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Abstract 

This paper aims to understand the background of development and draws a link to 

culture in the context of Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) - a post conflict region – to 

explore how the dispossession and commercialisation of culture in development 

planning is processing tension between different actors by reviewing secondary 

literature. The Indigenous people of Bangladesh have a longstanding history of 

struggle to achieve self-determination due to their institutional reference as ‘tribes’ 

or ‘ethnic minorities’. Denial of Indigenous peoples’ identity contributes to their 

discrimination and violation within the existing development concerns. The specific 

structural regulations and resource mobilization activities resulting from institutions 

– government, military, and powerful individuals - in areas inhabited by Indigenous 

people reflect the asymmetrical relations between Indigenous peoples and Bangalee 

actors. The conflict started in this region with the mobilization of ethnic majority 

Bangalee through the settlement programs in 1970s as a part of ‘development’ 

project, which later created tensions in this region due to the exploitation of people, 

land, and culture. As the government and ongoing military presence greatly shape 

‘development’ for local people, the power relations between different actors 

facilitate the various forms of exploitative development projects. In addition, the 

ignorance towards integration of culture in development projects results in imposing 

threats to Indigenous peoples’ lives, livelihoods, and access to resources. This paper 

focuses on the economic expansions in this region from modernist perspectives 

drawing the example of tourism development in the CHT, which can marginalize and 

exploit Indigenous people in the making of ‘development’,    
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Introduction  

This article reflects on the tensions between multiple actors and Indigenous 

people in regard to the ‘development’ interventions that overlook Indigenous 
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culture and identity. The Chittagong Hill Tracts region, resting in Southeast of 

Bangladesh comprises of three hill districts named Rangamati, Khagrachhari and 

Bandarban. This region covers about 10 percent of the country’s total land 

surface. Khisa and Mohiuddin (2015, p. 45) say “the region is bordered by the 

Indian State of Tripura in the north, by the Arakan State of Myanmar on the south 

and southeast and the Lushai Hills of the Mizoram State of India in the east, and 

the Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar district in the west. Eleven Indigenous peoples 

live in the region, namely, Chakma, Marma, Tripura, Tanchangya, Mro, Bawm, 

Khyang, Khumi, Pangkhua, Chak and Lushai”. There has been a constant 

struggle identifying Indigenous people as ‘Indigenous’ in this region. The United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) provides a definition of Indigenous 

peoples, communities and nations as possessing an “historical continuity with 

pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, are 

distinct from other settler groups and want to preserve, develop and transmit to 

future generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity” (UNDP, 

2004, p. 2). Bangladesh does not approve this definition and Indigenous peoples 

are called by tribe, Pahari or Jumma. The denial of self-determination deprives 

Indigenous people of their identity and rights, where state and military play an 

important role to control the region through different development processes 

rarely giving attention to Indigenous culture.   

The ignorance towards Indigenous identity and culture can be related to the 

making of power structures and domination over ‘underdeveloped’ parts of a 

country or the world. The Global South becomes the domain of concentration, 

which has been following the monolithic imposition of development programs, 

seemed to be culturally destructive and less effective (Escobar, 1991). In this 

paper, the CHT resonates with the condition of Global South, where state and 

military hold the control and ignore the culture in the development planning. 

Escobar (1992) concentrates on the failure of development in introducing 

economic crisis for many people due to the debt, modernisation, and the 

destruction of environment, which has been accelerated by the lack of ignorance 

to cultural integrity. He further elaborates upon the exploitative nature of 

economic development in the “growing ecological crisis; desertification, 

deforestation, chemical poisoning, inappropriate health technologies” (p. 420). 

Conversely, in the CHT, the government has taken various unfavourable policies 

such as industrial settlement programme, monocropping afforestation 

programmes by military, grabbing the land of Indigenous community to expand 
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tourism, reserve forest area, building dams, eco-parks, or national parks 

(Kapaeeng Foundation, 2016). These initiatives have negatively impacted 

Indigenous peoples lives by dispossessing them from their own land, values, and 

livelihoods. When the resettlement programmes came into force in late 1970s, the 

Bangalee people were sent in this region to settle. At that time, the lands 

transferred to settlers was a step to overlook Indigenous people’s customary 

rights over the land, their practices such as jum cultivation impacting on their 

livelihoods. Traditionally Indigenous people do jum cultivation (R. C. K. Roy, 

2000), which is a part of their culture. When the lands were unevenly distributed 

between Indigenous people and settler Bangalee, the violent conflict started in 

1980s (Levene, 1999) as Indigenous people were excluded from their lands and 

culture. The militarisation in the CHT initiated mass violation of human rights 

and committed violence against the Indigenous people, which officially came to 

an end in 1997 after signing the Peace Accord (Arens, 2013). However, the 

process of discrimination and violation of rights continue due to the power 

relations between many actors, which is reflected through development projects, 

land grabbing (Gain, 2000; “Land grabbed for rubber plantation in Bandarban”, 

2015; “Minorities sinking under high tide”, 2017) and extraction of natural 

resources (Barua, 2017).   

This paper signifies the importance of culture in development to echo with 

Radcliffe and Laurie (2006), who state that culture has a diverse impact on the 

success of development, and to bring the welfare for community people. They 

also criticize development based on modernisation for focusing primarily upon 

economic growth and propose to integrate culture into the proposition of 

development, perceiving development as a set of culturally embedded practices 

and meanings and a key component of sustainable development. Schech and 

Haggis (2000) mention that the intention behind the economic progress is to 

‘civilise’ the poor people, who are unaware of ‘modernisation’. This process 

clearly controls and dominates over the social and cultural patterns of living as 

well as ideological understandings of ‘uncivilised’ people; and the Indigenous 

peoples of the CHT are the best example who can relate to this idea. Valuing 

culture means valuing Indigenous people’s identity and practices, which is a 

prerequisite to negotiate with development as local perspective or Indigenous 

knowledge mostly respond to the needs of local people (Rosy, 2015). However, 

the ignorance towards the culture while designing development projects reflects 

on the domination of powerful actors and their concerns to capitalist self-
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interests. Similarly, in the CHT, the presence of military and the state control over 

different modernist development projects represent the exclusion of Indigenous 

people from the process of development, as well as the displacement and 

exploitation of resources (Gain, 2013). Recently, the interventions to develop 

tourist destinations is becoming another source of discrimination and exploitation 

in the CHT. Therefore, this paper intends to explore the implications of 

development and uses the development of tourism as an example to review the 

possible implications on Indigenous people and their culture in Bandarban - a 

post conflict region. Any research based on tourism is rare to find in the context 

of the CHT as tourism is still an emerging field of research; although, 

understanding the impacts of tourism on people, culture and environment is 

important. Therefore, this paper is based on secondary sources of literature 

published globally and nationally on development, culture, CHT and tourism.   

 

Intersecting Culture and Development 

This paper dwells upon two major themes – culture and development. “Culture 

defined as the meanings, values, and ways of life of a particular group” (Bocock, 

1992, p. 232). It means that nature of culture determines the values, ways of life, 

and interactions with each other that integrate individuals into a society. The 

forms of culture can be also assumed or understood by language, clothing 

patterns, livelihoods, foods, rituals or even the similarity in race, colours, or 

features. Schech and Haggis (2000, p. 22) provide anthropological definition of 

culture as “a discrete, bounded entity, consisting of particular sets or structures of 

social relations, practices, and symbolic systems which forge a cohesive unity for 

the group, whether as society, nation, community, or class”. Culture is highly 

embedded in development that gets affected by modernisation explicitly designed 

by outsiders or Western thinkers. Schech and Haggis (2000, p. xi) refer Tim 

Allen to show that importance of culture as “[t] the study of development…. 

necessitates the study of shared values of all kinds, and the examination of their 

multifaceted transformations”. Hence, the cultural invasion has multi layers of 

domination within culture itself as it represents the society itself that has 

dominant economic and political strands. Culture distinguishes one community 

from another that almost likely to result in division and devaluation of culture in 

one territory. It also calls for cultural battle inside a country or can change or 

influence the culture directly or passively. The research area of this study is also 

facing a transition and threat to Indigenous culture through modernisation that 
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can be explained both in positive and negative ways. The cultural cohesion can 

be related to their livelihood changes, access to education and engagement in 

different economic sources.  

Development as a process of change, emerged at the end of the Second World 

War in response to world poverty, socio-economic crisis, and hunger – mainly 

designed for the poor countries from 1950s onwards (Lewis, 2005). Schech and 

Haggis (2000, p. 1) write that development “is a cultural artefact, rather than a 

natural process which can be accelerated and guided by development planning”. 

The definition proclaims that development is a result of cultural practices and 

thinking, which differs in the various contexts and is constructed following the 

cultural pattern or trajectory. However, it has not been the case for low-income 

countries, as development hardly could recognize the importance of Indigenous 

or local cultural values. Development involves planning and implementation 

related to developing the Third World following imposed Western knowledge 

and values (Escobar, 1995; Schech & Haggis, 2000) in terms of economic 

development. Development economists supported the materialistic idea and 

implementation of development for long (Escobar, 1992). However, 

modernisation as a process of development is highly criticised as it acts upon the 

traditional culture, manipulates, breaks, or influences the local beliefs and values. 

In discussing the hegemonic nature of culture, the ignorance towards Indigenous 

culture can be related to the making of power structures and domination over 

‘underdeveloped’ parts of a country or the world. The Global South becomes the 

domain of concentration, which has been following the monolithic imposition of 

development programs, seemed to be culturally destructive and less effective 

(Escobar, 1991). Thus, culture needs to be explained in relation to historical 

emergency of the concept and project of development.  

Generally, development is designed with a primary notion to improve the 

livelihoods, lifestyles and reduce poverty. In doing so, Indigenous culture is 

rejected if poses a hindrance towards development. The powerful actors of 

development overpower subordinate culture of powerless groups that explicitly 

influence the culture and identity. State plays a key role to exhibit chaotic forms 

of development that expresses the issue of power, domination, and ignorance. 

Politically the state also intends to show its control over all parts of land and its 

development. Most often, the Indigenous communities or the minorities are 

severely affected within the power chain of a state, where state decides to control 
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over their culture, tradition, development planning and economic development 

through the exploitation of resources (Howitt, 2001). Similarly, the development 

projects initiated in the CHT by the state monopolise the authority and control 

over the land, nature, and environment. This paper attempts to unveil how culture 

is positioned and Indigenous peoples are situated in the development process 

taking tourism as an example.   

 

The Context of the CHT  

CHT is a mountainous area located at the southern part of Bangladesh, having a 

border with Myanmar and India, where multi ethnicity is well contained (Uddin, 

2013). The control over Indigenous people have started from colonial period 

through classification of forests and lands (Rasul, 2007). In 1947, the partition of 

India happened three chiefs of the Chittagong Hill Tracts, representatives of the 

Hill People’s Association and other Indigenous representatives met with the 

British Government to place their demands of having a separate native state 

(Rajkumari Chandra Kalindi Roy, 2000). As, it was not possible to give CHT a 

unique state status, they had to merge with one of the newly independent 

countries, either India or Pakistan. At this state, the Indigenous people preferred 

to be included in India due to their Non-Muslim identity; following the division 

was based on religion, Pakistan was featuring Islamic solidarity (Dowlah, 2013). 

However, CHT became a part of Pakistan and the state-initiated violation started 

since then.  

In 1956, the first Constitution of Pakistan recognised the Chittagong Hill Tracts 

as an Excluded Area, whereas in the Constitution of 1962, the area was named as 

a Tribal Area. However, in 1964 constitutional amendment was made, snatching 

away the recognition of separate homeland for Indigenous people, further 

facilitated non-Indigenous people’s migration to CHT in 1960s (Chakma, 2010; 

Dowlah, 2013). Panday and Jamil (2009) also explain that this settlement  

later resulted in negatively in terms of Indigenous people’s livelihood,  

identity, culture, and religion due to the outsider’s settlements, who were 

unaware of the essence of the CHT. Moreover, the economic development 

projects also impacted the livelihood, culture, and Indigenous integrity by the 

Pakistan government. After the independence of Bangladesh in 1971 from 

Pakistan, CHT continuously struggled to regain its Indigenous identity officially 

in the constitution of Bangladesh.  
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The first constitution of Bangladesh in 1972 came into force, excluded ethnic 

identities by incorporating ‘Bangalee nationalism’ as a fundamental principle 

(Dowlah, 2013). Through this forced nationalism, the state put emphasis on only 

Bangla language and culture to secure hegemony over Indigenous people of the 

CHT (Mohsin, 2000). The irony of the construction of nationalism and identity 

lies in the history of the emergence of Bangladesh. Bangladesh fought a 

prolonged war of nine months, that ignited by the refusal of West Pakistan to 

recognise Bangla as a state language. The federal structure of unity was not 

possible between East and West Pakistan due to the difference in language, 

culture, and ethnicity. Further, the Awami League government, who instructed 

the independence war, institutionalised unitary system for Indigenous people 

denying their separate culture, language, religion, and ethnicity. The imposed 

identity negotiated over Indigenous people in constitution increased the  

armed conflict in that region. Moreover, Major General Zia initiated development 

plans in the CHT by founding the Chittagong Hill Tracts Development  

Board (CHTDB) in 1976, also encouraged influx of 400,000 Bangalee in  

the CHT that alienated hill people from own land (Gain, 2013). To fight back all 

the injustices, Indigenous people’s political platform named Parbatya 

Chattogram Jana Samhati Samiti (PCJSS) formed an armed wing named  

Shanti Bahini – Peace Force – to fight a long battle with military from 1980s to 

1997 as many Indigenous people were physically tortured, abducted, killed, and 

sexually abused.  

Indigenous women of the CHT have been the prime focus of sexual violence and 

discrimination, as cultural hegemony over women has been imposed by state 

military through rape, sexual assault, harassment, and murder (Guhathakurta, 

2000). Sexual exploitation against women is a never-ending process in the CHT 

as military mostly are not at risk of facing national justice. Women’s bodies are a 

source of oppression in a patriarchal country like Bangladesh, also associated 

with social stigma; thus, the Indigenous women are constantly getting abused by 

military and Bangalee Settlers (Arens, 2013). Table 1 explicitly shows that only 

from 2004 to 2011, total 1487 incidences of violence occurred, among them 

arrests, torture, beating, eviction, and harassment are at the top list. 16 attempted 

rape and two rape can be found; nevertheless, the reported incidents are less in 

number as most of the cases remain uninformed and undocumented due to 

socially imposed shame (IWGIA, 2012). 
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Table 1: Human rights violations by the military in the CHT (2004-2011) 
 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 TOTAL 

Deaths  3 1 1 3 2 5 0 0 15 

Injury  5 5 1 0 2 7 0 11 31 

Rape  0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Attempted rape  0 1 1 1 0 8 4 1 16 

Looting  4 20 1 0 0 0 6 1 32 

Homes burnt  0 0 0 5 0 0 0 0 5 

Temples destroyed  1 0 0 2 1 1 1 1 7 

Arrests  53 84 21 38 11 159 43 55 464 

Torture  64 40 42 30 38 112 9 39 374 

Beating  26 36 0 1 1 36 22 32 154 

Desecration  1 0 1 1 2 4 5 3 17 

Harassment  10 0 0 0 0 33 24 18 85 

Eviction  0 1 275 0 9 0 0 0 285 

TOTAL  167 188 345 81 66 365 114 161 1,487 

Source: IWGIA (2012, p. 15) 

Needless to say, the context of the CHT is very complex due to a history of 

deprivation and unstable socio-economic and political situation. Indigenous 

people are at risk of losing life, land, and culture due to the hegemonic power 

control of the state and military; although, the Peace Accord was signed in 1997. 

Not only the implementation of this accord is far away, but also the newly 

ventured development programs are intensifying the process of structural 

domination that are described in the next section.  

 

Development as a Process of Violation of Rights 

The CHT is known for its majestic natural beauty that consists of hills and valleys 

with green forests, shifting cultivation and a mystery of light and shade (Gain, 

2000). It has always attracted outsiders for trade and extraction of resources from 

the colonial period (Roy, 2000). Similarly, the process of development started 
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with the establishment of one paper mill and dam in Pakistani era. To supply raw 

materials for the paper mill, 100 acres of forests were leased to the mill, which 

eventually destroyed the forest and the pollution caused by the mill damaged 

Karnaphuli river and fertility of lands (Gain, 2013). The construction of dam to 

produce hydroelectricity became even more deadly as it inundated cultivable 

lands and displaced almost 100,000 people in Rangamati in 1962 (Chakma, 2010; 

Panday & Jamil, 2009; Parveen & Faisal, 2002). These people were not relocated 

properly or compensated. In fact, the people who were doing arable cultivation, 

had to shift to jum cultivation when settled in remote areas of forest.  

In the independent Bangladesh, Major General Zia came to power in 1976 and 

identified CHT as an ‘underdeveloped’ region of the country. He formed 

Chittagong Hill Tracts Development Board (CHTDB) to initiate development 

programs in a large-scale in terms of roads construction, telecommunication, 

electrification and moving hill people in ‘cluster’ villages, nonetheless, it 

impacted the region negatively as the lands were used improperly (Gain, 2013). 

Under the resettlement programs, approximately 500,000 Bangalee people were 

settled in the CHT and government provided them with ration, land, and money 

(Panday & Jamil, 2009). In addition, to protect these people, the president also 

deployed 150,000 military in this region, which later resulted in military induced 

killing, torture, sexual harassment and forced cultural hegemony over Indigenous 

identity (Chakma, 2010; Dowlah, 2013; Levene, 1999). The cluster villages were 

formed under development programs to provide the people with education, 

treatment and other facilities, and the state forced Indigenous people to shift to 

these villages leaving ancestral lands behind (Arens, 1997). However, it was the 

strategy to control Indigenous peoples land and cut their tie with Peace Force. In 

addition, people were forced to work in military controlled industrial plantation 

programs with very low wage, which put these people in an uncertain situation to 

maintain livelihoods (Arens, 1997). With the signing of Peace Accord in 1997, 

the extremity of discrimination reduced; however, the non-implication of Peace 

Accord has facilitated violent peace. The Indigenous people demand autonomy 

and rights over their land that is still under state control, which continues the 

violation under the disguise of peace. In this spectrum, development through 

industrialization has imposed various risks to have land rights and equal 

distribution of resources for the Indigenous people. 
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When reaching CHT became easier due to the roads, the military control and 

Bangalee settlements started exploiting the majestic beauty of this area as well as 

the Indigenous peoples, especially women were at great risk of sexual harassment 

(Gain, 2000). The development initiatives were justified, as the government 

wanted to expand its territorial control over the land with a motive to extract 

economic benefits from the use of reserve forests, timber business, industrial 

plantation, and eco-parks (Kundu & Islam, 2007). Gain (2000) also accused 

Bangalee settlements as part of the development programs for being responsible 

for massive deforestation and ecological problems. Moreover, unplanned 

infrastructural development posits threats to the reserved forest, which also 

causes loss of land and impacts negatively on the livelihood of Indigenous people 

(Chakma, 2013). The author also argues that due to land crisis, Indigenous 

peoples are settled in deeper forest and continue jum cultivation (slash and burn) 

repeatedly that destroys ecological balance, also victimizes both nature and 

Indigenous people. However, the changes in the environment have negatively 

impacted on both men and women’s lives living in the CHT, mostly relying on 

forest and agriculture for living.  

Bangladesh, as a state plays key role to exhibit chaotic forms of development that 

expresses the issue of power, domination, and ignorance (Chowdhury et al, 

2009). Politically the state also intends to show its control over all parts of land 

and its development. Most often, the Indigenous communities or the minorities 

have been severely affected within the power chain of a state, where the state has 

tried to transform their culture, tradition, development planning and economic 

development. Although, state decides to allocate resources and tends to formulate 

welfare policies considering each citizen, the policies rarely acknowledge or 

respond to voices of grass roots people. Many initiatives taken in the CHT could 

not bring development as local perspectives and Indigenous knowledge were 

overlooked; exactly the way Porter, Allen, and Thompson (1991) profoundly 

argue that providing western knowledge symbolises ‘superior knowledge’, which 

is responsible for the failure of development process. The cultural, political, and 

economic exploitation has created a volatile situation in the CHT as Indigenous 

peoples are becoming destitute and homeless due to the state control over culture, 

land, and economy. However, the state as parts of development initiatives implies 

many programs to ‘develop’ Indigenous people even after signing the Peace 

Accord, but somehow fails to bring ‘development’ (Chowdhury et al.,  2009) and 

the process of peace is negotiated with forced development. 
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Development of Tourism in the CHT: A Threat to Indigenous Culture?  

This section delves into development of tourism as an example of development 

process in the CHT that has multiple impacts on the culture. The promotion of 

tourism in the CHT is gaining attention of the administration and media in recent 

years. With the growth of tourists and growing markets, many stakeholders - 

military force, government institutions, individual companies - are investing in 

developing tourist destinations (Hasan, 2013). Specifically focusing on 

Bandarban, Hasan (2013) in his tourism assessment study prepared for 

International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) notes down 

the tourist destinations most appalling to the tourists such as Nilachol, Nilgiri, 

Meghla, Chimbuk, Baga Lake, Thanchi etc. Hasan (2013) also finds that people 

visit the CHT for various reasons but seeing the hills and forest reaches the 

highest percentage. 4.48% tourists go to Bandarban to explore the adventure 

activities, whereas interest to know local/ethnic culture was 4.04%. Most of the 

people have showed their interest to be in the quiet and beautiful environment. To 

meet the tourists demand, there are different forms of tourism flourishing in 

Bandarban such as Indigenous tourism, Community-based tourism and homestay 

tourism found in my ethnographic study (Rosy, 2020). I have found that Bawm 

Indigenous people are mostly involved in tourism through producing handicrafts 

and hosting homestay tourism. In homestay tourism, Indigenous people provide 

accommodation and food as well as work as guides. In Bandarban, International 

Centre for Integrated Mountain Development – (ICIMOD) has taken measures to 

introduce homestay tourism with the help of Ministry of Chittagong Hill Tracts 

Affairs (MOCHTA) (ICIMOD, 2017). Although homestay tourism has started in 

Bandarban from 2000s, the formal project has started from 2013. The project was 

a pilot project to map out the possibilities of homestay tourism in this district. Till 

2017, only a few achievements came in their way including few trainings 

organized for Indigenous people, and training women on weaving ethnic crafts 

(Rosy, 2020). However, the expansion of tourism is much debated, and 

Indigenous people are uncertain of what kinds of benefits they might receive, or 

what kinds of threats tourism may impose towards their lands (Rosy, 2020).  

The development of tourism in Bandarban is highly dependent on nature and 

culture. The District Commissioner’s Office published a book for branding 

Bandarban district named ‘Amazing Bandarban’ (District Administration 

Bandarban, 2017). This book contemplates an introduction to different tourist 
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places with beautiful pictures of nature and Indigenous peoples. Specially, the 

Indigenous women are wearing colourful dresses and ornaments, who seem 

‘different’ and ‘exotic’ to be branded to ethnic majority Bangalee. Interestingly, 

the imposed nationhood over Indigenous people represents the over emphasised 

influence of Bangalee identity - denying any ‘other’ identity in Bangladesh. 

Yasmin (2014) connects the oriental construction of ‘otherness’ to Indigenous 

people of the CHT, where other is considered as different, primitive, barbaric, or 

wild, or specifically who are not like Bangalee. Promoting this ‘otherness’ to 

grab more tourists is a derogatory idea where the Indigenous people are still 

fighting to attain their rights and identity in own lands. Moreover, the Indigenous 

people are regarded as ‘ethnic minorities’ in the branding book and this book 

does not address the responsibility of tourists towards this population to protect 

and respect their culture, integrity and environment.  

Moreover, in the development of tourism, Indigenous culture is commercialised 

by ‘hegemonic Bangalee culture’, as Bangalee people want to experience the 

‘different’ and ‘exotic’ Indigenous people and their crafts. In addition, 

commercialisation of Indigenous culture to expand tourism is encouraged by 

hegemonic state not only to increase the flow of money but also to have a proper 

control over the area. The commercialization of culture through tourism 

contributes to impact Indigenous culture in two ways. Pettersson and Viken 

(2007) find in their study on Sami Indigenous people that Indigenous culture is 

showcased, and ethnic crafts are commercially sold to make profits, which 

destroys the authenticity and integrity of their culture. Moreover, interaction with 

tourists can change the traditional dress patterns, language, beliefs, and practices 

of Indigenous people as found in Bandarban due to cultural changeability (Rosy, 

2020). Especially, when the ethnic majority group are not fully aware of 

Indigenous culture, and lack knowledge of the past histories, the development of 

tourism intensifies the possible threats towards culture.  

However, with the emergence of tourism in the CHT, one issue is getting 

attention from the mass people and mass media is of land grabbing. Chakma et al. 

(2015) in their yearly report published by Kapaeeng Foundation note that 202 

Mro families were living with the fear of eviction as the military decided to 

develop tourist spots in Bandarban. In addition, Bangladesh military has 

developed few tourist places across the CHT such as Nilgiri, and Sajek, which 

restrict jum cultivation near the tourist area and local people’s mobility to access 
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resort areas. In Bandarban, the last six families out of 42 were forced to leave 

their lands as Jasim Uddin Mantu, chairman of Sylvan Wye Resort and Spa Ltd, 

grabbed 100 acres of jum land to build a five-star resort. He presented 0.1837 

acres of land to Bandarban Superintendent of Police to attain administrative 

support (Barua, 2018). The Indigenous people could not do anything as the 

powerful actors helped each other for financial interests. Dispossession from land 

also impacts on the culture of Indigenous people as they are restricted to practice 

jum cultivation, being jum a part of Indigenous culture for centuries. They also 

have some festivals associated with jum production that can be threatened by 

eviction. Moreover, the traditional livelihood and dependency on nature get 

challenged with the development of tourism (Rosy, 2020). Therefore, the tension 

between indigenous people, state and military grows due to land grabbing. The 

accord demands full implementation of the promises to provide Indigenous 

people with rights over land; however, the fear of being violated works as a 

challenge. For example, Ranglai Mro was sent to jail under false accusation and 

tortured for protesting land grabbing by military (Ahmed, 2015).  

However, the case of Ranglai Mro represents the resistance of Indigenous people, 

who are not only the passive victims. In 2016, Ministry of Chittagong Hill Tracts 

Affairs had to cancel tourism zone project at Alutila in Khagrachhari due to 

Indigenous peoples and Indigenous organizations objections (“Govt cancels 

Khagrachhari tourism project”, 2016). Government planned to acquire 700 acres 

of land to develop tourism, which made around 300 indigenous families protest 

due to their fear of eviction from their own land. Undoubtedly, there is a long 

way to go as Indigenous peoples are not integrated in the development process, 

and their voices remain at the margin due to powerful actors’ discriminatory 

actions and existing domination (Rosy, 2020). Therefore, the development of 

tourism or any other plan needs to be understood, explored, and designed 

considering the history of past deprivation; so that, the threats towards 

Indigenous people and culture can be minimized.   

 

Conclusion  

The CHT is a place that revolves around many concerns. The denial of 

Indigenous identity as well as customary rights depicts the violation of their 

rights over their land, livelihood, and culture. This post-conflict region is still 

under subtle military control, which regulates the controlled development in this 
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region, where land grabbing is becoming a concern. The state enhanced the 

mobility of resources in the name of development to accumulate profits, mostly 

hampering Indigenous culture and nature. To extend this process of violation in a 

‘peaceful’ area, as demanded by government, the state and military are 

developing tourist destinations grabbing Indigenous people’s land, forest, and 

other resources. The land grabbing started through settlement programs where 

‘development’ initiatives issued by state and military have been contested and 

resisted by the Indigenous people. The industrial development could not bring 

development as many people had to leave their ancestral places due to failure of 

development projects. Indigenous culture was not integrated within the projects 

valuing ‘hegemonic knowledge’ as appropriate to ensure modernist development. 

Eventually, the crisis turned into conflict between Indigenous people and state 

parties. Nowadays, the expansion of tourism with an intention to commercialize 

Indigenous culture is again problematic. The portrayal of Indigenous culture as 

‘exotic’ provides an impression that they are ‘different’ and ‘inferior’, who can 

be watched or experienced for ‘recreation’. The specific structural regulations 

and resource mobilization activities resulting from institutions – government and 

private sectors – in areas inhabited by Indigenous peoples reflect the 

asymmetrical relations between Indigenous and Bangalee actors. The state’s 

economic intervention is contributing to environmental and cultural destruction 

through a focus on development of tourism and the further marginalisation of 

Indigenous people through displacement, shifts in livelihoods and loss of 

resources because of land grabbing for development of tourist destinations. 

Therefore, indigenous peoples live in fear due to the threats of development 

projects, which also threaten their culture by commercialization and exclusion.  
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