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The Site - Today

Rakhine State

Between October 2016 and end of 2017, some 700.000 
Muslims fled from Rakhine to Bangladesh, most from 2 
1/2  townships in northern Rakhine sized 4.000 sqkm
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The Rakhine Crisis 220 Years Ago -
 A  historical conflict mapping

Some basic statements
The Naf river, today the frontier between Myanmar and Bangladesh, 
designates the border between Muslim-Hindu dominated South Asia and 
Buddhist dominated South-East Asia.

Only after the emergence of independent states in 1974/1948 on both sides of 
the border, the necessity of creating national identities evidenced by official 
documents happened.

The main problem of the Muslims known as Rohingyas is the refusal by 
Myanmar as well as Bangladesh to issue them national identity documents. 
They are stateless. 

The fact that the first anti-Muslim riots in Burma happening in 1938 spread to 
almost all parts of Burma except Rakhine illustrates the historical complexity 
of the isuue.

Some 88% of Myanmar’s population profess the Buddhist faith, but among 
the Rakhine, Shan and Mon strong resentments against Burmese domination 
are still alive.

The situation in and around Rakhine is very comlex. com
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YANGON — At least eight people have been killed in Rakhine State after a heavy police crackdown on Rakhine 
protestors in the ancient town of Mrauk U on Tuesday night. 

The incident occurred after thousands of people took to the streets to protest the government’s decision to cancel an event 
planned to commemorate the 233rd anniversary of the fall of the Rakhine kingdom, which had its capital city at Mrauk 
U. The protestors destroyed property, including a motorbike and plastic chairs, witnesses said. 

1885: The Buddhist kingdom of Rakhine is integrated in 
the Buddhist kingdom of Amarapura by transporting the 
religious symbol of the Rakhine State, the Mahamuni 
Buddha, to the Burmese capital. 

Question: How are both incidents related?
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Thesis to be illustrated by the following slides:
The dominating presentation of the Rakhine or Rohingya conflict as a 
controversy between Burmese Buddhists and Rohingya Muslims is a 
simplification. 

The conflict goes back to a fight between the Buddhist kingdoms of 
Amarapura (in Burma) and Rakhine (Arakan).

The Muslims living on both sides of the Naf river were drawn into this 
conflict as a result of the colonial expansion of the British Empire:

Since the conquest of Rakhine in 1884/85, the constellation of the 
conflict has not  much changed – except of the position of the 
international community (represented  by the British in the 18. century)
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Government Newspaper
Global New Light of 
Myanmar – 19.1.2018

A prayer service was held in Buthidaung, Rakhine State on Wednesday 
(September 26) evening to pray for the release of Dr Aye Maung and youth 
author Wai Hin Aung, who are facing high treason and defamation charges.
Shwe Kyin Monastery's abbot Ashin Nayaka told Narinjara News that the prayer 
service was held on the platform of Thapyaykone Pagoda in Buthidaung after 6 
pm on September 26.

“They were facing three charges but the charge for unlawful association was 
dropped and two charges have been filed against them. We held the prayer 
service because we want [the authorities] to drop the remaining charges and 
release them,” said Ashin Nayaka.

Dr Aye Maung and Ko Wai Hin Aung have been charged with high 
treason and defamation of the State under Section 122 and 
505 of the Penal Code and they have been detained at Sittwe Prison.

“I believe Dr Aye Maung [and Wai Hin Aung] will be released even though 
they are facing these charges. I want [the authorities] to release them by 
aiming towards peace and harmony in the country,” the chief abbot continued.

19.1.2019: Myanmar’s army says it killed 13 ethnic Rakhine fighters  of the 
Arakan Army in counter attacks, afer the well-armed group carried out 
deadly strikes on police posts earlier this month.



6

Rakhine – a historical conflict mapping

Aye Maung, Wai Hin Aung handed 20-year sentences for high treason
Frontier Myanmar 19.3.2019

YANGON — A court in Sittwe on Tuesday sentenced prominent lawmaker Dr Aye Maung and author Wai 
Hin Aung to 20 years’ imprisonment for speeches given at a public event in Rakhine State early last year.

Sittwe District Court sentenced the two ethnic Rakhine men to 20 years for high treason under section 
122 of the Penal Code and two years for incitement under section 505(b) of the Penal Code. The 
sentences will be served concurrently. They were transferred to Sittwe Prison following the decision.

The sentences are likely to further inflame tensions in the conflict-hit state, where the Arakan Army and 
state forces have clashed repeatedly since a January 4 attack that lef 13 police oficers dead.

“Rakhine people are angry about the case,” said Wai Hin Aung’s lawyer, Daw Aye Nu Sein.

She told Frontier that the verdict was unfair and the severity of the sentences were out of proportion to 
the alleged ofences. However, she was unsure whether her client would appeal.

Rakhine politicians and an armed strive for ending Burmese rule 
in the state. The verdict will increase the conflict.
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Political and ideological motives

Establish political order and the rule of law in a 
lawless area 

Re-establish “peace” in a politically divided and 
often anarchic Rakhine

Match the ideal of a Buddhist king 

Reform the sasana in Rakhine

Request for intervention by Rakhine malcontents

An easy prey

Religious motives

Rakhine’sprestigious antiquity

Origins of Buddhism in Rakhine

Continuity of Buddhism and a particular royal 
tradition in Rakhine

The cult of the Mahamuni

Economic background motives

Trade with Bengal/ trans-Arakan Yoma Road

All motives are closely interconnected.
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1784/1785
➔ Conquest of the Rakhine  Buddhist kingdom  

with its centre in Mrauk-U by the Buddhist 
Burmese kingdom with its centre in 
Amarapura.

● Politics, religion and economic motives are 
mixed; the Mahamuni image is the symbol of 
the integration of Rakhine into Burma.

2018/2019
 Protests of parts of the Buddhist Rakhine 

population represented by a prominent politician 
supported by members of the Sangha against  the  
Burmese government in Naypyidaw.

● Protesters want Rakhine independence back amd 
administrate politics, religion and economics by 
themselves.

April 04, 2017 
Aye Maung, Genocidal Anti-Rohingya Leader Elected

Aye Maung, a leader of the ANP or Arakan National 
Party is a virulently anti-Rohingya genocidalist who 
has been implicated in the 2012 pogroms and riots 
targeting the Rohingya Muslims. Maung won 
recent elections that were held on April 1st on an 
avowedly anti-Rohingya platform.
Quote from, a US Muslim Organisation

Already in the beginning of the 16th century Portuguese pirates 
arrived at the Arakan  shores and founded settlements along the coast. 
The Arakanese by nature seagoing people adopted new sailing and 
war techniques from the Portuguese and joined them in their 
numerous raids into neighbouring Bengal. On the occasion of these 
raids, captives – Muslim and Hindu - were taken and sold as slaves in 
Arakan. These slaves and their offspring were used for cultivation 
work all over Arakan and could be found in almost all rural 
Arakanese villages. Although they kept their native language 
(Bengala) and their religion (Islam and Hinduism), they becarne 
Arakanese in dress, habit and social customs. They called themselves 
Rohingyas but the Arakanese referred to them as ‘Heins’, which 
meant "low cast".

From a UNHCR paper, 1995

The  origins of the “Rohnicya conflict” are conflicts between Burmese and 
Rakhine Buddhists in which the Muslims got involved.
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1798 – From the diaries of an employee of the East-India Company

p. 60 :

The tension between Rakhine Beddhists and Bengal Muslims 
started afer 1885.
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         Buchanan’s idea to protect the refugees in Bengal:

                            1798
● The refugees need an area in which they 

can live without being oppressed..
● This place should be a separate district.
● Most importantly, they need an own 

administration that is completely 
independent from that of the inhabitants 
of the country to which they fled.

● The area has to be protected by a British 
military force.

● It should be far away to avoid 
“humbling the Burmans”.   

2019 ??

The situation of the refugees then and now is rather similar.
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The conflicta pertners –1898.

                 Rakhine Buddhists               Burmese Buddhists

                         The British                  “Bengali” Muslims

Relationship British towards Rakhine: Have to be protected
British-Bengali relationship: anti-British tendency in Bengal, but not relevant
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Events between then and now - 1824-1826

First Anglo-Burmese War: Rakhine is integrated into the British-
Indian Empire. Buddhist refugees return and Bengali Muslims 
come in.

The Burmese Citizenship Law of 1948 defined the term 
“indigenous races” used in the Constitution of 1947 thus: “...the 
Arakanese, Burmese, Chin, Kachin, Karen, Kayah, Mon or Shan 
race and such racial group as has settled in any of the 
territories included within the Union as their permanent home 
from a period anterior to 1823 A. D. (1185 B.E.).

The beginning of the colonial period shaped Burma’s citizenship 
Law: Indians and Chinese were not regarded “indigenous”.
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The conlicta pertners – afer 1826..

                 Rakhine Buddhists               Burmese Buddhists

                         The British                  “Bengali” Muslims

The conflict between the British and the Burmese Buddhist increased.
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Events between then and now - 1938

Between June and September, anti-Muslim programs happen in many parts 
of British Burma (since 1937 separated from British India) with the exception 
of northern Rakhine where many Muslim migrants lived. - The Indians were 
regarded to be stooges of the British in exploiting the country economically 
and administrating it. Religion came in rather incidentally.

Religion played the role of a fire accelerant in a social-economic conflict that did not 
exist in northern Rakhine.
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The conflict partners –1938

                 Rakhine Buddhists               Burmese Buddhists

                                 “Bengali” Muslims
The British and

“Muslim Indians”

The events of 1938 resulted in a “negative image” of Indian Muslims iamong the 
whole Buddhist population of Burma.
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Events between then and now - 1942

Between the exodus of the British army and the arrival of the 
Japanese army in Rakhine (March- June 1942) massacres 
happened in northern Rakhine bewteen Muslims and Buddhist 
causing 1000 -to 2000 deaths on both sides.

The cruel deeds committed by both sides (raping women, 
slaughtering children, burning villages etc.) were stored in the 
memories of both communities, never discussed, but repeated 
again and again by way of increasing the numbers of casualties 
(to 20.000 and more). - The same happened in the Ayeyawadi 
Delte between Burmese and Kayin.



17

       The conlict partners – 1942

                 Rakhine Buddhists               Burmese Buddhists

                         The British                  “Bengali” Muslims

The massacres of 1942 shaped the collective memory of both Rakhine Buddhist 
and Muslim communities as potential “monstrous enemies”.
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Further Events ….

● 1945-1947: Muslim leaders of north Rakhine petition the British authorities to be granted an 
administration of their own. The request is denied. One argument: Religion is no ethic categoryAfer 
independence: A mujahedin rebellion begins that ends only around 1960.

● May 1961-February 1964: A Mayu Frontier District composing 2 ½ townships in norther Rakhine mainly 
inhabited by Muslims is created that is directly administered by the central government.

● 1978: Afer a countrywide campaign to check identity documents, alomost a quarter million Muslims flee 
to Bangladesh. Most of the return shortly later afer an agreement convluded between the two 
governments.

● 1982: The citizenship law is amended introducing three categories.
● 1992: A new exodus to Bangladesh begins; some 250.000 people flee like in 1978. Despite another 

agreement, process of return is very slow.
● 2010: Afer the murder of a Buddhist Rakhine woman and the killing of 10 Muslims by a Rakhine mob, 

fighting between the two communities start resulting in the establishment of IDP camps for some 
1000.000 Muslims and some Rakhine Buddhists.

● October 2017 and August 2018: Muslim rebels attack Myanmar security posts on the border. The Burmese 
army retaliates. Spme 700.000 Mslims flee to Bangladesh.

● November 2018: An agrrement based on that of 1993 is concluded. Up to now, no Muslims returned to 
Myanmar.

New cycles of violence and flight occurred reinforcing the antagonism between the 
Muslim and Buddhist communities in Rakhine
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The conlicta pertners – today

                 Rakhine Buddhists               Burmese Buddhists

                         The UN + HROs                  “Bengali” Muslims

Nothing fundamental has changed since 1800 – except that the sympathy of the 
“onlookin participants ” (British/international community) has switched towards 

te new victims of the conflict.
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OPEN QUESTION: What to do with the Mahamuni  Image ? - Maybe, take it back to 
Rakhine to pacify the minds of the Rakhine Buddhists?
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