarriages. 66 Most of the Chittagong Muslims came 

from the south for work married women. 

dreamt 

a free movement a great 

Musiims of the Burma. With the outbreak of the Second World War divided 

basically two sections, the Northern Arakan which was Muslim majority area and the 

southern Arakan which was Buddhist majority area. The Buddhist Arakanese was the 

followers of the nationalist movement, the Thakin movement The British government 

taking the advantage of the situation backed the Muslims of the Northern Arakan. The 

Arakanese of the north also paid respect and loyalty to the British.68 
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In 1946 the Arakanese Muslims had joined the Pakistan movement under Muhammed Ali 

Jinnah. In July 1946 they formed the North Arakan Muslim League in Akyab with the 

objective to be attached with the Pakistan movement after the formation. The motivation 

of a separate state led to the movement during 1948-54.69 It is not wrong to see the 

Mujahid movement as a continuation of the struggle of the Muslim League which was 

successful in creating a Muslim state in the name of Pakistan. Muslims inside Arakan 

were stimulated and patronized by the Muslim League and Pakistan. They wanted to 

form a country under the name of Arakanistan. They beHeved that the Maungdaung and 

Buthiadaung townships could be separated from Burma and annexed to Pakistan.70 But 

was an unrealistic dream that they held. This development was never supported 

General Aung San and the Vice President of Burma Muslim Congress, Aung Sein. U Saw 

most ardent also not support this cause 

Bunna area 

was an 

Subsequent! y, Mujahids had led after the establishment of of 

to states vvas 

population from Pakistan to Arakan the rise the Muslim population was 

highly alarming for the government. As a result the Ne Win Government imposed 

restrictions on the movement of the Muslims especiaHy prohibiting the movement out of 

Akyab district towards eastwards. The authority could not effectively check the 

jmmigration but it is true that Arakan became the poorest district of Burma. Gradually the 

Muslims formed the Arakan National United Organisation in 1967. Similarly the Arakan 

National Liberation Party was formed under U Maung Sein Nyunt. At present they form 

the Rohingya Solidarity Organisation and Rohingya Patriotic Front. 72 
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At present there is regular immigration across the borders of Burma. The military 

Government has left no space for bilateral talks with the Government of Bangladesh. But 

it is true that huge number of people has become homeless and stateless because of the 

ethnic rights and the policies adopted by the military Government of Burma. There is 

denial of the citizen rights and absolute statelessness with no help from any of the 

are non-governmental organizations and UN bodies to help these 

the would made talks 
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