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The problem of ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples
caught within national boundaries and forced to live under
governments which they regard as foreign is a worldwide
problem too often solved by genocidal repression which is
countered by guerilla warfare involving generation after
generation. Tactics and ideologies may change, but the
resistance continues. A prime example of protracted armed
resistance by ethnic minorities is in the bloody triangle
where the borders of Bangladesh, India and Burma meet.
There, National Liberation Movements have been conducting
operations against the respective central governments at
Dacca, Delhi and Rangoon since the collapse of the British
empire in 1947" (Johnson, IWGIA Newsletter No 31-32, 1982).



Map Showing the Location of Indigenous Groups in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts.
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Introduction

The Chittagong Hill Tracts are a "tribal area" in Bangla-
desh where 12 different ethnic groups live. They number about
600 000 people and make up 0.7% of the total population of
Bangladesh. After independence the tribal people accounted
for 98% of the district's inhabitants. Today they are out-
numbered by Bengali settlers who were brought into the hills
in recent years by a three-phase government initiative: 25 000
families rehabilitated by mid 1980 (first phase), 100 000
families bv 1981 (second vhase) and 250 000 more Muslim

Bengalis estimated by 1983 ( third phase).

The Bangladesh army and airforce are conducting a camp-
aign of unparalleled vioclence against the tribal minorities.
They have been subjected to large scale evictions torture,
rape and massacres - 10 000 tribal people were killed in 1981
alone. Relocation in "strategic villages" is the army's means
of making the hills receptive to "development" and internation-
al aid is openly used for this end. "We want the land and not
the people of the Chittagong Hill Tracts" admitted a high
ranking military official in the Bangladesh government. Since
1972, a tribal guerilla force has been operating in the hills
to defend the tribal cause. The guerilla force has repeat-
edly offered to negotiate with the Bangladesh authorities but
the military government is only looking for a military

solution.

In 1978, I met an American anthropologist who had worked
in Bangladesh. "Do you know anything about the Chittagong
Hill Tracts?" I asked him.

"Not really", he said, "All I know is that every day
lorries full of corpses come out of the hills and the dead
bodies are not Bengali bodies".

So it was true. I had known that something was going on
in the hills but what I didn't know. The news gave me a feel-

ing of both anger and helplessness. I had lived for months



in the hills, sharing daily life and plain rice food with the
tribal peoples. Through their guidance and patience with my
strange western ways I was able to catch a glimpse of "tribal
life" in its own dimensions. For instance, I'll never forget
my shock when turning around a corner of a narrow, hidden
jungle path I found a tribal standing in front of me, naked
except for his loin cloth,a dao in his right hand....anv
tension between us dissolved into laughter in seconds and he
took me to the village headman's house where we ate chicken.

I stayed in the hills illegally as this area has been
closed to foreigners since 1964. It was only the solidarity
and cover, the patience and consolation they gave that
enabled me to keep my tracks covered. "You live with one leg
in the banana tree and the other in jail" my informants joked
sympathetically when we found out that the secret service was
after me. These days were colourful, exciting and enlighten-
ing for me and I have been in the people's debt ever since.

A part of what they gave me I could return on a few occasions
but when I heard what the American had to report I felt dis-
traught at not being able to return the courageous solidarity

they had extended to me.

My research on the Chittagong Hill Tracts issue has
involved many sad hours or archive work, of scouring news-—
papers and magazines, of writing letters to contacts for in-
formation, of systematizing material. This is my way of
acknowledging my obligation to the peoples of the hills.

I am very grateful to my two Chakma friends for their
kindness and cooperation, to my Dutch colleagues for their
encouragement and concern and I am equally grateful to IWGIA
for providing a larger forum for the hill tracts' issue than

I would have ever been able to achieve on my own.



Chapter 1

THE ROAD TO REPRESSION

Aspects of Bengali Encroachment on the
Chittagong Hill Tracts 1860-1983

Bangladesh Groep Nederland, 1983
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1. The causes of migration

During the last four generations the societies which
now constitute the Third World have experienced a fourfold
crisis: economic, demographic, ecological and political.
Commercialization of rural economies characterized by high
degrees of inequality led to widespread poverty. Economic
crisis was exacerbated by high rates of population growth
(partly a result of economic crisis itself) and because Third
World economies remained overwhelmingly rural and agriculture-
based, pressure on the land increased rapidly. This led to
land hunger and the agricultural colonization of new land. In
many societies a moving open frontier existed, and peasants
who found it impossible to make a living at home could migrate
and reclaim land in less accessible areas. Although in some
countries this open frontier still exists, in most countries
peasants can no longer reclaim even moderately cultivable land
without coming into serious conflict with others. These
others mav be state officials (as in encroachment on state
forests, game reserves, etc.), commercial enterprises (plant-
ations, tourist estates, etc.), or groups of earlier inhabit-

ants (tribal populations, earlier migrant settlers etc.).

The northeastern part of the Indian subcontinent is one
of the areas which used to have an open frontier until the
early part of this century. This large region, now divided
between India and Bangladesh, consists of the fertile valleys
and the combined delta of two very large rivers, the Ganges
and the Brahmaputra, and hillv areas surrounding them. The
plains are characterized by a heavy dominance of wet-rice
cultivation; in contrast the hills are typically under shift-
ing cultivation (slash and burn). There are, accordingly,
sharp historical differences in population densities between
the plains and the hills.

The plains first felt the full impact of rising world
capitalism on their economy when the British managed to
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establish a colonial foothold in large parts of the Bengal
delta in the middle of the eighteenth century. Extensive
industries producing for export (especially textiles) were
dismantled and trade networks, which had existed in precolon-
ial times, were redirected to suit the requirements of the new
rulers. As a result, the local economy was ruralized, and
agricultural production became its sole support. Important
new cash crops were introduced, notably opium, indigo, tea,
tobacco and jute. Subsistence production mainly relying on
the cultivation of rice (paddy), was both neglected and heav-
ily taxed, resulting in stagnation, impoverishment of the

peasantry, and the onset of demographic crisis.

With the rapid decline in the size of peasant holdings
and with the rise of landlessness came settler migration to
less densely populated areas. Migrants naturally preferred
the fertile level soils of the plains and most settler
migration was focussed on the northern part of the delta and
the upper reaches of the Brahmaputra valley. After the middle
of the present century, however, plains land even in those
areas had become very hard to come by and many peasants had
to try their luck in the thinly-populated hills.

The differences between the plains and the hills, how-
ever, are by no means confined to matters of economy or
demography. There are, for instance, very important ethnic
differences. The inhabitants of the plains are very largely
Bengalis; they belong to an ethnic group of some 150 million
people whose culture is part of the South Asian culture
complex and whose language is Indo-European. Their main
religions are Islam and Hinduism. The hills people, on the
other hand, constitute a very varied group of small peoples
whose cultural links tend to be with Southeast Asian popula-
tions. They speak a great variety of languages, most of them
belonging to the Tibeto-Burman family. Some have retained
their own religions, but others profess Buddhism, Christian-
ity or a form of Hinduism. One result of these multi-

dimensional differences between plains and hills people is a
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very low incidence of inter-marriage between these groups in

the past and thus fairly clear physical distinctions between
them.

For all these reasons settlement of plains people in the
surrounding hills could not have been an unnoticed process
even in the best of circumstances. As it turned out, the
circumstances were far from good to start with and we shall

see how they deteriorated steadily.

2. Bengali expansion in the northeast

In their search for land, the plains people, who were
almost exclusively Bengali, started to move out of their
traditional area and into areas to the east. In all the areas
of Bengali migration (indicated bv arrows in Map A) the
settlers soon encountered resident populations and, as the
years passed, tensions between new and old settlers tended to
rise. Today these tensions have everywhere been translated
into ethnic hostility between Bengalis and various non-
Bengali groups. Violent altercations and bloodshed have
become common-place and more peaceful means have proved in-
capable of settling the differences. Local populations,
faced with an unending stream of Bengali immigrants, fear en-
gulfment. Their activities are directed towards a limitation
of the economic, political and cultural influence of the
immigrants and they wish to force them to return to their
places of origin. The Bengali settlers, on the other hand,
feel that they have no place to return to, and they defend

their new-found land as best they can.

Both camps have set up organizations to protect their
interests and both have tried to muster outside support for
their cause. In recent vears a rapid escalation of the con-
flicts has occurred because the armed forces of three govern-
ments (India, Bangladesh, Burma) have become involved. Far
from bringing peace to the region, militarization has made the
confrontation more explosive. Settler migration from the



MAP A: Bengali Settler Migration in the 20th Century
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plains to the hills continues unabated, partly because its
causes are still present and partlyv because, as we shall see,
armed forces sometimes stimulate it. 1In this situation it is
easy to predict that Bengali/non-Bengali antagonism will lead
to much more violence in the future. BAs a result the politic-
al situation in the entire northeastern region is bound to
remain turbulent and unstable for vears to come.

3. The Chittagong Hills

In this article we will observe how the general process-
es which I have outlined combine with local circumstances to
create local patterns of social change. In the following
pages we will be concerned with just one small sector of the
hill country surrounding the Bengali plains. This sector is
known as the Chittagong hills. It runs roughly north to
south for 250 km. and comprises the present-day Chittagong
Hill Tracts District of Bangladesh (see Map B). Although
these hills share many characteristics with the remainder of
the hill country in the northeastern region, factors unique
to the Chittagong hills have caused peculiar historical
developments in this area. Before discussing these factors,

it is necessary to sketch local society in some detail.

Until recently the Chittagong hills were exclusively
inhabited by several small peoples (locally referred to as
"tribes"), most of whom migrated from areas now in Burma be-
tween the sixteenth and the mid-nineteenth century. These
peoples can be divided in two broad categories: those who
live in the hill valleys (the Chakma, the Marma and the
Tippera) and those who live on the hills themselves (the
Bawm, the Mru, the Khumi and several smaller groups). The
Chakma are the largest group, with some 400 000 people
today. They arrived early and, after crossing the hills,
even settled in the coastal Chittagong plain in the seven-
teenth century. There they got involved in a continuous
struggle over land with Bengalis who were already expanding
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eastward, and finally they had to retreat to the hills. Since
that time, the division between plains and hills has coincided
with the boundary between Bengalis and non-Bengalis and be-

tween permanent wet-rice cultivation and shifting cultivation

One of the striking differences between wet-rice culti-
vation and shifting cultivation (or slash and burn) is the
great disparity in population which can be supported per unit
of land. Wet-rice cultivation is a method which allows for
extremely high population densities. Thus population
density in the Chittagong plain (the present-day Chittagong
District of Bangladesh) passed 600 persons/km2 in the 1970's.
In the same period, population densities in the Chittagong
hills (i.e. the Chittagong Hill Tracts District of Bangladesh)

stood at a mere 40 persons/kmz.

At first sight, it would seem that the hills are far
from over-populated. And yet, land scarcity started to be a
serious problem for the inhabitants of the hills as long ago
as the beginning of the twentieth century. From that time
onwards the groups who lived in the hill valleys found that
shifting cultivation could no longer be their sole support.
Due to rising population pressure, it had become impossible
to keep on rotating the land in the rhythm which had been
used before. As a result, in order to survive, they were
forced to gradually add plough cultivation to their repertoire.
Nowadays plough cultivation is practised along the river beds
and shifting cultivation on the nearby slopes. More recently
population incfease has produced another innovation, both
among the hill-valley people and among the hill people. They
have started permanent fruit gardens, the produce of which is
sold to the people in the plain. Thus, although population
densities in the Chittagong hills are spectacularly lower
than in the Chittagong plain, it should be realized that
under present technological conditions the hills are quite
heavily populated. They certainly could not support popula-
tion densities anywhere near those reported for the plains.

Even a much smaller rise in population is bound to create
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very serious problems, ranging from large-scale erosion to

the spread of famine.

4. Historical differences between hills and plains

The hill peoples' opposition to settler migration into
their area cannot be understood solely in terms of economic
interests. Political antagonism has played an important role
in the relationship between the hills and the plain for
centuries. The Chittagong plain has long been a bone of
contention between three local centres of state power: the
kingdom of Arakan to the south, the kingdom of Tripura to the
north and several successive Bengali kingdoms to the northwest
(see Map B). Between the ninth and the seventeenth century,
the plain changed hands time and again and in the later part
of this period the picture was further confused by intervals
of Afghan and Portuquese rule. In the eighteenth century the
Moghul empire, which covered most of northern India at that
time, dislodged the earlier rulers from the Chittagong plain,
and by the middle of that century the Moghuls were in their
turn defeated by the British. The latter ruled the plain as
part of the province of Bengal up to 1947, after which it
became the southernmost district of East Pakistan, which chang-

ed into Bangladesh after 1971.

Two aspects of this long history of conquest deserve
special attention. First of all, the Chittagong plain is an
area in which Bengali ascendancy is of relatively recent date
(18th century). The complicated background of the local popu-
lation is still reflected in the local dialect of Bengali
which is so heavily influenced by other linguistic traditions
as to be incomprehensible to speakers of mainstream Bengali.
Secondly, the plain has been a part of larger states for over
a thousand years. Confused though the history of state
formation in this area may have been, this long tradition of
politico~legal links with larger administrative units dis-
tinguishes the plain from the Chittagong hills, for which such



MAP B: The Chittagong Hill Tracts and Surroundings.
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a tradition started only four generations ago, in 1860.

Thus, despite their geographical proximity, the plain
and the hills have for a long time experienced different
political and legal regimes. In the hills the different
peoples were basically self-governing small entities without®
highly formalized political systems, whereas the people in
the plain were always subject to an external power. As time
progressed, the centre of gravity of successive powers who
dominated the plain came to be ever more distant. Political
relations between the plain and the hills tended to be strain-
ed to the extent to which those who held sway over the plain
tried to effectuate territorial claims along the extended
boundary with the hills. These claims took the form of
attempts at taxation 6f inhabitants of the hills by agents
from the plain, to which the former reacted by raids on the
plains and harrassment of the local peasantry. As this
peasantry gradually took on a Bengali identity, these con-
frontations set the stage for deep-seated and persisting

hostility between Bengalis and non-Bengalis in this area.

The political developments in the Chittagong hills can,
of course, only be understood with reference to the economic
links which existed between the hills and the plain. Exchange
of hill products (timber, cotton, sesame, mustard, bamboo,
etc.) for products from the plain (rice, buffaloes, foreign
goods imported via Chittagong harbour) has a long tradition
and it was by means of the manipulation of this regional trade
that successive rulers of the plain tried to acquire political
power over the hills. In the early eighteenth century the
Mughal administration fixed its land taxation in the plain
and appointed agents to collect this tax. At the same time a
tax was enacted on trade with the hills. This decision led
to the rise of agents in the hills who, with the permission
of the hill people, collected the cotton.and delivered it to
the Mughal authorities in the plain. Thus the Mughal admini-
stration was able to extend its influence beyond its formal

borders and into the hill country.



5. British Annexation of the Chittagong hills, 1860

When the British took over the Chittagong plain, they

did not basically change this arrangement concerning the hills
which gave them economic profits and political influence with-
out formal occupation and legal responsibility. The one
important change was the replacement of tribute in cotton by
tribute in cash in 1789. This naturally led to monetarization
of the local hill economy and gave rise to the types of
usurious money-lending well-known in the plain. The new group

of money lenders entirely consisted of Bengalis.

As time passed, however, British involvement in the hills
changed. One reason was the changing political situation in
the hills as a result of two processes. British dominance
led to changes in the various hill peoples' political systems,
in some cases producing instability. This political instabil-
ity was compounded by the westward migration of new popula-
tion groups on the eastern border of the hill tracts. These
groups, loosely known as Lushai-Chin, came into conflict with
the expanding British power all over north-eastern India.
Several British "Lushai expeditions" were unable to resolve
this problem by military means. For some time, the Chittagong
hills acted as a buffer, but increasingly local hill factioms
started using Lushai raids to fight each other. Consequently
the British saw their political influence in the hills

jeopardized.

In addition to this, large British tea plantations had
begun to be set up in the hills, which provided ideal clima-
tic conditions for tea cultivation as well as easy access to
a sea-port. Lushai raids were also directed against these
plantations. 1In 1860 the British decided to annex the
Chittagong hills completely, so as to be able to protect

their political and economic interests in the area.
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6. The first militarization, 1860-1300

In the early years of British rule in the Chittagong
hills, control over this new "Chittagong Hill Tracts District"
was mainly by military means. A para-military unit was in
charge of guarding the eastern frontier and, in order to curb
arms smuggling and to "pacifiy" the hills, military police
camps were set up in the interior. 1In the 1870's there was
one military policeman for every 96 inhabitants of the hills.
A high British official was in charge of these troops. His
other tasks included peace-keeping between the different
chiefs of ethnic groups, and the administration of criminal
justice. As far as tax collection and the internal affairs
of the various groups were concerned, the system of indirect
rule was introduced and three chiefs were entrusted with these
tasks. With the British annexation, the activities of Bengali
money lenders/merchants increased considerably. Before, fear
of the hill people had kept many Bengalis in the plain but
with British protection they sought to establish their
dominance over the hill economy. Indebtedness among the hill
people rose so rapidly that British officals soon became
worried about possible political tensions as a result of this
situation. Consequently some restrictions were introduced,

especially concerning interest rates.

Gradually, the British tried to establish their control
by administrative and economic means as well. A large
programme for road building, which was carried out in the
early phase, combined military, administrative and economic
objectives. Early efforts were also made to change the taxa-
tion system from a head tax to a territorial tax. The chiefs
were violently opposed to this change, but the British never-
theless continued with their plan. This involved the intro-
duction of settled plough cultivation (which is much easier
to tax territorially than shifting cultivation). Despite
large credit facilities offered to those who wanted to switch

to plough cultivation in the 1870's opposition from the chiefs



21

Fringe Land Cultivation near Rangamati
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completely foiled this project. The British then passed
several rules to win the chiefs' cooperation. In the 1890's
the area under the plough had indeed increased, but more than
half of the 3,000 ha. involved had been occupied by Bengalis
whose immigration had been encouraged by the government's

concern to gquarantee a stable tax flow from the new district.

7. The "Chittagong Hill Tracts Regqgulation, 1900"

After the British annexation of the Lushai hills (rough-
ly present-day Mizoram State in India) in 1892, the Chittagong
Hill Tracts lost their strateagic importance as a frontier
district. Most military police troops and administrators in
the Chittagonag Hill Tracts were now sent east to "pacify" the
newly acquired area, and this necessitated long-term arrange-
ments for the administration of the Chittagona Hill Tracts.
Under regulations issued in 1892 and 1900 the status and

administrative organization of the district were established.

Among the many powers awarded to the high official put
in charge of the district, one is of special interest here.
It concerned his authority to restrict all migration into the
district; anyone who was not a member of the hill groups, but
who wished to enter the district, or to reside in it, needed
a permit which was subject to so many preconditions as to be
almost impossible to acgquire. At the same time migration
within the district was also restricted, "the object being to
consolidate and localize each tribe round its own chief”.
This chief was of course, the tax collector for the British
and by restricting the movement of cultivators it was possi=-
ble to stabilize tax income. While thus stabilizing both
their own income and that of the chiefs, the British compen-
sated the latter for a general curtailment of power under the
new regulation.

The Requlation of 1900 was the legal expression of the
final destruction of self-government and its replacement by

colonial administration, under a thin guise of indigenous
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institutions. At the same time the Regulation reaffirmed the
separateness of the hills from the plain, not only by its
restrictions on immigration, but also by an administrative and
taxation structure which differed from the collectorate
zamindari system which had been in force in the Bengali-speak-

ing areas for over a century.

8. The hills "totally excluded", 1935-1947

The special status of the Chittagong Hill Tracts was
further underlined with the Government of India Act of 1935,
in which this district was designated a "Totally Excluded
Area". This meant a formal severing of political links be-
tween the hills and the Province of Bengal. Here the chiefs
and the population of the hills found their interests to run
parallel to those of the British. All three groups wished to
create distance between the hills and the Bengali plain. The
chiefs hoped to gradually establish themselves as local
princes and to transform the Chittagong Hill Tracts into a
semi-independent Native State (or even into three such States;
the hill people hoped to restrict Bengali interference and
settlement once and for all; and the British hoped to impede
the spread of nationalist propaganda from the plain to the
hills.

9. The end of British rule, 1947

Despite the special administrative status the district
acquired in 1935, it did not in any way imply the end of
contacts between the hills and the rest of Bengal. By far
most contacts with the outside world were maintained by way of
the Chittagong plain and when British rule came to an end in
1947, the Chittagong Hill Tracts were, together with the plain,
incorporated in the new state of Pakistan. This was anomal-
ous. Pakistan was constructed on the basic idea of the
religious unityv of all Islamic people in erstwhile British

India, but Islam was non-existent in the Chittagong hills.
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More importantly, the incorportaion of the hills in Pakistan
was bound to result in tragedy. For the first time in history
the hills people came under the direct domination of Bengalis
the eastern wing of Pakistan (present-day Bangladesh) was
inhabited by 98 percent Bengalis. In this the Chittagong
hills differed from all other areas which felt the rising
pressure of Benaali settler migration as the twentieth

centurv progressed. All these areas either achieved the legal
status of separate State or Union Territory within India or
became part of Burma. The Chittagong hills were sadly unique
in being the only non-Islamic, non-Bengali, non-wet-rice-
arowing and low-population-density district in an overwhelm-
ingly Muslim Bengali environment, in which old population
expansion trends had accelerated dangerously and were now
somewhat confined in several directions by new international
boundaries. For the first time the hills people had to deal
with Bengalis directly and in a situation of vastly inferior
power. Now it was only a matter of time for Bengali interests

to start shaping events in the Chittagong hills.

10. Pakistan "opens up" the hills

With the incorporation of the Chittagong Hill Tracts in-
to Pakistan, the special status of the district remained more
or less intact. But not for lonag: in 1955 the East Pakistan
Cabinet decided to bring the district under the administrative
system of the rest of East Pakistan. Much resistance from the
administrators and inhabitants of the district led to a con-
tinuation of the "special status”, but the district was hence-
forward administrered directly from Karachi (i.e. by the
Central Government of Pakistan). However, after the military
take-over in Pakistan in 1958 the "opening up" of the Chitta-
gong Hill Tracts was accelerated. Despite official restric-
tions, Bencalis had bv that time already been able to esta-
blish near-monopolies in both wholesale and retail trade, in

credit and in transport. By these means, the grip of outside
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entrepreneurs on the local hill economy had become firm. And
now it became state policv to exploit the Chittagong hills
with a view to Bengali interests. By 1963 the Kaptai hydro-
electricityv project was put in operation. At Kaptai in the
Chittagong hills a large dam had been constructed in the
Karnaphuli river, creating a huge reservoir and submerging
20,000 ha. of the best-quality hill-valley land. At least
100,000 people or more than a quarter of the total population
of the district, were displaced without adequate rehabilita-
tion. The electricity generated by the Kaptai project was
used to stimulate the industrialization of the port city of
Chittagong and to provide electricity to villages in the
Chittagong plain. Moreover, the facilities for navigation
provided by the reservoir greatly improved the opportunities
for commercial exploitation of the forest resources of the
Chittagong hills.

Shortlv afterwards, the Chittagong hills were also to
lose their sole remaining protection. In 1964 the government
abolished the "special status" of the district. Administra-
tion by local officials and locally-recruited police was re-
placed by administration by non-local agents of law and order.
The immigration restrictions, which had been in force since
1900, were nullified. Henceforth the Chittagong Hill Tracts
were both economically and administratively at the mercy of
Bengalis whose understanding of the local population was
shallow and whose opinion of them was extremely low. To all
extents and purposes, the hill people became second-class
citizens; those who were in power considered them as backward
rustics whose opinions about the future of the hills were of
no account. As the heavy hand of Bengali rule descended upon
the hill people, they started to feel like captives in their
own country. Resentment of Bengali presence in theZ hills
rose sharply, but the hill people, being heavily outnumbered
and completely unorganized, were in no position to defend
their interests.
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11. The undeclared war

From that time onward, the situation in the hills has
been deterioratina steadily. At present it is not just hill
interests which have to be defended, but lives. With the
emergence of the new state of Bangladesh out of East Pakistan
in 1971, any moderating influence on narrowly Bengali interests
which may have been present during the Pakistan period (1947~
1971), disappeared. Under the new Bangladesh constitution of
1972, the 1964 repeal of special status for the hills was up-
held and the real situation, in which the national administra-
tive and judicial systems were amended for the Chittagong
hills by a Chittagong Hill Tracts Manual, was endorsed. This
manual, which is still in force, puts greater power in the
hands of the district administrators than in any other dis-
trict in Bangladesh. These powers can be traced to those
granted to the district official in 1860, and reaffirmed ever
since. But nowadays this official is no longer a fairly
detached British administrator, as he was even after Pakistan
came into existence - the last one left in 1956 -, but a
direct representative of the Bangladesh government and there-
fore a Bengali. It is not surprising that the hill people
feel that the great powers vested in this official are used
as an instrument against the interests of the original in-
habitants of the hills.

This situation of mutual distrust between rulers and
ruled in the Chittagong hills micht not have escalated if the
local population had retained a minimum of protection. As it
was, however, the administration sought to alleviate the many
problems facing the pauperizing Bengali peasantry by shifting
these problems onto the people of the Chittagong hills. After
1964 settler migration was no longer illegal, and a steady
stream of poor Bencgali settlers entered the district. This
attempt to "Bengalize" the district served the double purpose
of somewhat easing land scarcity in the plains and of
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strengthening the position of the government in the hills by
increasing the proportion of "loyal" (=Bengali) inhabitants.
This was particularly important because the hills were known to
contain natural resources, e.g. oil and gas, in exploitable

quantities.

Of course, settlement of migrant families on land in the
Chittagong hills could not be done without intruding upon the
much older rights to the land, which the local population held.
The hill people have always considered all land in the hills
to belong to them as a group and each cultivator had the
right to use some of this land for productive purposes. Private
property of land does not fit in with local conceptions of law.
Occupation of this land by Bengali settlers is illegal because
the groups of hill people have not consented to that occupa-
tion. From their point of vew, the Bengalis remain squatters
on their land. The position of the Bengali settlers, and of
the government, is different. Long used to private property
rights in land, the settlers who reclaim and cultivate land in
the Chittagong hills view this as their own, particularly
because it was "unused" when they arrived. Needless to say, in
shifting cultivation, many plots have to lie fallow for years
before they are once more taken into cultivation. The govern-
ment considers much land in the hills to be property of the
state (khash), to be distributed to settlers at the discretion
of state officials. Thus the government's position in legal
matters regarding land supports the intruders against the local

population, and hence stimulates mutual hostilities.

Throughout the 1970's the immigration issue worsened and
Bengali/non-Bengali relations hit an unprecedented low. But
when, in 1979, the Bangladesh government decided to launch a
secret scheme to organize and subsidize the settlement of tens
of thousands of new Bengali immigrant families each year, the
hill people could not but respond with open hostility. The
"undeclared war" in the Chittagong Hill Tracts was a fact.

The Bangladesh army, which had terrorized the district
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during the lawless days right after the end of the war of
1971, had remained in the hills ever since. Increasingly it
acted as protector of new batches of Bengali settlers. With
the rise of army power in Bangladesh during the 1970's the
armed forces deployed in the Chittagong Hill Tracts started
acting independently of the civil administration. The re-
sult was outright oppression of the hill people. Numerous
reports with detailed information on killings, destruction of
villages, plunder, rape and torture have come in. In the face
of this organized torment, the hill people were able to orga-
nize themselves into a resistance movement. Known as the
Shanti Bahini (Peace force), this movement aims to resist
oppression and to fight for self-determination. The Shanti
Bahini, organized by hill people who had to flee to the
forests to escape persecution after 1971, developed into an
active guerilla force in the 1970's. By the beginning of the
1980's the situation in the Chittagong Hill Tracts had become
characterized by army atrocities, popular insurgence, and
continued government-supported immi