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The Bangladesh Parliament passed 
15th Amendment to the Constitution 
on June 30th, retaining “Islam” as 
state religion, with safeguards for 
religious minorities. Every national 
will be known as “Bangalees”; indige-
nous peoples/ adibashi were not rec-
ognized. A new Article, 23A, was 
inserted to refer to the IPs as 
“upajati” (tribes), “khudro jat-
ishotta” (minor races), “nrigoshthi o 
shomprodai” (ethnic sects and com-
munities) whose culture and tradition 
will be protected. Although totally 
unhappy, Raja Devasish Roy, him-
self a senior Supreme Court Advo-
cate, sees a thin silver lining in the 
term “Jatishotta” (minus “khudro”) 
which can be translated as a people 
or nation. 

 

On August 9th, four Jumma associa-
tions in Europe submitted a joint pe-
tition to Catherin Aston, Vice Presi-
dent and High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Secu-
rity Policy, European Union, decrying 
the continued “Ethnic Cleansing Pol-
icy” of Bangladesh which has re-
sulted in serious violations of the 
rights of the jummas in the CHT re-
gion. “We are very astonished that 
the same military personnel of Bang-
ladesh [responsible for human rights 
abuses against the indigenous peo-
ples in CHT] have been working as 
United Nations Peace Keeping Force 
in many countries of the world”, the 
petition points out, and requests the 
EU to exert pressure on Bangladesh 
to ensure enjoyment of human rights 
by the Jummas, including to recog-
nize them as indigenous peoples, 
implement the CHT Peace Accord of 
1997, withdraw military camps, and 
vet peace keepers from Bangladesh. 

 

On August 5th, the Jumma People’s 
Network-Korea (JPNK) submitted a 
petition to Bangladeshi Prime Minis-
ter ,  Sheikh Hasina, through 
the Bangladesh Embassy at Seoul. 
JPN-K rejects the 15th amendment to 
the Constitution of Bangladesh, and 
terms it as “naked and shameful im-
position of “Bengali” nationalism on 
the non-Bengali population or the in-
digenous people living within its terri-
tory.” 

 

On July 5th, Raja Devasish Roy de-
manded the ouster of CHT Land Dis-
pute Resolution Commission chair-
man, Justice Khademul Islam Chowd-
hury who had unilaterally suggested 
the government to start land survey in 
the three hill districts of CHT without 
resolving land disputes and rehabilita-
tion of Jumma refugees and IDPs 
first. The Chakma Raja, who is also a 
member of the CHT Land Commis-
sion, demanded appointment of a per-
son who is “competent, honest and 
impartial” to head the commission. 

 

On July 20th, the National Human 
Rights Commission (NHRC) of India 
issued notice to the Chief Secretary, 
Assam, seeking a factual report 
about the eviction of about 18 
Chakma families by Muslims from 
No.3 Sarthagaon Chettongnala 
Chakma Basti under Lumding police 
station in Nagaon district of Assam, 
North East India. The Muslims want to 
grab their lands. 

 

On July 18th, eight tribals, including 
six Chakmas, were abducted alleg-
edly by National Liberation Front of 
Tripura (NLFT) militants from Deben-
dra Karbaripara village under Chha-
wamanu police station in Dhalai dis-
trict of Tripura. The Chakmas have 
not been released so far. 

 

Under pressure from Chakma com-
munity to adopt Chakma customary 
law, the Tripura Tribal Area Autono-
mous District Council has asked 
Chakmas to submit a draft law. A gen-

eral meeting was convened by Tripura 
Rejyo Chakma Samajik Panchayat 
Parishad, apex body of Chakmas set 
up in 2005, on August 13th to discuss 
this issue. There’s already a bill 
drafted in 1998 which will be fine 
tuned before October 8th when the 
Parishad will meet again. The final 
draft will have to be sent to Guwahati 
Law Research Centre for approval 
before the TTAADC can pass it. 

 

A Chakma delegation will meet  
school education minister of Tripura, 
Tapan Chakraborty in Agartala on 
August 18th to press for early imple-
mentation of the recommendation of 
January 7th by Chakma Language 
Development Advisory Committee for 
adoption of Chakma script in schools.   

 

In Mizoram, Chakmas are losing a 
vast tract of their fertile land due to 
the fencing of India-Bangladesh inter-
national borders. In some places, the 
fence has been erected up to 6 kms 
inside the Indian territory instead of 
150 yards, which is the permissible 
distance. Mizoram government has 
maintained an astounding silence. 

 

The Chakma Buddhist Society, Delhi, 
held its general meeting at the prem-
ises of Ashok Buddha Vihar, Rajghat, 
New Delhi, on July 17th. A new Ex-
ecutive Body was elected for a term of 
2 years. Important decision was 
passed to all members to pay their 
monthly subscription fees to the Soci-
ety and clear pending dues, if any. 
The EB was assigned task of listing 
all Chakmas residing in Delhi and 
neighbouring areas like Noida (Uttar 
Pradesh) and Gurgaon (Haryana). 

 

It has been learnt that the National 
Commission of Minorities has sought 
a report from the Ministry of Minority 
Affairs, government of India, about the 
educational problems of the Chakma 
community in Mizoram. It was based 
on a petition submitted by Mizoram 
Chakma Development Forum (MCDF) 
to the Commission in May. 
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How I wish it had so happened – is the wish 
of each and every Chakma in this universe. 
This was the only wish the Chakmas had in 
1947: the wish to be part of India. However, 
their homeland, the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
(CHT) was treasonously “gifted” to Pakistan, 
although non-Muslims were 97% of CHT’s 
population. The population was mostly Bud-
dhist Chakmas along with about a dozen 
other minority ethnic groups. What had hap-
pened to the Chakmas of CHT during the 
1947 partition is history, but the disastrous 
effects are being felt even today—both in 
Bangladesh and India. The partition has cut 
the Chakmas asunder. That single mistake 
shaped and re-shaped the destiny of the 
Chakma people. 

As India celebrates the 64th anniversary of 
its freedom on 15 August this year, one 

question is inevitable: Why was CHT, 
a predominantly non-Muslim area 
whose people wanted to be part of 
India, “gifted away” to Pakistan? 

Let us rewind the clock to briefly 
know what exactly had happened in 
1947. As the partition of Indian sub-
continent seemed inevitable, CHT 
representative Sneha Kumar 
Chakma, who was also a co-opted 
member in the Excluded and Par-
tially Excluded Areas (Other than 
Assam) Sub-Committee of the Con-
stituent Assembly of India, passion-
ately lobbied for CHT to be part of 
India. 

Indian leaders, particularly Pandit 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Sardar Val-
labhbhai Patel, the “Iron Man of In-

dia”, had assured the  people of CHT that 
there “was no question of their being allotted 
to Pakistan” and that Bengal Boundary Com-
mission headed by Cyril Radcliffe, a British 
judge, had no jurisdiction to decide CHT’s 
fate. 

Yet, when Radcliffe submitted his report to 
Lord Mountbatten on 12 August 1947, he in-
cluded CHT in Pakistan. As it happened, fear-
ing “the disastrous effect” of this, Lord Mount-
batten, the Viceroy, decided not to make the 
Radcliffe report public as his advisors felt that 
the Congress party would never accept the 
award of CHT to Pakistan. 

Thus, India and Pakistan celebrated their in-
dependence without knowing their actual bor-
ders. On the dawn of 15 August 1947, like any 
other free Indians, the Chakmas too cele-
brated their freedom by unfurling the Indian 
tricolour at Rangamati (now in Bangladesh). 
The Marmas, the second largest ethnic group 
in CHT, raised the Burmese flag at Bandarban 
on the same day. 

However, it is beyond any reasonable doubt 
that Congress leaders came to know about 
the fact that CHT was granted to Pakistan and 
this issue was discussed at a meeting held at 
Government House, New Delhi on 16 August 
1947 where leaders like Mountbatten, Gover-
nor-General of India, Pandit Jawaharlal 
Nehru, India’s Prime Minister, Liaquat Ali 
Khan, Pakistan’s Prime Minister, Sardar Val-
labhbhai Patel, India’s Home Minister etc were 
present. At the meeting Nehru said that he 
had never imagined that CHT could go to 
Pakistan as “The population of the Chittagong 
Hill Tracts, though small (approximately ¼ 
million) was 97% Buddhist and Hindu. There 
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was not the least doubt that the peo-
ple themselves would prefer to form 
part of India. On religious and cul-
tural grounds, the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts should form part of India. Sir 
Cyril Radcliffe had had no business 
to touch them.” The Governor-
General then suggested that “the two 
Governments might agree on an ex-
change of territory, whereby the Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts would go to India 
and some predominantly Muslim 
area which had been allotted by the 
Commission to India would go to 
Pakistan.” Pandit Nehru expressed 
feeling of guilt stating that he and his 
colleagues were “in a moral impasse 
about the Chittagong Hill Tracts”; but 
didn’t show any commitment to do 
anything more than that. 

On 17 August 1947, the Radcliffe 
Award was announced on the All 
India Radio. Now it was publicly 
known that CHT went to Pakistan, 
not India. On 21 August 1947, the 
Pakistan Army marched to Ranga-
mati and pulled down the Indian flag 
and hoisted the Pakistani flag and 
launched a brutal crackdown against 
Chakmas who were considered anti-
nationals by Pakistan. 

Thereafter, Sneha Kumar Chakma 
escaped to India to seek political 
help from Indian leaders only to be 
rejected outright by Prime Minister 
Nehru who shouted at Chakma’s 
face, “Do you propose to bring India 
again under foreign rule?” 

Thus, the hopes of a Chakma home-
land within Indian dominion evapo-
rated into the thin air and the Pan-
dora’s Box was opened. Jawaharlal 
Nehru in his famous “tryst with des-
tiny” speech on the 14-15 August 
1947 proclaimed, “At the stroke of 
the midnight hour, when the world 
sleeps, India will awake  to life and 
freedom.” 

But for Chakmas, the blunder com-
mitted by the British and the Indian 
leadership, including Nehru, by 
transferring/allowing to transfer CHT 
to Pakistan has become the mother 
of all sufferings. Instead of awaking 
to life and freedom, it led to an un-
ending saga of sufferings for them.  

Yet, the impacts of this tragic event 
vis-à-vis Chakmas is rarely studied in-
depth and analysed.  

 
Beginning of an unending saga of 
persecution:  
From the very beginning Chakmas 
and other ethnic minorities of CHT 
had no faith of a happy and secured 
life in Islamist state Pakistan, although 
Muslim League leaders assured that 
minorities would be protected. 

Under the British rule, CHT used to be 
a “special area” (CHT Manual, 1900) 
and the Government of India Act 1935 
designated the region as “Totally Ex-
cluded Area” which restricted settle-
ment of people from outside of the 
region. But the first thing Pakistan 
government did was to snatch away 
the “Totally Excluded Area” status in 
order to facilitate influx of Bengali set-
tlers from the plains areas which be-
came a state policy to marginalize 
and exploit the hills peoples. 

In 1962, a large hydro-electric dam 
known as Kaptai dam was built over 
Karnaphuli river near Rangamati 
which is said to have submerged 40% 
of CHT’s agricultural lands. 54,000 
acres of fertile lands were acquired for 
the dam without any compensation or 
rehabilitation, resulting in about 1 lakh 
displaced people, hundreds of who 
fled to India fearing for their lives. 
They got a tag “Chakma Refugees” 
glued to them,  in some cases almost 
permanently. (See  Page 4) A peoples 

who proudly ruled CHT for centuries 
and survived the onslaught of 
Mughals and the British have been 
reduced to landlessness and as 
“Refugees” in India—all because of 
the “blunder” committed in 1947. 

 
Bengali nationalism that didn’t tol-
erate others’ freedom: 
Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan) 
fought and attained its liberation from 
Pakistani regime in 1971 on the lofty 
goals of secularism and linguistic na-
tionalism. But after the withdrawal of 
Pakistani army, the Mukti Bahini 
(Liberation Forces of Bangladesh) 
began to unleash terror on the indige-
nous Jummas in CHT.  

On 15 February 1972, a delegation of 
the Jummas led by M.N. Larma sub-
mitted a four-point charter of de-
mands to Prime Minister Sheikh Mu-
jibur Rahman, father of Bangladesh, 
which were rejected outright. The 
Jummas under the leadership of Mr 
Larma launched a political outfit, the 
Parbattya Chattagram Jana Sanghati 
Samiti and later waged a guerilla war 
against the state to demand the right 
to self-determination. The Bangladesh 
regime responded with bullets, mas-
sacres; and in particular, used rape of 
indigenous women as a weapon of 
war. Since 1980 there have been at 
least 13 major massacres of the Jum-
mas; yet, the hallmark is that no one 
has been prosecuted for any of these 
acts of genocide. 

The root of the CHT’s crisis lies in the 
policies of the government of Bangla-
desh which seek to establish homoge-
nous Bengali Muslim society. Hence, 
the response of Prime Minister Mu-
jibur Rahman to Chakmas’ demand 
for autonomy was - “If you wish to 
stay in Bangladesh forget your ethnic 
identity and live as a Bengali”. This 
policy, regrettably, continues till date. 
The latest 15th amendment to the 
Bangladeshi constitution, passed on 
June 30th this year, fails to recognize 
the indigenous peoples but calls them 
“Bangalees”. (More at Page 6) This 
implies the destruction of the identity 
of the indigenous Jumma peoples. 
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Their forefathers had set foot on an alien 
land called North Eastern Frontier 
Agency (NEFA), a centrally administered 
region in North East India, in 1964, after 
their lives became untenable in East 
Pakistan. They were victims of persecu-
tion and displacement by the Kaptai dam 
constructed by the East Pakistan govern-
ment. The present generation was born 
on Indian soil, breathes Indian air, min-
gles with Indian dust, went to schools 
and universities; yet, they continue to live 
with the “refugee” tag in their sub con-
sciousness. This statelessness of the 
Chakmas of Arunachal Pradesh is a di-
rect by-product of the Partition of India in 
1947. 

Since their arrival in India with the direct 
assistance from the Central government, 
East Pakistan became Bangladesh and 
NEFA became Arunachal Pradesh, a 
state bordering China, and Chakmas 
became “no-where people”. 

In Arunachal Pradesh, had it not been for 
the strong judicial intervention and inde-
pendent institutions like the Election 
Commission of India and the National 
Human Rights Commission (which took 
the Chakmas’ plight to the Supreme 
Court), they would have been thrown out 

of the state long ago. 

The Chakmas are rightful citizens of India. 
They do not receive any “refugee grant”, 
nor do they live in refugee camps. Yet, 
their hardships are limitless due to very 
limited government assistance, not to 
speak of “humanitarian relief”. 

The Chakmas have toiled hard to uplift 
their socio-economic conditions by them-
selves, rather than waiting for government 
funds, thereby gaining respect and admi-
rations from the locals and outside. 

In February 2008, the High Power Com-
mittee on Chakmas and Hajongs headed 
by then Speaker of the Arunachal 
Pradesh Legislative Assembly, Setong 
Sena submitted its report to the Govern-
ment of Arunachal Pradesh. On 10 Au-
gust 2010, the Ministry of Home Affairs 
(MHA) constituted a Four Party Commit-
tee consisting of the MHA, the state gov-
ernment of Arunachal Pradesh, the All 
Arunachal Pradesh Students’ Union 
(AAPSU) and the Committee for the Citi-
zenship Rights of the Chakmas and Ha-
jongs of Arunachal Pradesh (CCRCHAP) 
to find a lasting solution. 
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Since late 1970s, the govern-
ment of Bangladesh spon-
sored a migration of plain Mus-
lim setters into CHT in blatant 
violation of the CHT Regula-
tion, 1900 for political purpose. 
Between 1978 and 1984, the 
government of Bangladesh 
reportedly transferred half a 
million poor Bangladeshi set-
tlers to CHT and provided 
them free ration, housing, pro-
tection and assistance to grab 
indigenous peoples’ lands to 
sustain the conflict and to anni-
hilate the indigenous peo-
ples. Today, as a result of the 
aggressive settlement policy, 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts has 
a population which is almost 
evenly divided between the 
illegal plains people and the 
indigenous Jummas. As per 
the 1991 census, out of total 
9,74,447 population of CHT, 
5,01,114 were Jummas 
(51.4%) and 47,3333 non-
Jummas i.e. Bengali Muslims 
(48.5%). In 1947, the Muslims 
constituted only about 3% in 
the CHT. 

The CHT Peace Accord of 
1997 failed to restore peace in 
the hills. Rather, it left the Jum-
mas themselves utterly di-
vided, and resulted in un-
abated fratricidal killings which 
do not seem to end. 

On the other hand, even the 
amended constitution refuses 
them identity and denies them 
equal rights.  

Partition’s by-product: Chakmas 
of Arunachal Pradesh 

 

Chakma women of Arunachal Pradesh 
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Chakmas are by nature always 
proud of their identity, wherever they 
are. They are one of the tribes/
indigenous groups who are most 
reluctant to embrace anything for-
eign, if imposed on them. 

Ironically, the unique identity of the 
Chakmas has been the major cause 
of most of their problems. In 
Mizoram, Chakmas haven’t learnt 
the language of the majority because 
they feel it has been imposed on 
them, like  a ‘sword of Damocles’.  A 
majority of them lives wretched lives; 
yet they guard their language jeal-
ously and they would not allow it to 
be corrupted (as far as possible), 
and their women would not part with 
their pinon-haadi in their every day 
life. Incredibly, 98% still follow Bud-
dhism while all other minority com-
munities (example, Brus, Santhals 
etc) embraced Christianity. 

The overall socio-economic situation 
of the Chakmas is relatively better in 
Tripura than Mizoram. Yet, in both 
states, Chakmas are utterly margin-
alized and neglected. As in Bangla-
desh, it is a fight for their identity that 
they are waging in everyday life. 

The fact that their identity is the root 
cause of their problems is evident 
from the refusal of the state govern-
ments in Mizoram and Tripura to rec-
ognize their (Chakma) language and 
its dying script. This is against the 
constitution which provides for safe-
guard of the minority rights which 
includes state protection to minority 
languages and scripts. In Tripura, the 
state government has been for dec-
ades, ludicrously, forcing the Chak-
mas to use the Bengali script to write 
their (Chakma) language. But why 
should the  Chakmas adopt or use 
other community’s script in inde-
pendent India when they have their 

own script which is centuries old? 

In Mizoram, the language of the ma-
jority, Mizo, has been made manda-
tory for employment through various 
recruitment rules. “You must know 
Mizo (the language) if you wish to 
stay in Mizoram” - that is the common 
refrain, and any one who does not 
speak Mizo is looked/treated with dis-
dain in the state. Linguistic minorities, 
particularly the Chakmas who do not 
learn Mizo at schools are the worst 
casualties of the state’s recruitment 
policy. No Chakma has got selected 
for the prestigious Mizoram Civil Ser-

vice ever since Mizoram became a 
state in 1987, although a few Chak-
mas entered into the MCS during Un-
ion Territory days. Leave alone civil 
service, it is extremely rare possibility 
of finding any official or fourth grade 
staff including peons in any depart-
ment offices of the state. 

Mizoram has refused to create any 
mechanism for welfare of minorities. It 
has, for example, opposed creation of 
a state minority commission or minor-
ity cell in departments on the ground 
that the entire population of Mizoram 
are “tribals”. Mizos are also minorities 
(Christians) and tribals like Chakmas 
(Buddhists). But within the tribals and 
minorities, the backward classes i.e. 

Chakmas have been rampantly ig-
nored. Even Dr HT Sangliana, Vice 
Chairperson, National Commission for 
Minorities, told reporters at Aizawl on 
June 6th that minorities like Chakmas 
and Brus are being neglected. Yet, 
Mizoram invokes the Chakma Autono-
mous District Council (CADC) created 
in 1972 to escape any criticism, say-
ing that the Chakmas administer 
themselves. The fact, on the other 
hand, is that 2/3 of the Chakmas have 
been excluded from the CADC. 

Mizoram Chief Minister Mr Lalthan-
hawla has openly stated while ad-
dressing a huge gathering of school 
students at Aizawl’s Vanappa Hall on 
April 27th that Chakmas are a major 
irritant/nuisance in the state. It was 
perhaps the most shocking racist 
statement ever delivered by an incum-
bent Chief Minister against the people 
of his/her own state. It is clear the CM 
has no stomach to appreciate the 
Chakmas’ unique identity. If democ-
racy is all about plurality and toler-
ance of that plurality, then, we must 
ask ourselves whether there is any 
real democracy in Mizoram. 

Yet, the significance of the Chief Min-
ister’s anti-Chakma statement is not 
the statement per se but the astound-
ing silence maintained by the entire 
Chakma leadership within Mizoram.  

This inexplicable silence of the 
Chakma leadership speaks louder 
than words—that Chakmas are 
“second class citizens” in Mizoram. 
The Great Silence highlights the fears 
in our hearts, the tendency to tolerate 
injustice because of this fear, and a 
voice that has long been subdued. 

The real dreams of India’s freedom 
were expressed in the words of 
Rabindranath Tagore who wrote: 
“Where the mind is without fear and 
the head is held high…/Into that 
heaven of freedom, my Father, let my 
country awake.” 

The inevitable conclusion is that  
Chakmas haven’t awaken into “that 
heaven of freedom”. Otherwise, they 
won’t have fears in their hearts even 
after 64 years of India’s independ-
ence. 
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Dhaka, 27 July, 2010 
I am constrained to have to make a statement contro-
verting a statement of the Hon’ble Foreign Minister of 
Bangladesh, Dr. Dipu Moni, as reported in the 
bdnews24.com on 26 July, 2011 and in national daily 
newspapers of Dhaka on 27 July, 2011 – including the 
Prothom Alo and The Daily Star - regarding the indige-
nous status of the hill peoples of the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts (hereafter “CHT”), generally, and in reference to a 
report of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Is-
sues, at its tenth session at UN Headquarters in New 
York, in May, 2011. 

The Hon’ble Foreign Minister is reported, among 
others, as having stated the following:  

(i) “In the constitution, all minorities were recognized 
generically as minorities, and through the 15th amend-
ment, the present government has categorised them as 
'ethnic minorities' and no longer only as 'tribal' people," 
she said.”;  

(ii) “Giving a special and elevated identity to enfranchise 

only 1.2 percent of the total population of 150 million by dis-
entitling the 98.8 percent cannot be in the national interest of 
Bangladesh.";  

(iii) “[The] foreign minister said very well recorded recent 
history of the Indian subcontinent and the CHT region reaf-
firm that the tribal people of CHT migrated to Bangladesh 
between 16th and 19th centuries from neighbouring coun-
tries and Mongoloid nations. "They came here as asylum 
seekers and economic migrants." The original inhabitants or 
first nationals of Bangladesh are the ethnic Bengalees by 
descent that constitute nearly 99 percent of the country's 
150 million people.”;  

(iv) “The ethnic Bengalees are not colonial settlers, neither 
are they foreigners or non-indigenous to their own native 
land and never will be," she stressed.”;  

(v) “From an institutional and legal point of view, the 'ethnic 
minorities' or 'late settlers' residing in CHT region had been 
officially recognized as 'tribal' people in all historical docu-
ments and references of the Indian sub-continental and co-
lonial documents, she added.”     

 PERSPECTIVE 

In Defence of the Indigenous Peoples of CHT 
The statement of Raja Devasish Roy, Chakma Chief & Member, UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 
on the statement of the Foreign Minister of Bangladesh, Dr. Dipu Moni on the indigenous status of the peo-
ples of the CHT as mentioned in the report of the 10th Session of the UN PFII & as reported in bdnews24.com 
on 26 July, 2011 (http://www.bdnews24.com/details.php?cid=2&id=201888&hb=top) 

Chakma Raja Devasish Roy (middle) with indigenous peoples in Bangladesh 

>> 
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Statement of the Chakma Chief & 
Member of the UN Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues, Raja Devasish 
Roy, on the Foreign Minister’s State-
ment:  
 

“Ethnic Minorities”  
i) The Hon’ble Minister’s reference to 
the Constitution of Bangladesh, includ-
ing its 15th amendment in 2011, is incor-
rect. There is no reference to “ethnic 
minorities”, or its Bengali version: 
“jatigoto shongkha-loghu” in the 15th 
amendment  or  indeed to any 
“minorities” groups. In addition to 
“upajati” (“sub-nations”?), the amend-
ment, in the new article 23A, refers to 
“small nations/peoples” (“khudro jat-
ishotta), “small ethnic groups” (“khudro 
nrigoshthi”) and “small communi-
ties” (“khudro shomprodai”). Just be-
cause the constitution does not explicitly 
refer to “minorities”, it cannot be denied 
that minorities groups – whether based 
upon religious, ethnic or linguistic affilia-
tion - live in Bangladesh. Similarly, it is 
incorrect to say that there are no indige-
nous peoples in Bangladesh.  

 

”Enfranchisement & Disentitlement”  
(ii) The Hon’ble Minister’s statement on 

the “enfranchisement” of 1.2 percent 
of the national population leading to 
the “disentitlement” of 98.8 per cent of 
the national population, is incorrect 
and misconceived. Constitutional rec-
ognition of the indigenous status of 
the excluded, marginalized and disad-
vantaged 1.2 per cent of Bangla-
desh’s population would provide a 
firm platform and legal basis to ad-
dress the marginality of the members 
of these populations. It would not pro-
vide any privileged status to these 
groups or to their members. Recogni-
tion of the indigenous status of popu-
lation groups in other countries, in-
cluding Nepal, the Philippines, Scan-
dinavian countries and Latin American 
countries did not disentitle non-
indigenous groups. It is inconceivable 
to think that the mere recognition of 
‘indigenous’ status of some citizens 
would “disentitle” or otherwise disad-
vantage other citizens in governance, 
political, economic or social spheres, 
especially when they constitute the 
overwhelming majority of the coun-
try’s population and constitute the po-
litical, social and economic elite of the 
country. Recognition of the indige-
nous status of peoples is only relevant 
when they do not constitute the domi-
nant part of a country’s population. It 
is to address the marginality of of non-

dominant popula-
tion groups’ and 
their exclusion or 
marginalization in 
governance and 
development, and 
the discrimination 
suffered by them, 
historically and cur-
rently. 

 

“Asylum-Seekers 
& Economic Mi-
grants”  
(iii) The Hon’ble 
Minister’s state-
ment about the 
CHT indigenous 
peoples  be ing 
”asylum-seekers & 
economic migrants” 
may be equally ap-
plicable to other   
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Bangladeshi citizens that are of Ben-
gali-speaking or Urdu-speaking ori-
gin (belonging to the Islamic faith, 
who migrated from present-day India 
or Myanmar). The political, social 
and economic causes of migration 
cannot be the basis of disentitlement 
to indigenous status or citizenship 
rights or freedom from non-
discrimination. If it were to be, it 
would be discriminatory and violative 
of the tenets of non-discrimination 
that are enshrined in international 
human rights law as jus cogens 
(peremptory norms of international 
human rights law) and the funda-
mental rights clauses of the Constitu-
tion of Bangladesh on non-
discrimination and special provisions.   

 
Bengalees not being “colonial set-
tlers”, “foreigners” or “non-
indigenous” 
(iv) The Hon’ble Minister is equating 
the status of those not regarded as 
‘indigenous’ as being “colonial set-
tlers” and/or “foreigners”. While this 
might be the case in the Americas or 
in Australia, if at all, the current and 
progressive discourses on indige-
nous peoples’ rights do not neces-
sarily construe those not regarded as 
indigenous to be “colonial settlers” 
and/or “foreigners”. The status of 
Bangalees as natives of Bangladesh 
is not challenged or questioned by 
the assertion of the indigenous iden-
tity of other ethnic groups. Non-
indigenous does not mean “settlers”, 
at least not in Bangladesh and in 
several other countries of Asia. The 
indigenous peoples of the CHT fulfill 
the criteria of “indigenous’, among 
others, by being (i) descendants of 
pre-colonial or pre-conquest socie-
ties; and (ii) adherence to pre-
colonial or pre-conquest political, 
social and cultural institutions’ norms 
and customs, among others.  

The government is probably stuck in 
the early 20th century construction of 
the term “indigenous”, which was 
confined to the Americas and Austra-
lia and New Zealand. This under-
standing has moved on, in United 

Nations, and in international human 
rights, development, environmental, 
Climate Change and other interna-
tional processes to include groups 
hitherto regarded as “tribal’. The mis-
conceived, inaccurate and artificial 
distinction between “tribal” and 
”indigenous” is no longer relevant to 
the international human rights dis-
courses. The identification of citizens 
other than as ‘indigenous’ or 
‘adibashi” in Bangladesh is not going 
to exclude the application of interna-
tional human rights instruments and 
processes to the groups identifying 
themselves as ‘indigenous’ or 
‘adibashi’ in Bangladesh.  

 
Recognition of 'Ethnic minorities', 
'Late Settlers' as 'Tribal' people  
(iv) The Hon’ble Minister’s reference 
to the CHT indigenous peoples as 
“late settlers” and of their recognition 
as “tribal people” is substantially in-
correct.  

The Chakma people, for example, are 
recorded in history as having lived in 
a country called “Chacomas”, which 
was separate from Bengal, Arakan 
and Tripura, from at least the 1550s, 
within the boundaries of present-day 
Bangladesh, such as in the accounts 
of Portugese geographers and histori-
ans. They may have lived in their pre-
sent territories centuries before that 
date as well as did other indigenous 
peoples of the CHT and elsewhere in 
Bangladesh. In the CHT, Bengali peo-
ple are not known to have perma-
nently resided in the region before the 
19th century. Nowhere in Bengal is 
there a record of the indigenous peo-
ples or adibashis having displaced 
Bengalee people and settled therein. 
Whenever they may have settled 
therein, these territories were not in-
habited by Bengalee people at the 
time of settlement of the indigenous 
peoples. In order to qualify as indige-
nous peoples within the meaning of 
the ILO Convention No 107 – ratified 
by Bangladesh – they do not have to 
have resided therein for millennia – as 
in the case of indigenous peoples in 
the Americas or in Australia. The 

need to have merely settled/lived 
therein “at the time of conquest or 
colonization” (18th-19th centuries, for 
example) and lived in conformity with 
the political, social and cultural institu-
tions of pre-colonial times is sufficient 
to qualify as indigenous according to 
the above convention. 

The CHT Accord of the 1997 and 
some laws of the British period and of 
the period after the signing of the CHT 
Accord do regard the indigenous peo-
ples as ‘tribal’ or ‘upajati’ (sub-
nations). However, the ‘upajati” term 
is known to have been accepted un-
der duress, as is confirmed by state-
ments of representatives of the Jana 
Samhati Samiti (which signed the 
CHT Accord of 1997) in their public 
statements on the issue.  The terms 
“indigenous” or “aboriginal” have also 
been used interchangeably. Examples 
include the following: 

 

“Aboriginal” 
East Bengal State Acquisition & Ten-
ancy Act, 1950  (protected in the First 
Schedule to the Constitution of Bang-
ladesh) 

 

“Indigenous” 

• CHT Regulation, 1900 

• Finance Acts of 1995 and 2010 

• Poverty Reduction Strategy  
(PRSP-2008, 2019-10) 

• Judgment of the Hon’ble Supreme 
Court of Bangladesh in Sampriti 
Chakma v. Commissioner of Cus-
toms & Others (5 BLC, AD, 29) 

 

“Adibashi” 

• Statements of Hon’ble Sheikh 
Hasina, Begum Khaleda Zia and 
Dr. Fakhruddin Ahmed, on good-
will messages on Indigenous Peo-
ples’ Day 

• PRSP, 2005 

• Small Ethnic Groups Cultural In-
stitutions Act, 2010 
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Introduction 
Do ideologies matter for develop-
ment or development is an autono-
mous concept which could be with-
out any ideological beliefs and prac-
tices? In this paper I will try to at-
tempt to understand the relevance 
and practices of Ideologies in the 
path to development from the context 
of the Chakma society. Willingly or 
unwillingly the attractiveness and 
beauty of any ideology may mislead 
into different and unexpected stories. 
So attempting to understand and 
analyze in an alternative way, it may 
lead to constructive and progressive 
thinking and explore the social reality 
before coming into any conclusion. 
This topic has been striking me since 
I joined my MA Development Studies 
course.  As yet I am also not sure for 
how many our Chakma society could 
able to produce historian, sociologist, 
ethnographies and anthropologist? If 
there are any, still I could not able to 
come across of how many books or 
articles they wrote or published on 
the Chakma society. I think these are 
equally very important to lead the 
society in the coming days, when it 
comes to development and progress 
of a society. The populist history is in 
fact a great source of food for 

thought when we attempt to think and 
act for development of a society and 
where we are lacking. The reasons of 
writing this article is that I believe we, 
the Chakma people, may consciously 
or unconsciously put ourselves and 
our development at risk when we at-
tempt to embrace any beautiful, ro-
mantic and attractive ideology. In the 
era of this emerging capitalism where 
the world is assumed to be like a vil-
lage, we may lose our way while 
tracking our own way to home. Hun-
dreds of tribal communities and 
groups of people have already extin-
guished and many are at endangers, 
so we can’t guarantee that one day 
we will not be in the category of that 
probable group. Can we walk together 
in an alternative road to discover our-
selves and define who we are and 
what is our development?   

 

Concept 
At present the concept of develop-
ment has been hijacked by the econo-
mist and indeed it is quiet inevitable. 
Here I do not mean to reject their con-
cept or measurement of development 
but it is indeed the initials or the basic, 
before we look to move towards the 
path of history to development and 
progress of any society. The univer-
sally accepted development measure-
ment could be the indicators of the 
Human Development Index which 
consist of life expectancy, literacy, 
education and standards of living. 
These are the indicators which are the 
means but not the end when we talk 
about development. The perception 
and practice of development as a con-
cept has been one of the most contro-
versial and contested in this period of 
globalization, and capitalism. Today 

we are made to be bound to accept 
and practice what the United Nations 
Development Programme or World 
Bank perceive development is. The 
observation so far I am going through 
is that this concept is not been able to 
emerge from within the respective 
society and people, especially the 
ethnic or indigenous do not have the 
definite definition or perspective of 
development for themselves and 
hence we are not able to decide what 
development is mean to us. So it 
seems more difficult and risk to us as 
it has been defined by other for us. As 
the famous feminist proverb says that 
“Nothing about us is without us” which 
is highly relevance and unavoidable to 
any group of people when somebody 
speaks on behalf of them. The rea-
sons could also be that there was and 
is no such exclusive meaning and 
definition of development but histori-
cally it has been touched or used by 
the social scientists as part of under-
standing the different historical facts 
and context. At present with the capi-
talist democracy there are continuous 
attempts to define and interprets on 
development by government, non 
government actors, academicians and 
professionals which may pose peril to 
the so called backward tribal and 
other communities of the human so-
cieties. As many of the social scien-
tists says that practice or presence of 
knowledge is not about what is right 
or wrong and what is good or bad but 
it is more to do with what has been 
accepted, rejected and which have 
been propagated since time immemo-
rial. The immediate threat is that there 
is no universalize perspective to the 
concept of development as it is still 
not conceptualize which could be uni-
versally accepted. The practice and 
visualization of development may end 
up with a game of probability and 
which may be enlightening to some 
and may be paralyzing to others.  

The dominance in understanding of 
the development concept has been in 
the origin of the concept of Capitalist, 
French Revolution and Marxist ideolo-
gies. These helps in taking the shape 
of different ideologies which did not 
appear from heaven or sky and every 
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ideology speaks the volume of the 
social (society) reality at that particu-
lar period of time and that social real-
ity is not universal. Moreover, all 
these concepts took place as a part 
of social conflict in the processes of 
social change such as capitalism 
overthrew Feudalism, French Revo-
lution overthrew the monarchy and 
Marxian born against the capitalist 
which results in exploitation. So it is 
still remain a doubt whether these 
conceptualize perception model of 
understanding development can be 
envisage to conceive as it did not 
born out of the concern of develop-
ment but a process of struggles to 
overcome at that era and context. 
However, there are no static and uni-
versally accepted ideologies and 
different political ideologies emerge 
at different times with best contextual 
social realities. Every individual is 
unique and hence every society. 
Relevance and irrelevance of ideolo-
gies may be a primary source of in-
vestigating the process of develop-
ment and progress in a particular 
society without denial but that does 
not mean it is acceptable or unac-
ceptable.  

 

Relevance and Practices 
The more important things to note for 
us (Chakma Society) are that we are 
not having a nation and an umbrella 
administration where we are all living 
together. We are residing in different 
parts of the world but we can’t ignore 
the fact that we have an identity as 
being a Chakma.  Our thinking may 
vary according to the social environ-
ment we are socialized or adapted 
but yet we have a concern of who we 
are and what we are which I believe 
as the essence of survival of any 
society. The reason I mentioned the 
word ‘nation’ is that those mentioned 
ideologies where it has been ac-
cepted and practices by nation or 
government to put a direction to 
leading the society but that govern-
ment is never a representation of us 
and neither are we representing any 
government as we are living in crisis 
of social, political and economic as-

pect. We are as diverse as India by 
physically, geographically and admin-
istratively. So it is a huge challenge 
for us to achieve development as a 
Chakma society with the any certain 
considered or accepted ideology of 
other. Our script and history is a great 
source of our identity but this is not 
our ultimate achievement in the proc-
ess of development and progress.  

If we still feel to believe that these 
ideologies yet may work for us to 
move ahead in the coming days but 
the question is in which direction. For 
example in India if we take the suc-
cess stories of Kerala which is led by 
the Communist party with Marxian 
ideology, yet we can find survival of a 
rigid caste system, gender inequalities 
and dominative patriarchy. I see caste 
system as a problem (which many of 
us may not consider) because this is 
the core issue to almost every existing 
and coming problem in India. Marx 
analyze every problems from the ma-
terialism perspective or class struggle 
but that is not the fact in India which 
may be the reason why Communist 
party in India failed to be accepted or 
spread across many states of the 
country except few. To lead the coun-
try the India’s intellectuals such as 
M.K Gandhi a functionalist, Jawahar-
lal Nehru a visionaries and Dr. B.R 
Ambedkhar a liberal who had different 
view of the Idea of India. The social 
issues such as poverty, illiteracy and 
unemployment are still almost more or 
less the same. After drafting the In-
dian Constitution Ambedkar com-
ments “On the 26th of January 1950, 
we are going to enter into a life of 
contradictions. In politics we will have 
equality and in social and economic 
life we will have inequality. In politics 
we will be recognizing the principle of 
one man one vote and one vote one 
value. In our social and economic life, 
we shall, by reason of our social and 
economic structure, continue to deny 
the principle of one man one value. 
How long shall we continue to live this 
life of contradictions? How long shall 
we continue to deny equality in our 
social and economic life? If we con-
tinue to deny it for long, we will do so 
only by putting our political democracy 

in peril. We must remove this contra-
diction at the earliest possible mo-
ment or else those who suffer from 
inequality will blow up the structure of 
political democracy which this Assem-
bly has so laboriously built up.”  

After independence the country ex-
perienced and witnessed lots of ac-
commodation in politics and adminis-
trative sphere as it was required. It 
was required because even the ideas 
of the whole constitution are borrowed 
from different countries which could 
not be possible without accommoda-
tion as per the existence of the reali-
ties. The elite class or high caste peo-
ple sustained the social order of caste 
system without bringing social 
change, and rejected the land reforms 
and the problems such as poverty and 
illiteracy still follows. These are the 
experience we can cite from the ex-
perience of different ideological prac-
tices in the India’s political practices 
since Independence which hardly ad-
dresses the issues of the core social 
issues. Today, the country is facing 
Naxalism which have been consid-
ered differently by different people 
such as the academicians, ideologist 
and government believes that it is be-
cause of the crisis of development, 
(socio – economic) democratic rights 
and result of failure of law and order 
respectively. If we trace the origin of 
Naxalism, it seems that the first two 
are correct but at presently they are 
considered the representative of the 
voices of tribals and the poor people 
who are fighting for them. The fact is 
that the victims from both sides 
(Naxals and Government) are tribals 
and they are losing their lives from the 
either party. The questions arises that 
do the Naxals have a perspective in 
their manifesto of what tribal develop-
ment should and can be? Are the 
movement has been dominated by 
the poor and tribals leaders? The 
movement has been dominated either 
by the middle class or the Marxian 
ideologist who mostly belong to high 
caste. 

In Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), the 
Jummo radical political parties have 
been trying to represent the voice of 
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the Jummo people suffering since 
the partition of India and Pakistan. 
The “Peace Treaty” with Bangladesh 
government and International atten-
tion and focus towards the issues 
and problems of the Indigenous peo-
ple in Bangladesh are some of the 
success. However, the fragmented 
beliefs, divided leadership and feeble 
populist and elitist strong support 
seems weakening the political move-
ment in CHT. The positive in the 
movement is that it is being led by 
the Jummo leaders even though 
there may not be or very rare support 
by any ideologist and other group of 
non Jummo people in Bangladesh 
unlike of the Naxalist movement in 
India. In India the situation and con-
dition of the Chakma people residing 
at different states such as Mizoram, 
Tripura, Arunachal Pradesh and As-
sam are too more or less similar 
when it came to suffering. The aspi-
rations, enthusiasm and energy of 
the educated Chakma youths in India 
and the veteran leaders of Bangla-
desh yet throw a possible ray of 
hope for the coming days to lead the 
society from darkness to light. 

 

Conclusion 
I believe that that the development 
should emerge from us (Chakma 
people) as the construction of it from 
outside cannot or may not necessar-
ily be able to provide a perspective 
and define what could be Chakma 
development. It should also mean to 
every members of the society in cul-
tural and social context. The ap-
proach practices and act for develop-
ment and in search of any ideology 
we may end up by taking a stand 
that whatever I or we believe and 
think is totally personal and there is 
nothing to do with others but the 
Feminist says that sometime 
‘Personal is Political’. The socializa-
tion process of the Chakma people is 
highly heterogeneous being adapted 
and surviving at different parts of the 
world with different societies. The 
question arises; how we decide what 
we decide in order to do what we 
think that we have to do? This ques-

tion may require a critical thought pro-
voking process but possible even 
though it may not be completely pos-
sible without the contributions of the 
Chakma academicians, anthropolo-
gies, ethnographies, sociologist and 
historians from the Chakma society’s 
perspective. Considering the facts 
and the present situation of the Chak-
mas’ in every part of the world that we 
are living, it is high time to come to-
gether at an intellectual platform to 
discover and articulate for a strong 
Chakma Development perspective or 
ideology before get extinguished as a 
society. Equality among men and 
women, belongingness to the concept 
of the Chakma society and from each 
according to his ability and contribu-
tion to the society despite of whereso-
ever do we may reside and live will 
bring us together and achieve what 
we want and have to achieve. I have 
little faith on the relevance and prac-
tices of the dominant political ideolo-
gies in this world for the Chakma soci-
ety but at the same time we can’t re-
ject the concept of ideology. The 
question is than what? The answer to 
me is the alternative way of autono-
mous social contextual thought proc-
ess to discover and explore and the 
momentum can progress and 
achieved only when education along 
with the other development paradigms 
of dominant concept of development 
would be the top most priority. Hence 
the identity, survival and progress of 
the Chakma society will be decided by 
the development of a ‘Chakma Devel-
opment Perspective’ or how we 
dream and want to define ourselves.  

 
(Shyamal Bikash Chakma is a student of 
Master of Arts in Development Studies at 
Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai. 
He has also completed his BASW 
with specialization in Rural Development 
from TISS. He was selected for the Stu-
dent Exchange Programme with Victoria 
University, Melbourne, Australia for a se-
mester in 2010. He was awarded the In-
ternational Associate Dean Award by VU 
for the outstanding international student.   
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