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The Cirisis of Rohingya Citizenship in Myanmar

Bidhayak Das Journalist and Researcher on International Affairs

With the end of World War I, the theoretical concept of citizenship and its actual prevailing forms were located
around the question of belongingness and membership. However, with time some authors have begun to locate
the foundational character of citizenship in Hannah Arendt’'s much-cited phrase “right to have rights,” or define it
as ‘being political”. Whatever may be the case and even as the world continues to grapple with the question of the
rights to citizenship and its relation to statelessness, the stories of the Rohingyas of Myanmar provides us a basis to
expand this argument beyond the realms of academic debate. What assumes critical significance is to understand
how practices and mechanisms are used by the state to arbitrarily deprive Rohingyas of their right to citizenship and
drive them towards statelessness.

Concentrated in the three northern townships — Maungdaw, Buthidaung and Rathedaung of Myanmar's Rakhine
state, the Rohingyas are a minority group, mostly Muslims, while there is a small percentage of Hindus as well who
speak the same language and share the same habitat. The Rohingyas claim to have resided in northern Rakhine since
the fifteenth century when Islam began to spread and grow across the Bengal-Arakan frontier region, mostly around
Northern Arakan. However, their claims to be an ethnic group of Myanmar has been refused to be recognised by
different governments which ruled Myanmar particularly starting with the taking over of power in 1962 in a coup by
General Ne Win. Prior to that the Rohingyas forebears had access to identity documents, passports and could vote
freely in elections like other Burmese citizens besides electing their own political representatives and this was made
possible largely by the 1948 Citizenship Act.

The current 1982 Burma Citizenship Law, unlike the 1948 Act, which conferred equal rights on all citizens, creates
three classes of citizens: full citizens, associate citizens and naturalized citizens. The Rohingyas have not been
accommodated under any of these. Under Section 3 of the 1982 Citizenship Law Rohingyas are not recognised as an
ethnic group from Myanmar so this prevents their right to citizenship by birth or full citizenship, besides not many in
the Rohingya community are in possession of documents to be eligible for associate or naturalised citizenship.

Ethnicity is central to citizenship in Myanmar and is based on the principles of taingyintha or national race which is
rooted in the concept of indigeneity. Over the years governments have used the concept of taingyintha to promote
the pre—eminence of national races resulting in the formulation of a list of 135 ethnic groups who are believed to
have been present in Myanmar before 1823 and eligible for citizenship by birth. Under the present citizenship law
Rohingyas are not accommodated within the framework of the taingyintha and rather they are seen as interlopers
from east Pakistan (now Bangladesh) or those who were brought by the British colonial government. The resentment
towards the Rohingyas is deeply rooted in this belief across the social and political landscape of Myanmar which has

been decisive making 1823 the cut-off date, that is before the country was colonised by the British.
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