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FOREWORD

Muhammad	Yunus

One	of	the	fundamental	challenges	for	a	democracy	is	to	work	out	how	to	ensure	the	voice
of	the	majority	does	not	trample	the	essential	rights	of	minorities.	Even	as	we	applaud	and
rejoice	in	the	new	freedoms	enjoyed	by	the	people	of	Myanmar,	the	country’s	government
must	 face	 this	 challenge	 as	 it	 evolves	 from	 autocratic	 rule	 into	 a	 democratic	 state.	 The
tragedy	 of	 the	 Rohingya	 people,	 which	 continues	 to	 unfold	 in	 Rakhine	 State	 in	 the
country’s	western	corner,	on	the	border	with	Bangladesh,	will	be	its	testing	ground.

The	 rejection	 of	 citizenship	 rights	 for	 Rohingyas,	 denial	 of	 freedom	 of	 movement,
eviction	 campaigns,	 violence	 against	 Rohingya	 women,	 forced	 labour,	 expulsion	 from
their	lands	and	property,	violence	and	torture	have	made	Myanmar’s	ethnic	Rohingyas	the
most	persecuted	minority	 in	 the	world.	I	humbly	add	my	voice	 to	 the	simple	demand	of
the	Rohingya	people:	that	their	rights	as	our	fellow	human	beings	be	respected,	that	they
be	granted	 the	 right	 to	 live	peacefully	and	without	 fear	 in	 the	 land	of	 their	parents,	 and
without	persecution	on	grounds	of	their	ethnicity	or	their	form	of	worship.	A	government
must	in	the	end	be	judged	by	how	it	protects	the	most	vulnerable	people	in	its	society,	and
its	 generosity	 towards	 the	 weakest	 and	most	 powerless.	 Let	 not	 the	 good	 work	 of	 this
government	be	overshadowed	by	the	continuing	persecution	of	the	Rohingya	people.

I	urge	the	government	of	Myanmar	to	end	all	kinds	of	persecution	and	discrimination
against	 the	 Rohingyas	 or	 any	 other	 ethnic	 and	 religious	 minorities.	 In	 addition,	 the
international	community	needs	 to	 take	a	proactive	 role	 to	end	 the	ongoing	 isolation	and
persecution	of	 the	stateless	Rohingya	people.	To	end	human	rights	violations	not	 just	 in
Myanmar	 but	 also	 around	 the	world,	 the	 commitment	 of	 all	 stakeholders,	 including	 the
United	Nations,	 individual	 governments,	 humanitarian	 agencies,	 local	 communities	 and
donors,	is	essential.

In	 tracing	 the	 plight	 of	 the	 Rohingya	 refugees,	 this	 book	 shows	 that	 the	 Rohingya
refugee	problem	emerged	out	of	a	number	of	historical	trajectories.	It	sets	out	all	the	issues
in	 depth,	 and	 explores	 some	 of	 the	 approaches	 that	 are	 available	 to	 us	 to	 alleviate	 the
situation—available	to	all	of	us,	not	just	policy	makers	in	the	West.	It	contains	a	detailed
account	 of	 the	 problems	 on	 the	 ground,	 their	 history	 and	 evolution,	 and	 their	 possible
trajectories	into	the	future.	It	also	contains	a	great	deal	of	hugely	informative	commentary
and	 interviews	 with	 leading	 international	 policy	 makers,	 academics	 and	 humanitarians
who	are	intimately	acquainted	with	the	many	different	sides	of	this	tragedy	and	who	will
offer	unparalleled	insights	into	how	to	move	forward.	I	have	found	it	a	stimulating	read,



utterly	 depressing	 at	 times,	 but	 ultimately	 hopeful—I	 believe	 that	 we	 can	 yet	 save	 the
Rohingyas,	and	prove	that	we	have	learnt	from	the	many	tragic	mistakes	of	the	past.

I	close	with	an	appeal	to	the	Myanmar	government.	You	must	amend	the	infamous	1982
law,	and	welcome	the	Rohingyas	as	full	citizens	of	Myanmar	with	all	attendant	rights.	In
doing	so	you	will	end	 the	possibility	of	 the	 radicalisation	of	 the	Rohingyas	and	channel
their	 energies	 for	 the	 development	 of	 Myanmar.	 You	 will	 remove	 the	 impetus	 for
extremism	and	 terrorism	being	generated	by	 the	 current	mistreatment	 of	 this	 vulnerable
minority.	A	strong,	stable	and	democratic	Myanmar	is	not	only	in	the	interests	of	countries
in	the	region,	but	will	serve	the	cause	of	global	peace	and	stability	as	well.



INTRODUCTION

This	 book	 argues	 that	 the	 reality	 facing	 the	 Rohingyas,	 a	 Muslim	 confessional	 ethnic
group	 living	 in	 Rakhine	 province	 in	 western	Myanmar,	 is	 the	 threat	 of	 genocide.	 Ever
since	Burma	became	 independent	 in	1948	 they	have	been	 targetted	whenever	 ambitious
(or	desperate)	 politicians	need	 to	deflect	 attention	 from	other	matters.	Both	government
officials	 and	 party	 leaders	 have	 called	 for	 their	 expulsion	 from	 their	 homeland,	 and	 the
main	opposition	ignores	their	plight.	The	build	up	to	the	elections	in	late	2015	witnessed
the	 final	 destruction	 of	 their	 civic	 rights	 in	Myanmar	 (completing	 a	 process	 that	 began
with	the	1947	Constitution)	and	increasingly	they	are	detained	in	what	are	now	permanent
internal	refugee	camps,	where	they	are	denied	food,	work	and	medical	care.

If	 the	regime	fails	 to	 reign	 in	 the	persecution	of	 the	Rohingyas	(which	only	sustained
international	 pressure	will	 achieve)	we	will	 see	 a	 repeat	 of	 the	by	now	 familiar	 refugee
crises,	as	the	Rohingyas	flee	oppression.	Moreover	it	is	almost	inevitable	that	there	will	be
further	inter-communal	violence,	aimed	at	forcing	the	remaining	Rohingyas	either	to	run
away	or	succumb	to	mass	murder.	The	charge	of	genocide	 is	a	serious	one	to	make;	 the
current	situation	in	Myanmar	fully	justifies	the	use	of	this	word.

Till	recently	the	Rohingyas	had	attracted	relatively	little	attention	from	the	international
press,	 even	 in	 the	 critical	 period	 leading	 up	 to	 only	 the	 third	 round	 of	 parliamentary
elections	to	be	held	since	1990.	If	there	is	a	common	narrative	it	is	that	Burma	(the	name
‘Myanmar’	was	adopted	as	part	of	a	new	set	of	laws	in	1989)	was	a	closed	country	of	little
direct	 interest	 to	 the	 world;	 that	 Aung	 San	 Suu	 Kyi,	 leader	 of	 the	 opposition	 National
League	for	Democracy	(NLD),	having	endured	years	of	house	arrest,	is	fully	committed	to
a	democratic	future	for	all	of	Myanmar’s	ethnic	and	religious	groups;	and	that	instances	of
inter-ethnic	 or	 inter-confessional	 violence	 are	 to	 be	 expected	 in	 a	 country	 making	 the
difficult	 transition	from	authoritarian	military	rule	 to	democracy.	The	problem	is	 that	all
three	of	these	beliefs	are	false.

Burma	 may	 have	 turned	 its	 back	 on	 the	 British-led	 Commonwealth	 when	 it	 gained
independence	 in	1948,	but	 it	maintained	substantial	external	 links	as	a	democracy	 (until
1962),	under	military	 rule	 (1962–2011)	and	subsequently.	 It	 is	 just	 that	 those	 links	have
been	 essentially	 pragmatic	 (especially	 under	military	 rule),	 designed	 to	 allow	 the	 ruling
elite	to	make	money	by	trading	away	the	country’s	wealth	while	at	the	same	time	buying
arms.	As	we	will	see,	the	military	regime	(which	remains	essentially	in	power	despite	the
notional	 return	of	democracy	and	 the	electoral	defeat	of	 its	political	party	 in	2015)	does
not	 like	 international	 criticism	 of	 its	 actions,	 but	 is	 far	 more	 responsive	 than	 is	 often
believed.	This	means	those	who	decide	not	to	criticise	it,	or	to	set	it	red	lines,	are	failing	in
their	duty	under	international	law.

As	in	its	response	to	the	political	dynamics	in	regions	such	as	the	former	Soviet	Union
and	Yugoslavia,	the	Western	media	likes	to	identify	clear	heroes	and	villains.	In	Myanmar



Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	clearly	fits	 the	hero	category	for	 this	 type	of	analysis.	She	has	spent
over	 twenty	 years	 of	 her	 life	 imprisoned	 in	 her	 own	 home,	 she	 has	 been	 awarded	 the
Nobel	Peace	Prize,	and	she	leads	the	main	opposition	party.	However,	as	so	often	in	the
former	Soviet	Union,	our	chosen	heroes	are	actually	far	more	nuanced	than	our	narratives
demand.	 The	 other	 side	 of	 the	 story	 is	 that	 Aung	 San	 Suu	 Kyi	 herself	 is	 part	 of	 the
Myanmar	elite.	Her	father	fought	for	the	Japanese	during	World	War	II	(albeit	reluctantly)
and	was	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	independence	movement;	her	mother	was	a	government
minister	from	1948–62.	The	NLD’s	deputy	chairman	was	the	commander	in	chief	of	the
Burmese	Army	until	1976	when	he	was	ousted	after	leading	a	failed	coup.	Equally,	while
the	NLD	may	aim	for	democracy,	 in	an	ethnically	complex	country	 its	electoral	support
comes	almost	entirely	from	the	ethnically	Burman	community.	Thus,	in	terms	of	its	senior
officials	and	the	ethnicity	of	its	electorate,	the	NLD	shares	much	with	the	regime	and	the
wider	elite,	and	has	had	a	difficult	 relationship	with	 the	ethnic	minorities	 in	Burma	ever
since	 independence.	 In	 particular,	Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi	 has	 usually	 opted	 to	 avoid	 direct
comment	when	the	question	of	the	systematic	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	is	raised.

Another	easy	assumption	is	that	Buddhism	is	a	peaceful	religion	that	shows	no	sign	of
the	intolerance	to	other	faiths	that	scars	some	forms	of	Christianity,	Hinduism	and	Islam.
Unfortunately	this	is	not	the	case.	Some	who	subscribe	to	Theravada	Buddhism	(which	is
also	dominant	in	Sri	Lanka	and	Thailand,	where	it	is	also	associated	with	inter-communal
violence)	argue	that	for	Buddhism	to	be	safe	all	other	religious	beliefs	must	be	eliminated.
They	also	tend	to	look	to	the	state	for	support	and	in	a	few	extreme	cases	regard	those	who
are	not	Buddhists	as	less	than	human.

In	Myanmar,	extremist	Buddhist	organisations	have	been	at	the	heart	of	inter-communal
violence	 ever	 since	 the	 return	 to	 relative	 democracy	 in	 2011.	 Both	 the	 major	 political
parties	(the	regime’s	Union	Solidarity	and	Development	Party,	USDP,	and	the	opposition
NLD)	are	reliant	on	 these	organisations	for	much	of	 their	electoral	support,	giving	 them
substantial	influence	over	the	political	process.	Equally	there	is	emerging	evidence	that	the
old	military	regime	funded	and	supported	one	major	faction	among	the	extremists	to	foster
unrest.	 In	 turn,	 the	existence	of	 inter-communal	violence	keeps	open	 the	possibility	of	a
return	to	military	rule—in	order,	of	course,	to	save	the	nation	from	violence.

This	 matters,	 as	 it	 means	 that	 Myanmar	 is	 not	 on	 a	 clear	 road	 to	 democracy.	 The
violence	against	 the	Rohingyas	 is	not	an	unpleasant,	 though	predictable,	 side-effect	of	a
society	moving	from	authoritarian	rule	 to	 liberalism.	The	repression	of	 the	Rohingyas	 is
orchestrated,	in	part	by	those	who	believe	there	is	no	place	in	Myanmar	for	anyone	who	is
not	a	Buddhist	 (and	especially	 if	 they	are	Muslim),	 in	part	by	ethnic	extremists	 in	other
communities	who	want	a	racially	pure	state,	and	in	part	by	the	military	regime,	which	is
content	to	see	a	degree	of	unrest.

As	this	book	argues,	global	indifference	supports	the	regime	and	is	leading	to	genocide.
There	 is	 nothing	 to	 gain	 from	 not	 challenging	 the	military	 and	 the	 notional	 opposition
since,	 if	 they	are	 left	unchallenged,	each	year	will	 see	 refugee	crises,	which	are	already
destabilising	the	region.	And,	sooner	or	later,	the	world	will	wake	up	to	a	genocide	on	the
scale	that	shocked	the	world	in	Rwanda	in	1994.

Background



So	how	has	this	situation	come	about?
In	a	book	primarily	about	contemporary	events	in	Myanmar	it	might	seem	strange	that,	as
we	shall	see,	the	answer	partly	lies	in	the	history	of	the	region	before	1824	(when	the	First
Anglo-Burmese	War	 began).	 Nevertheless,	 this	 is	 the	 case.	 A	 key	 part	 of	 the	 narrative
spun	by	the	military,	ethnic	extremists,	Buddhist	fundamentalists	and	the	NLD	is	that	the
Rohingyas	have	no	 right	 to	be	 in	 the	country.	Time	and	again	 it	 is	written	 that	 they	are
‘Bengalis’	 and	 should	 live	 in	 their	 own	 country—Bangladesh.	 This	 argument	 is	widely
believed	in	Myanmar	and	is	one	reason	why	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	is	now	so
much	 worse	 than	 that	 of	 other	 ethnic	 minorities.	 Those	 groups	 may	 have	 sought	 to
overthrow	the	state	or	have	a	history	of	armed	resistance	stretching	over	forty	years	but,
oddly,	there	is	no	doubt	that	they	are	entitled	to	live	within	the	geographical	boundaries	of
the	 modern	 state	 (even	 if	 the	 regime	 does	 seek	 to	 steal	 their	 land	 and	 exploit	 and
monopolise	its	mineral	wealth).

What	 started	 out	 primarily	 as	 a	 scapegoating	 exercise	 by	 the	 military	 regime	 has
unfortunately	been	absorbed	by	the	Myanmar	public.	Discriminatory	thinking	against	the
Rohingyas	gradually	took	root	more	generally,	and	today	it	has	become	deeply	engrained.
After	 1962,	 the	 military	 junta	 in	 effect1	 created	 a	 new	 logic	 whereby	 only	 Burman
Buddhists	could	 really	be	 loyal	citizens	 (and	 if	not	ethnically	Burmese	 then	 it	was	even
more	essential	that	they	were	Buddhists).	This	view	has	caught	on.	The	Rohingyas,	visibly
‘alien’	in	the	colour	of	their	skin,	in	their	language,	and	most	of	all	in	their	religion,	have
borne	 the	 brunt	 of	 this	 discriminatory	 mode	 of	 thinking,	 even	 though	 they	 have	 not,
historically,	been	the	only	minority	ethnic	group	in	Myanmar	to	suffer	at	the	hands	of	the
military.	The	approach	that	 the	successive	military	regimes	took	to	build	a	new	sense	of
nationhood	 in	Burma	 resulted	 in	 a	 great	 degree	 of	 fear	 of	 outsiders,	whether	 they	were
within	 or	 outside	 Burma’s	 borders,	 and	 created	 a	 gnawing	 sense	 that	 other	 ethnic	 or
religious	groups	form	a	constant	and	real	threat	to	the	viability	of	the	country.2

The	 argument	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 are	 really	 Bengali	 migrants	 who	 entered	 Burma
during	the	period	of	British	rule	is	widely	repeated	by	Burmese	officials	in	order	to	claim
that	 the	Rohingyas	are	not	 really	Burmese.3	Such	officials,	who	quite	unselfconsciously
echo	this	colonial-era	myth,	include	Ye	Myint	Aung,	the	Burmese	envoy	in	Hong	Kong,
who	described	the	Rohingyas	as	being	as	‘ugly	as	ogres’	and	as	not	sharing	the	‘fair	and
soft’	 skin	of	other	Burmese	ethnic	groups.4	Not	quite	 the	 language	one	would	expect	 to
hear	from	a	diplomat,	but	a	common	enough	part	of	 the	discourse	among	the	extremists
and	their	apologists.5

Correcting	the	historical	record
Chapter	1	discusses	Burma’s	pre-1948	history	in	detail,	but	it	is	useful	to	set	out	the	broad
themes	 here.	 The	 first	 point	 to	 stress,	 and	 this	 is	 critical	 to	 any	 understanding	 of	 the
Rohingyas’	situation,	is	that	until	1784	the	histories	of	Arakan	(now	called	Rakhine)	and
Burma	were	largely	separate.6	This	matters	because	the	debate	about	who	lived	in	Arakan
when	it	was	conquered	by	the	British	in	1826	(having	been	part	of	the	Burmese	kingdom
for	 a	 total	 of	 forty	 years	 out	 of	 the	 previous	 500)	 is	 fundamental	 to	 understanding	 the
modern-day	 persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas.	 However,	 and	 this	 cannot	 be	 overstressed,



where	 people	 may	 or	 may	 not	 have	 lived	 in	 1826	 is	 irrelevant	 to	 their	 entitlement	 to
citizenship	 today,	 and	 the	 criterion	 enshrined	 in	 the	 constitution	 and	 the	 statutes	 of
Myanmar	 flies	 in	 the	 face	 of	 international	 law	 and	 the	 United	 Nations	 Charter.
Nevertheless,	the	claims	made	around	the	1826	issue	are	also	false,	and	there	is	value	in
highlighting	this	fact.

Before	dealing	with	 the	history	of	Arakan	until	Burma’s	 independence,	 it	 is	useful	 to
very	 quickly	 cover	 the	main	 dynamics	 in	 central	Burma.	The	 evidence	 is	 that	 the	 early
communities	who	lived	in	that	region	were	culturally	linked	to	other	parts	of	South	East
Asia.7	Buddhism	arrived	 in	 the	 region	 in	 stages	 but	 had	become	 important	 by	800	AD.8
Around	this	time	there	were	also	several	waves	of	migration	from	Tibet	and	this	saw	the
spread	of	an	ethnically	Tibetan-Burmese	culture9	and	resulted	in	the	establishment	of	the
Pagan	Kingdom.10	This	was	the	first	state	to	both	unify	the	entire	Irrawaddy	Valley	and	to
be	strong	enough	to	push	both	west	and	east.	During	the	period	of	its	power,	the	Rakhine
people	crossed	 into	Arakan	and	settled	 in	 the	province.11	They	had	 retained	a	degree	of
independence	from	the	Pagan	Kingdom,	while	maintaining	religious	and	linguistic	links	to
central	 Burma.	As	Martin	 Smith	 says,	 ‘The	Rakhines,	 as	 an	 ethnic	 group	…	 appear	 to
have	 come	 into	 the	 territory	 around	 the	 same	 time	 as	 the	main	 body	 of	 ethnic	Burman
migration	into	the	dry	zone	area	of	Upper	Burma	around	the	9th	or	possibly	10th	centuries
A.D.’12

The	Pagan	Kingdom	collapsed	after	a	Mongol	invasion	in	1286	and	Arakan	broke	away
at	 the	same	time	as	 the	rest	of	Burma	fragmented.	By	the	1750s	 the	Burmese	kings	had
again	become	a	major	regional	power	and	made	significant	gains	in	a	series	of	wars	with
neighbouring	 Siam.13	 Flush	 with	 success,	 they	 then	 invaded	 and	 conquered	 Arakan	 in
1784.	It	has	been	estimated	that	around	30,000	Muslims	fled	Arakan	during	the	brief	forty
years	of	Burmese	rule.14	Unfortunately	for	the	Burmese,	their	control	of	Arakan	brought
them	into	direct	conflict	with	British-ruled	India.	In	the	First	Anglo-Burmese	War,	Britain
annexed	Arakan	 in	1826.	After	 two	more	wars,	by	1886	all	of	Burma	was	 ruled	by	 the
British	(administratively	as	if	it	was	part	of	India).	In	1937	it	was	made	a	full	colony	in	its
own	 right	 (on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 pre-1824	 borders)	 and	 it	 became	 independent,	 in	 that
particular	geographical	form,	in	1948.

All	 of	 this	 matters	 for	 the	 simple	 reason	 that	 the	 regime,	 Buddhist	 extremists	 and
Burmese	 nationalists	 now	 have	 a	 fixation	 on	 who	 was	 or	 was	 not	 living	 within	 these
artificial	 borders	 in	 1824–6.15	 While	 this	 is	 nonsense	 under	 the	 UN	 conventions	 on
citizenship,16	they	are	also	inaccurate	in	their	account	of	history.

It	 is	 thus	 useful	 to	 set	 out	 some	of	 the	 historical	 record	 about	 the	 ethnic	make-up	 of
Arakan	 both	 before	 1826	 and	 during	 the	 period	 of	 British	 colonial	 rule.	 The	 available
evidence	 suggests	 that	 a	 group	 speaking	 an	 Indo–Aryan	 language17	 migrated	 from
northern	India	to	Arakan	in	around	3000	BC.	As	will	be	discussed	in	Chapter	1,	this	group
can	 be	 identified	 with	 the	 modern-day	 Rohingyas,	 and	 by	 1000	 AD	 they	 had	 largely
adopted	Islam	and	their	language	had	absorbed	other	influences	(from	their	trading	across
the	Bay	of	Bengal)	to	the	extent	that	it	had	diverged	significantly	from	its	original	form.18
When	 Arakan	 again	 split	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 Burma	 after	 1300	 AD,	 it	 became	 a	 multi-
confessional	(Hinduism,	Islam	and	Buddhism	were	all	present),	multi-ethnic	state.	Most	of



its	rulers	were	Muslims	and	the	kingdom	had	close	links	(and	enduring	rivalries)	with	the
Bengali	 kingdom	 to	 its	 north	 as	 well	 as	 with	 the	 various	 kingdoms	 in	 central	 Burma.
Overall,	 as	 we	 will	 discuss	 in	 some	 detail,	 there	 is	 substantial	 evidence	 that	 an	 ethnic
group,	 now	 known	 as	 the	 Rohingyas,	 lived	 in	 Arakan	 before	 the	 Burmese	 invasion	 of
1784.19

To	 address	 the	 charge	 of	 the	 extremists	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 only	 arrived	 in	 Arakan
during	 the	period	of	British	rule,	 it	 is	useful	 to	examine	 the	census	record	of	 the	British
colonial	 era.	 Shortly	 after	 the	 British	 conquest,	 a	 survey	 carried	 out	 by	 Charles	 Paton
indicated	 the	 population	 of	 the	 province	 was	 around	 100,000.20	 As	 with	 many	 British
censuses	of	the	colonial	period,	he	focused	as	much	on	religion	as	ethnicity	and	identified
that	 there	 were	 30,000	Muslims	 split	 between	 three	 ethnic	 groups:	 a	 large	 community
mainly	 in	 the	 north	 (the	 Rohingyas);	 the	 Kamans	 (a	 group	 descended	 from	 Afghan
mercenaries	 who	 had	 served	 the	 previous	 dynasty);	 and	 ‘a	 small	 but	 long	 established
Muslim	community	around	Moulmen’.

If,	 as	 Buddhist	 extremists	 argue,	 there	 were	 no	 Rohingyas	 present	 in	 1824,	 all	 the
population	increase	in	the	number	of	Muslims	since	that	date	must	have	been	a	product	of
immigration	from	India.	We	will	deal	with	this	in	some	detail	in	the	next	chapter	but	 for
the	moment	it	is	enough	to	note	that	the	British	census	of	191121	identified	the	Buddhists
of	Arakan	(that	is,	the	Rakhine)	as	having	a	population	of	210,000	(compared	to	60,000	in
1824)	 and	 the	Muslims	 as	 numbering	 155,000.	As	we	will	 see,	 of	 the	 latter	 group,	 the
Rohingyas	 likely	made	 up	 the	majority.	 Since,	 as	will	 be	 discussed	 in	Chapter	 1,	 some
30,000	Rohingyas	returned	very	soon	after	the	British	conquest,	this	indicates	that	both	the
Rakhine	 and	 Rohingya	 communities	 grew	 at	 similar	 rates	 in	 the	 first	 eighty	 years	 of
British	rule.

However,	 to	 be	 clear,	 there	was	 indeed	migration	 from	British-ruled	 India	 to	 Burma
before	1937.22	This	occurred	in	four	main	areas.	The	British	established	major	rice	fields
in	the	lower	Irrawaddy	Delta	and	initially	imported	Indian	labour	(as	the	particular	form	of
rice	 production	 they	 used	 was	 not	 practiced	 in	 Burma).	 Equally,	 they	 established
significant	rubber	plantations	and	again	imported	labour	to	work	in	these.	The	British	also
generally	favoured	non-Buddhists	in	the	colonial	administration	(as	the	various	Christian
and	Muslim	ethnic	groups	were	seen	to	be	more	loyal)	and,	again,	workers	migrated	from
India	to	fill	such	roles.	Finally,	Indian	workers	came	to	be	dominant	in	the	docks	and	the
wider	 transportation	 sectors.	 None	 of	 this	 significantly	 involved	 the	 Rohingyas,	 who
mostly	carried	on	working	as	farmers	and	fishermen	on	their	own	land	rather	than	taking
up	work	in	the	colonial	administration.

Escalating	discrimination	and	exclusion
British	rule	in	Burma	ended	in	1948	and	a	multi-ethnic	state	blessed	with	potential	riches
but	facing	major	problems	(not	least	a	severe	financial	crisis)23	came	into	being.	Almost
immediately,	 the	 Burmese	 Communist	 Party	 launched	 a	military	 campaign	 designed	 to
overthrow	 the	 new	 government24	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 some	 British	 diplomats	 were
encouraging	 the	 largely	 Christian	 Karen	 ethnic	 group	 to	 seize	 power.25	 All	 this	 set	 in
motion	a	series	of	wars	between	 the	Burmese	state	and	ethnic	minorities	on	 its	borders;



these	wars	have	only	recently	died	away	(and	still	persist	in	some	areas).

For	 the	 Rohingyas,	 independence	 brought	 a	 particular	 set	 of	 problems.	 They	 had
remained	 loyal	 to	 the	British	when	the	Japanese	had	 invaded	 in	1942.	This,	 in	 turn,	had
provoked	serious	inter-communal	strife	with	the	Rakhine26	and	led	to	the	fragmentation	of
the	previously	mixed	Rohingya	and	Rakhine	communities	across	Arakan.	By	the	time	the
Japanese	surrendered,	most	Rohingyas	who	had	lived	in	the	south	had	fled	to	the	north	of
the	province,	 and	 ethnic	Rakhine	who	had	previously	 lived	 in	 the	north	had	 fled	 south.
Even	worse,	the	British	had	promised	partial	independence	to	the	Rohingyas	but	reneged
on	this	once	the	war	was	over.27	This	led	to	a	short-lived	revolt28	by	the	Rohingyas,	and
then	 some	 Rohingya	 politicians	 petitioned	 for	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 northern	 districts	 of
Arakan	into	what	was	then	East	Pakistan.29

Compared	to	the	sustained	armed	revolts	of	other	ethnic	groups,	these	attempts	to	gain	a
degree	of	self-determination	were	minimal	but	still	 led	Burma’s	new,	post-independence
rulers	 to	 see	 the	 Rohingyas	 as	 hostile.30	 Indeed,	 unlike	 most	 of	 Burma’s	 many	 ethnic
groups,	 they	were	not	given	 full	 citizenship	 in	1948.31	 It	 is	 hard	 to	understand	why	 the
Rohingyas	were	targeted	in	this	way.	They	are	ethnically	different	to	most	other	groups	in
the	country,	and	they	are	the	largest	Muslim	community.	Most	likely	they	were	simply	a
target	of	convenience,	with	the	ethnic	tensions	provoked	by	World	War	II	still	very	raw.
However,	Prime	Minister	U	Nu	indicated	on	several	occasions	that	this	was	a	temporary
problem	and	that	‘The	Rohingya	has	the	equal	status	of	nationality	with	Kachin,	Kayah,
Karen,	 Mon,	 Rakhine	 and	 Shan’.32	 There	 is	 ample	 evidence	 in	 the	 Burmese	 legal
framework33	 and	 in	 the	practical	decisions	 that	were	made	 that	 the	Rohingyas	were	not
seen	 as	 being	 especially	 different34	 to	 any	 other	 ethnic	 minority	 in	 the	 period	 of
democratic	 rule	 up	 to	 1962.35	 They	 are	 described	 as	 Rohingyas	 in	 the	 1961	 census,
indicating	 an	 ongoing	 recognition	 of	 their	 existence	 as	 an	 ethnic	 group	 under	 that
description.36

This	 relative	 tolerance	 started	 to	 change	 once	 the	 military	 came	 to	 power	 in	 1962.
However,	 the	 gradual	 and	 incremental	 nature	 of	 this	 process	 must	 be	 stressed.	 Some
Rohingyas	 supported	 the	 military	 rule	 and	 served	 in	 parliament	 as	 members	 of	 the
Burmese	 Socialist	 Programme	 Party.	 However,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	 generals	 were
desperately	trying	to	justify	their	own	rule.	In	addition	to	their	notional	socialist	allegiance
(which	in	practice	meant	very	little),37	 they	decided	if	 they	could	not	have	an	ethnically
pure	 state	 (which	would	have	meant	 giving	up	 all	 the	wealth	 in	 the	border	 areas	 to	 the
north	and	east),	they	would	use	being	‘Buddhist’	as	a	test	for	being	a	proper	citizen	of	the
state.

The	1974	Constitution	of	the	Socialist	Republic	of	the	Union	of	Burma38	was	a	critical
step	as	it	removed	the	status	the	Rohingyas	had	been	granted	at	independence	and	insisted
that	they	accept	identity	cards	that	described	them	as	‘Foreigners’.	This	led	to	a	period	of
sustained	 violence	 against	 the	 Rohingyas	 and	 a	 large	 outflow	 of	 refugees,	 mostly	 to
Bangladesh.	The	1982	Burmese	Citizenship	Law39	 took	 this	a	step	further:	 it	 started	 the
modern-day	obsession	with	who	had	lived	in	Burma	in	1824	by	stating	that	the	Rohingyas
were	now	foreigners,	since	they	were	deemed	not	to	have	lived	in	Arakan	before	1823.	In
interviews	I	conducted	in	2015	with	Myanmar-based	journalists	and	Rohingya	politicians



(whom	 I	will	 leave	 anonymous	 for	 their	 safety),	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 this	 period	 saw	 a
sustained	campaign	of	propaganda	and	lies	aimed	at	the	Rohingyas	to	convince	the	rest	of
the	population	 that	 this	Muslim	minority	group,	who	spoke	a	 language	very	different	 to
Burmese,	had	no	place	in	the	country.

One	 question	 that	 does	 persist,	 and	 is	 harder	 to	 answer	 than	 it	 might	 first	 seem,	 is
exactly	why	the	Rohingyas	became	such	a	core	target	for	the	regime,	Buddhist	extremists
and	 the	main	opposition	party.	One	argument	 is	 that	 they	are	a	convenient	 target,	being
different	in	terms	of	ethnicity	and	religion.	Another	is	that	they	are	a	safe	target,	as	unlike
other	ethnic	groups	such	as	the	Karen	or	Shan	they	do	not	have	a	long	history	of	armed
revolt,	 apart	 from	 the	 brief	 unrest	 in	 1947.	 What	 is	 clear	 is	 that	 persecution	 of	 the
Rohingyas,	and	 the	denial	of	even	 the	most	basic	of	 their	human	rights,	has	become	the
one	belief	 that	 the	military,	 the	democratic	 opposition	 and	 the	 extremists	 all	 share.	 In	 a
perverse	kind	of	way,	 it	 is	 in	 this	 ritual	of	persecution	and	oppression	 that	 the	state	and
other	political	forces	in	Myanmar	find	harmony.

It	is	also	worth	noting	that	Rakhine	was	and	is	one	of	the	poorest	regions	in	Myanmar.
It	lacks	the	mineral	wealth	of	other	areas	and	is	mostly	reliant	on	fishing	and	agriculture
(the	 port	 at	 Sittwe	 is	 the	 only	major	 industrial	 conurbation).	 Locals	 interviewed	 by	 the
author	stressed	that,	as	a	result,	there	is	a	degree	of	prejudice	among	other	Burmese	groups
who	see	Rakhine	and	the	Rohingyas	as	being	backward.40	This	in	turn	may	explain	why
the	 Rakhine	 Buddhists	 are	 so	 ardent	 in	 arguing	 for	 their	 own	 ‘superiority’	 over	 the
Rohingyas,	 which	 is	 a	 driving	 factor	 in	 their	 persecution.	 In	 the	 rest	 of	 Myanmar,
prejudice	against	the	Rohingyas	is	common,	but	altogether	relatively	low	key,	and	is	really
part	 and	 parcel	 of	 the	 wider	 anti-Muslim	 sentiment	 stirred	 up	 by	 the	 nationalist	 969
Movement	and	other	extremists.

All	Burmese	suffered	when	the	‘Burmese	Road	to	Socialism’	proved	to	be	an	economic
disaster41	 and	 1988	 saw	 a	massive	 popular	 revolt	 that	 forced	 the	 generals	 to	 concede	 a
return	 to	democracy.	New	 laws	 introduced	 in	1989	 retained	 the	discriminatory	 ethnicity
laws	from	1974,	but	a	senior	Rohingya	official	noted	that	the	Rohingyas	were	still	allowed
to	 vote42	 in	 the	 1990	 elections	 and	 to	 stand	 for	 political	 parties43—either	 confessional
parties	 or	 the	 military-backed	 National	 Unity	 Party	 or	 the	 new	 National	 League	 for
Democracy.	However,	 in	 a	worrying	 sign	of	what	was	 to	 come,	 the	NLD	(and	 its	 allies
from	the	ethnic	Rakhine	community)	tried	to	have	Rohingya	parliamentarians	banned	on
the	grounds	that	they	must	have	used	fake	identity	cards	in	order	to	stand	for	election.44
Equally,	renewed	military	attacks	on	the	Rohingyas	in	1991–2	saw	a	further	250,000	flee
to	Bangladesh	and	Malaysia.45

The	military	annulled	the	results	of	the	1990	elections	and	was	able	to	hang	on	to	power
until	2008.	At	that	stage	a	renewed	popular	revolt	(the	Saffron	Revolution)	and	the	impact
of	Cyclone	Nargis46	forced	major	changes.	The	2008	Constitution47	allowed	for	a	return	to
a	 limited	 form	of	 democracy	 but	 quite	 deliberately	 repeated	 the	 restrictive	 definition	 of
citizenship	from	the	1974	legislation.	Clearly	the	Rohingyas	were	to	have	no	part	in	this
democratic	future.48

The	run	up	 to	 the	2015	elections	completed	 this	gradual	process	of	destruction	of	 the
Rohingyas’	civil	rights.	The	2014	census49	forced	them	to	choose	between	being	described



as	 ‘Bengali’	 or	 not	 being	 able	 to	 register	 to	 vote.	 The	 first	 option	 carried	 the	 threat	 of
deportation,	the	second	of	being	forced	into	one	of	the	refugee	camps	that	had	sprung	up
after	 the	 2012–13	 violence	 in	 Rakhine.	 Even	 worse,	 the	 regime	 then	 confiscated	 the
‘White	 Cards’	 that	 had	 been	 the	 last	 form	 of	 official	 documentation	 held	 by	 many
Rohingyas.50

Finally,	very	few	Muslim	candidates	were	allowed	to	stand	for	parliament	in	the	2015
elections51	 (and	very	few	Muslims	were	eligible	to	vote).52	A	combination	of	judgments
by	 the	 State	 Electoral	 Commission53	 and	 complicity	 by	 the	 major,	 supposedly	 multi-
confessional,	 parties	 means	 that	 roughly	 5	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 population	 are	 now
disenfranchised.	 This	 is	 quite	 deliberate	 and	 represents	 a	 complete	 repudiation	 of	 the
ideals	 of	 some	 who	 fought	 for	 Burmese	 independence.54	 The	 current	 persecution	 and
exclusion	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 reflects	 over	 forty	 years	 of	 state	 propaganda	 designed	 to
ensure	 that	 most	 Burmese	 now	 regard	 them	 as	 foreigners	 and	 as	 a	 threat	 to	 Buddhist
culture.	 This	 narrative,	 disgracefully,	 has	 not	 been	 challenged	 by	 the	 democratic
opposition	 party,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 led	 by	 a	 winner	 of	 the	Nobel	 Peace	 Prize55	 who	 is
widely	praised	in	the	Western	media	for	her	commitment	to	democracy.56

As	one	of	the	few	ethnically	Rohingya	MPs	elected	in	2010	put	it	in	an	interview	with
the	author:
Myanmar	people	are	suffering.	If	people	are	in	hell,	I	would	say	Rohingyas	are	at	 the	bottom	of	the	hell,	 the	worst
case,	unfortunately.	So	Myanmar	government	made	the	policy	by	using	race	or	religion,	nationality,	and	then	almost
all	Myanmar	ethnic	have	started	hatred	against	Rohingya	and	hatred	against	Islam,	and	accusing	collectively,	‘These
people	are	illegal	immigrants.’57

This	situation	is	no	accident;	it	has	been	deliberately	manufactured.

Contemporary	Politics
Later	chapters	 in	 this	book	will	cover	 in	detail	 the	shifting	political	 landscape	of	Burma
since	independence.	In	this	section	the	primary	goal	is	to	set	out	some	of	the	complexities
of	the	current	situation,	in	particular	with	respect	to	the	November	2015	elections.	Broadly
there	are	five	separate—though	overlapping—groups	of	political	actors.	These	are:

1. The	military.	Despite	the	changes	since	2008,	the	military	remains	very	powerful	and
many	former	generals	sit	in	parliament	as	part	of	the	USDP.	They	retain	control	of	the
country’s	economic	wealth.

2. The	two	multi-ethnic,	multi-confessional	parties.	The	USDP	was	set	up	by	the	military
to	contest	 the	2010	elections	(which	it	won);	 the	NLD	acts	as	the	primary	opposition
party.	At	least	in	theory	(and	until	recently	in	practice),	both	have	memberships	that	are
multi-ethnic	and	multi-confessional.	However,	since	2011	both	have	increasingly	only
spoken	for	the	Burman	ethnic	community	(who	are	mostly	Buddhist).

3. Ethnic	regional	parties.	Many	ethnic	groups	such	as	the	Shan,	Karen	and	Rakhine	have
set	up	parties	that	reflect	their	own	specific	interests.	The	key	exception	is,	of	course,
the	Rohingyas.

4. Buddhist	monks.	These	have	become	increasingly	important	in	the	political	arena	since



1998.	Among	the	extremists	there	are	two	main	organisations,	the	969	Movement	and
the	MaBaTha	(the	Patriotic	Association	of	Myanmar).	Both	are	at	 the	forefront	of	all
moves	 to	demonise	Myanmar’s	Muslim	minority	and	have	been	 implicated	 in	almost
all	the	major	episodes	of	inter-communal	violence	since	2010.	However,	there	are	other
groups	 of	 Buddhist	 monks	 who	 have	 challenged	 these	movements’	 interpretation	 of
their	faith	and	their	intolerance.

5. Civil	society	groups.	Groups	such	as	Pan	Zagar	have	called	for	an	end	to	anti-Muslim
hate	speech,	but	they	are	weak.58	Other	groups	have	convinced	the	NLD	to	campaign
against	recent	laws	banning	marriage	between	Buddhist	women	and	Muslim	men.59

It	is	useful	to	consider	each	of	these	in	turn,	and	to	draw	attention	to	where	they	have
close	links.

The	military
Before	independence	there	had	been	a	substantial	debate	between	those	like	Aung	San	(the
father	of	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi)	who	argued	 that	 the	military	 should	be	 subordinate	 to	 the
civil	 authorities,60	 and	 those	 like	 Ne	 Win	 who	 saw	 the	 military	 as	 the	 only	 reliable
institution	in	an	unstable	multi-ethnic,	multi-confessional	state.	Ne	Win	won	(especially	as
Aung	 San	 was	 assassinated	 before	 independence)	 and	 by	 1962	 had	 taken	 power	 in	 a
military	coup.	Embroiled	in	wars	with	most	of	Burma’s	ethnic	communities	(and	facing	a
serious	challenge	from	the	Burmese	Communist	Party),	 the	military	came	to	distrust	 the
population	of	the	country	and	looked	for	a	unifying	ideology.	Initially	this	was	the	idea	of
a	uniquely	‘Burmese	Road	to	Socialism’,61	and	this	was	allied	to	a	sense	that	Buddhism
could	also	form	a	unifying	role.

Politically,	 the	 generals	 maintained	 the	 veneer	 of	 a	 civilian	 government.	 Thus,	 after
1974	 they	ruled	 through	 the	Burmese	Socialist	Programme	Party.62	Equally,	 the	military
contained	 multiple	 factions	 and	 this	 led	 to	 various	 attempted	 coups	 and	 changes	 in
leadership.	Ne	Win	 finally	 fell	 in	 1988	 after	 pro-democracy	 demonstrations	 had	 shaken
the	 regime.	For	 the	 1990	 elections	 the	military	 formed	 the	National	Unity	Party,	which
performed	disastrously.63	When	it	was	forced	to	reinstate	some	degree	of	democracy	after
2008,	 it	was	clear	 it	had	 learnt	some	 lessons	from	this	episode.	 Its	new	political	vehicle
was	 the	 USDP,	 and	 this	 time	 it	 took	 out	 an	 insurance	 policy	 against	 setbacks	 in	 the
democratic	process:	25	per	cent	of	the	seats	in	the	new	parliament	were	reserved	for	the
USDP	and	these	were	allocated	to	serving	officers.

The	fundamental	problem	is	that	the	military	still	controls	Myanmar64	and	do	not	have
the	 slightest	 intention	of	withdrawing	 from	politics.	 It	needs	 to	 retain	political	power	 to
protect	 its	 substantial	 economic	 interests,	 and,	 importantly,	 its	 belief	 that	 only	 it	 can
represent	the	nation	is	at	the	core	of	its	approach.65	This	is	not	to	say	it	is	a	unitary	body:
there	 are	 clear	 and	 ongoing	 indications	 of	 factional	 disputes,66	 in	 part	 about	 how	 to
interact	with	the	NLD,	and	also	about	the	relative	importance	of	international	links.

However,	rigging	the	electoral	system	(25	per	cent	of	seats	are	still	guaranteed	for	the
military’s	 political	 party)	 is	 not	 the	 only	 insurance	 policy	 it	 took	 out.	 There	 is	 growing
evidence	that	the	MaBaTha	Buddhist	extremist	organisation	was	set	up	by	the	military	as



an	alternative	power	base.67	To	understand	why	it	may	have	done	this,	it	is	useful	first	to
survey	the	rest	of	the	current	political	scene.

The	‘national’	political	parties
Currently	 there	 are	 two	 notionally	multi-ethnic,	multi-confessional	 parties:	 the	military-
created	USDP	 and	 the	 opposition	NLD.	The	 latter	 emerged	 during	 the	 1988	 uprising,68
initially	led	by	a	serving	general,	a	former	general	(Tin	Oo)	and	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi.	This
coalition	was	 not	 accidental.	 The	NLD	 saw	 itself	 as	 reaching	 back	 to	 the	 anti-colonial
tradition	of	being	both	a	mass	party	and	an	elite	organisation	that	also	combined	civilian
and	military	elements.	The	problem	was	that	in	its	initial	incarnation	it	was	indeed	an	elite
party,69	drawing	 its	 leadership	 initially	 from	 those	 in	 the	governing	elite	who	had	 fallen
foul	 of	 Ne	 Win.	 While	 the	 party	 appealed	 to	 the	 protesting	 students,	 it	 had	 no	 direct
connection	with	the	bulk	of	the	Burmese	population.	This	connection	was	provided	by	the
monks	who	were	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 the	 protests.	 By	 allying	with	 the	monks,	 the	NLD
gained	 the	support	of	a	group	who	were	widely	 respected	by	most	Burmese	and	able	 to
give	the	NLD	the	electoral	base	it	needed.

The	NLD	boycotted	the	2010	elections	(partly	because	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	was	banned
from	standing)	but	did	take	part	in	the	limited	set	of	elections	in	2012,	winning	forty-three
out	of	forty-five	contests.70	It	has	since	won	a	landslide	victory	in	the	2015	elections,	but
problems	 remain	 for	 it.	One	 is	 that	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	 is	 still	 debarred	 from	becoming
president71	 (though	 she	 was	 allowed	 to	 run	 for	 parliament	 this	 time).	 This	 concern
connects	with	the	current	factional	dispute	within	the	USDP,	in	which	some	elements	may
be	prepared	to	do	a	deal	with	the	NLD	to	retain	some	power	after	its	electoral	defeat72	and
may	even	be	prepared	to	consider	a	form	of	national	unity	government	between	the	USDP
and	 the	 NLD.	 The	 immediate	 post-election	 period	 suggests	 that	 this	 outcome	 remains
possible.

A	second	problem	for	the	NLD	is	that	while	it	seeks	to	be	multi-ethnic,	its	electoral	base
remains	 the	 Burman	 ethnic	 communities	 (and	 it	 has	 expelled	 most	 of	 its	 Muslim
members);73	 this	 leaves	 it	 very	 reliant	 on	 the	Buddhist	monks	 to	 influence	 the	Burman
electorate.	Unfortunately,	 since	1988	 the	monks	have	become	 intensely	anti-Islamic	and
they	 demand	 that	 the	 NLD	 support	 their	 positions;	 if	 it	 does	 not	 then	 it	 forfeits	 their
support.

Regional	political	parties
The	 1988	 events	 also	 saw	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 range	 of	 single-ethnicity	 parties	 that
contested	districts	in	their	own	state.	The	most	important,	 in	terms	of	this	book,	was	the
party	 formed	 to	 represent	 the	Buddhist	 Rakhine	 community,	 initially	 called	 the	Arakan
League	for	Democracy	(ALD).	Its	manifesto	was	explicitly	anti-Rohingya	from	the	start
and	 called	 for	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 from	 the	 electoral	 process	 and	 the
establishment	of	Rakhine	villages	in	areas	with	a	Rohingya	majority.74	Rohingya	activists
and	politicians	note	that	this	party	was	closely	allied	to	the	NLD	and	joined	with	the	NLD
in	challenging	the	validity	of	those	elections	which	had	been	won	by	ethnically	Rohingya
candidates.75



Renamed	 as	 the	 Rakhine	 Nationalities	 Development	 Party	 (RNDP),	 it	 contested	 the
2010	 elections	 and	won	 the	majority	 of	 seats	 in	 the	 province.	The	 change	 of	 name	 has
done	 nothing	 to	 dampen	 its	 hatred	 of	 the	 Rohingyas.76	 Its	 leadership	 has	 been	 heavily
implicated	in	organising	the	2012	and	2013	ethnic	violence77	that	effectively	forced	many
Rohingya	 into	what	 are	 now	 permanent	 internal	 refugee	 camps.	 Its	 leaders78	 have	 also
repeatedly	called	for	the	forced	expulsion	of	the	Rohingyas79	and	they	have	increasingly
allied	themselves	with	the	extremist	Buddhist	groups.

Buddhist	groups
The	 Buddhist	 monks	 are	 roughly	 clustered	 into	 three	 groups:	 the	 969	 Movement,	 the
MaBaTha	and	a	small	group	of	mostly	older	clerics	who	reject	 the	anti-Islamic	rhetoric.
None	 of	 these	 are	 political	 parties	 in	 any	 conventional	 sense,	 nor	 are	 they	 particularly
tightly	organised,	but	they	are	influential.	The	former	two	seem	to	be	dominant	and	to	see
Muslims	as	threats	to	Myanmar’s	Buddhists,	leading	them	to	advocate	discrimination	and
sometimes	 violence	 against	 them;	 their	 actions	 often	 seem	 calculated	 to	 ‘driv[e]	 Islam
completely	out	of	the	country’.80	However,	the	two	movements	have	very	different	origins
despite	close	similarities	in	their	rhetoric	and	actions.

The	969	Movement	grew	out	of	the	1988	uprising	and,	at	least	initially,	was	opposed	to
the	military	regime	(many	of	its	older	leaders	were	imprisoned	in	the	1990s).81	While	it	is
clear	 the	 969	Movement	 wields	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 influence	 over	 the	 NLD	 (in	 particular
limiting	 their	willingness	 to	challenge	anti-Muslim	prejudices	and	especially	 to	stand	up
for	 the	 Rohingyas),82	 some	 in	 the	 NLD	 have	 become	 worried	 about	 where	 the	 969
Movement	is	trying	to	take	Myanmar.83

In	some	ways,	since	its	foundation	in	2010	the	MaBaTha	has	become	more	influential
than	 the	 older	 969	 Movement.	 They	 now	 have	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 control	 over	 religious
education	 in	 Myanmar,84	 which	 they	 use	 to	 teach	 their	 extremist	 anti-Muslim
interpretation	of	Buddhism.	They	have	also	been	running	a	number	of	campaigns	to	force
Buddhists	 to	boycott	Muslim-owned	businesses.85	More	critically,	 they	have	been	at	 the
forefront	 of	 every	 instance	 of	 violence	 against	 Myanmar’s	 Muslim	 communities.	 In
particular,	the	violence	in	Rakhine	in	2012	and	2013	was	orchestrated	by	an	alliance	of	the
RNDP	and	the	MaBaTha.86

Recent	 evidence	 suggests	 a	 simple	 reason	 for	 the	MaBaTha’s	 influence:	 it	 seems	 to
have	 been	 set	 up	 by	 the	 military	 as	 a	 front	 organisation.87	 Not	 only	 do	 the	 generals
probably	 believe	 their	 own	 rhetoric	 that	 the	Rohingyas	 have	 no	 place	 in	Myanmar,	 but
civil	 unrest	 is	 potentially	 very	 useful	 for	 them.88	 Having	 badly	 lost	 the	 2015	 elections,
they	may	find	it	far	easier	to	justify	a	coup	on	the	grounds	of	major	domestic	unrest	rather
than	 one	 overthrowing	 a	 democratic	 government.	 In	 the	 meantime	 the	MaBaTha	 have
another	 useful	 role.	 The	 USDP	 struggles	 to	 appeal	 to	 many	 Burmese	 apart	 from	 those
directly	 employed	 by	 the	 state.89	 In	 the	 same	way	 that	 the	 969	Movement	 allowed	 the
NLD	to	broaden	its	electoral	appeal,	in	2015	the	MaBaTha	campaigned	for	the	USDP.

In	 effect,	 the	 military	 is	 directly	 backing	 two	 different	 groups	 in	 contemporary
Myanmar.	It	has,	in	the	USDP,	a	notionally	non-sectarian	political	organisation	(and,	to	be



fair,	 until	 the	 2015	 election	 campaign,	 one	 of	 its	MPs	was	 an	 ethnic	Rohingya)	with	 a
guaranteed	block	of	parliamentary	seats.	And	it	now	has	its	own	organisation	of	Buddhist
extremists	 who	 both	 offer	 the	 means	 to	 channel	 electoral	 support	 to	 the	 USDP	 and	 to
create	violence	 that	 can	 later	be	used	 to	 justify	 a	military	 intervention.	 It	 is	 against	 this
background	 that	many	Western	observers	persist	 in	believing	 that	Myanmar	 is	making	a
steady,	if	occasionally	rocky,	transition	to	democracy.90

Civil	society
Although	 less	 important	 than	 the	 organised	 political	 parties	 and	 groups	 of	 Buddhist
monks,	Myanmar	also	has	a	small	civil	society	movement.	Networks	such	as	Pan	Zagar91
deliberately	 challenge	 the	 incendiary	 language	 of	 the	 Buddhist	 extremists.	 They	 have
some	allies	among	those	monks92	who	have	challenged	the	ideology	of	the	969	Movement
and	 provided	 protection	 to	Muslims	 when	 they	 are	 attacked	 by	 extremists.93	 Women’s
groups	 led	 the	 opposition	 to	 the	 recent	 marriage	 laws94	 and	 are	 widely	 credited	 with
ensuring	that	the	NLD	opposed	this	element	of	the	recent	set	of	anti-Muslim	laws	passed
by	parliament.95	In	turn,	this	rare	act	of	opposition	to	anti-Muslim	prejudice	is	now	used
by	the	MaBaTha	and	the	RNDP	as	evidence	that	the	NLD	is	pro-Muslim.

What	should	be	done?
This	 raises	 the	 question	 of	what	 can	 be	 done	 to	 improve	 the	Rohingyas’	 situation.	This
book	adds	 to	 the	 substantial	 evidence	 that	Myanmar	 is	not	on	a	 turbulent	but	 inevitable
road	from	authoritarian	rule	to	liberal	democracy.	In	reality,	since	2010	the	persecution	of
the	country’s	small	Muslim	population	has	grown	far	worse	and	the	lead	up	to	the	2015
elections	 saw	 the	 quite	 deliberate	 exclusion	 of	 all	Muslims	 from	 the	 electoral	 process.
Equally,	 since	 2010	 we	 have	 seen	 substantial	 violence	 aimed	 at	 the	 Rohingyas,96	 their
incarceration	 in	what	can	only	be	described	as	outdoor	prison	camps,97	and	increasingly
desperate	waves	of	refugees.98

This	 leads	 to	 the	 first	 thing	we	can	do.	We	can	 stop	believing	 the	pleasant	myth	 that
Myanmar	is	finding	a	way	to	democracy	and	that	it	has	an	opposition	party	committed	to
the	good	of	all	its	citizens.99

This	 particularly	 affects	 the	 international	 community	 and	 its	 response.	 Too	 often	 the
idea	that	Myanmar	is	isolated	and	resistant	to	pressure	is	used	to	justify	inaction.	This	is
not	 true.	The	regime	needs	 international	 links	 in	order	 to	make	money,100	buy	weapons,
and	attain	a	veneer	of	respectability.101	It	has	also	become	very	adept	at	playing	its	various
international	 partners	 off	 against	 each	 other:	 for	 example,	 it	 effectively	 threatens	 the
countries	of	 the	ASEAN	(Association	of	Southeast	Asian	Nations)	 that	 if	 they	persist	 in
criticism	then,	regretfully,	it	will	swing	towards	Chinese	influence.102

At	 the	moment,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	ASEAN	has	 lost	 patience	with	Myanmar	over	 the
persecution	of	 the	Rohingyas.103	ASEAN	countries	had	 to	bear	 the	brunt	of	 the	 refugee
crisis	 in	 2015	 and	 are	 aware	 that	 unless	 the	 situation	 in	 Rakhine	 improves,	 further
destabilising	 refugee	 flows	 are	 now	 inevitable.	 Accordingly,	 a	 prominent	 group	 of



ASEAN	parliamentarians	have	argued	that	there	is	a	need	to	abandon	the	traditional	stance
of	 non-interference	 in	 the	 affairs	 of	 member	 states	 and	 are	 demanding	 that	 Myanmar
allows	international	observers	into	Rakhine	and	restores	at	least	basic	civil	rights	for	the
Rohingyas.104	The	rest	of	the	international	community	would	do	well	to	back	the	current
ASEAN	initiatives.

Finally,	there	is	a	small	but	brave	and	committed,	civil	society	movement	in	Myanmar.
Directly	backing	this	would	probably	do	more	harm	than	good	since	its	participants	would
inevitably	 then	 be	 branded	 as	 stooges	 of	 external	 powers.105	 However,	 noting	 their
importance	and	being	less	adulatory	towards	the	NLD	would	send	a	powerful	signal	that
the	human	 rights	 of	 all	 those	who	 live	 in	Myanmar	matter—not	 just	 those	of	 particular
ethnic	or	religious	groups.

Myanmar	 now	 stands	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 genocide.106	 The	 Rohingyas	 have	 nothing	 left,
most	live	in	internal	refugee	camps107	and	they	are	denied	basic	health	care	and	the	ability
to	work.	Due	to	these	deliberate	pressures	they	look	to	flee;108	and	many	in	the	regime,	of
the	 regional	 Rakhine	 establishment	 and	 among	 the	 Buddhist	 extremists	 are	 keen	 to
encourage	them	to	do	so—so	keen	that	the	use	of	violence	to	trigger	a	final	exodus	cannot
be	 ruled	 out.	 This	 is	 genocide:109	 it	 is	 the	 deliberate	 destruction	 of	 an	 identified	 ethnic
group.	 International	 indifference	 only	 encourages	 the	 regime	 to	 believe	 it	 can	 get	 away
with	it.



1

A	SHORT	HISTORY	OF	BURMA	TO	1948

The	 attitude	 towards	 the	 Rohingyas	 that	 the	 Myanmar	 establishment	 displays,	 and	 its
hostile	actions	towards	the	Rohingyas,	are	informed	by	a	narrative	that	the	Rohingyas	do
not	have	a	legitimate	place	in	the	state.	Usually	this	is	simply	expressed	in	openly	racist
terms	(often	linked	to	anti-Muslim	prejudices),	but	there	are	some	attempts	being	made	to
justify	these	prejudices	using	scholarship.	As	we	will	see	in	this	chapter,	not	only	is	such
scholarship	badly	flawed	but,	of	course,	it	is	completely	irrelevant	in	any	case.

The	establishment	narrative	ignores	the	inconvenient	reality	that	the	territory	occupied
by	historical	Burmese	states	does	not	correspond	neatly	to	the	territory	of	Myanmar	today:
the	 modern	 province	 of	 Rakhine	 was	 only	 ever	 part	 of	 the	 earlier	 Burmese	 states	 for
relatively	brief	periods	of	 time.	 It	 is	 therefore	no	surprise	 that	 it	has	an	ethnic	mix	very
different	 to	 that	 of	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 country,	 especially	 as	 few	modern	 states	 represent	 a
perfect	match	between	ethnic	groups	and	political	boundaries.

The	 history	 of	 the	 region	 of	 Burma	 has	 seen	 a	 sequence	 of	 ethnic	 shifts,	 conquest,
expansion	and	collapse	that	is	quite	typical	of	the	history	of	most	regions	in	the	world.	In
the	last	millennium-and-a-half,	there	has	tended	to	be	a	core	state	or	core	in	the	Irrawaddy
Valley,	 which	 repeatedly	 expanded	 towards	 and	 contracted	 from	 the	 periphery	 of	 the
modern-day	territory	of	Myanmar;	it	should	therefore	should	come	as	no	surprise	that	by
the	mid-1990s	 around	 one-third	 of	 the	 population	 of	Myanmar	 was	made	 up	 of	 ethnic
groups	 distinct	 from	 the	 Burman	 majority.1	 This	 naturally	 reflected	 the	 history	 of
interaction	with	China	to	 the	north,	India	 to	 the	west,	Thailand	and	Laos	to	the	east	and
Indonesia	and	Malaysia	 to	 the	south.	 In	particular,	 the	mountainous	 regions	 to	 the	north
and	east	of	the	central	Irrawaddy	regions	have	long	been	home	to	a	diverse	range	of	non-
Burmese	ethnicities.	Some	of	these	groups	live	exclusively	in	modern-day	Myanmar	but
many	live	on	both	sides	of	the	various	borders.	Up	to	the	nineteenth	century,	the	evidence
points	to	a	degree	of	ethnic	and	religious	tolerance,2	even	as	the	Burmese	regions	became
increasingly	dominated	by	Buddhism,3	while	 the	more	marginal	groups	 retained	animist
beliefs	or	adopted	Christianity	or	Islam.

As	discussed	in	 the	Introduction,	all	 this	means	it	 is	particularly	 important	 to	separate
the	 history	 of	 Arakan	 from	 that	 of	 Burma	 up	 to	 the	 1800s.	 The	 core	 of	 the	 Burmese
civilisation	in	central	Burma,	along	the	Irrawaddy	Valley,	is	geographically	and	culturally
linked	 to	 the	Tibetan	 region,	 southwest	China	 and	 the	 rest	 of	East	Asia.	The	 south	 (the
modern-day	Mon	 and	Tanintharyi	 provinces)	 is	 part	 of	 the	wider	Malaysian	 Peninsula4
and	has	sea	links	to	the	south,	including	Sri	Lanka	and	parts	of	Indonesia.	In	fact,	this	was
the	original	vector	for	the	early	spread	of	Buddhism	to	Burma.



However,	 the	Arakan	 region	 in	 the	west	 has	 always	 been	 separated	 from	 the	 rest	 of
Burma	by	a	high	and	difficult-to-traverse	coastal	mountain	range.	As	such,	for	most	of	its
early	 history,	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 ethnic	 make-up	 and	 political-economic	 interaction,	 the
natural	links	of	the	region	were	across	the	Bay	of	Bengal	to	India	rather	than	with	the	rest
of	Burma.	 It	was	 also	 a	 relatively	 poor	 province,	 reliant	 on	 subsistence	 agriculture	 and
fishing,	 so	 it	 was	 generally	 of	 little	 interest	 to	 would-be	 conquerors.	 Indeed,	 early	 in
modern	Burmese	history	we	see	plenty	of	instances	of	warfare	with	Siam	(now	Thailand)
over	control	of	rich	trade	routes,	but	relatively	little	interest	in	Arakan.5

This	 state	 of	 isolation	 only	 changed	 from	 around	 1000	AD,	when	 the	Rakhine	 ethnic
group	moved	 from	central	Burma	 to	Arakan.6	The	modern-day	province	 is	 named	 after
this	group.	From	 then	until	 late	 in	 the	1700s,	Arakan	had	periods	of	dependence	on	 the
rulers	 of	 central	 Burma,	 periods	 of	 independence	 and	 even	 short	 periods	 when	 it
dominated	 neighbouring	 Bangladesh.	 In	 1784,	 Arakan	 was	 formally	 annexed	 by	 the
Kingdom	of	Burma.	However,	 this	 conquest	brought	 the	kingdom	 into	conflict	with	 the
British,	who	also	had	an	interest	in	the	region.	At	the	end	of	the	First	Anglo-Burmese	War
(1824–6),	 Arakan	 was	 appropriated	 by	 the	 British,	 and	 once	 again	 separated	 from
Burmese	rule.	However,	once	the	British	had	conquered	the	rest	of	Burma	in	 the	1880s,
the	 province	 was	 included	 in	 colonial	 Burma	 and,	 as	 a	 consequence,	 became	 part	 of
Burma	on	 independence	 in	1948.	At	 that	 same	 time	 its	administrative	 title	was	changed
from	Arakan	to	Rakhine.

Early	history	(to	1000	AD)

Burma
Archaeological	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 the	 earliest	 human	 settlements	 in	 modern-day
Myanmar	date	back	to	11,000	BC.	By	around	6000	BC	there	is	evidence	of	a	more	settled
culture,	 with	 cave	 paintings	 depicting	 domesticated	 animals.7	 One	 of	 the	 earliest	 sites
showing	evidence	of	agriculture	has	been	found	near	Mandalay,	and	dates	to	around	500
BC.	The	styles	of	pottery,	iron	working	and	burial	practice	all	show	close	links	with	those
practised	 in	 Thailand	 and	 Cambodia	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 This	 suggests	 that	 the	 earliest
settlements	 in	 central	Myanmar	were	 culturally	 linked	 to	 those	 elsewhere	 in	South	East
Asia	 and	 that	 the	 earliest	 settlers	 in	 the	 region	 were	 related	 to	 other	 ethnic	 groups
prevalent	 in	 South	 Asia.	 Groups	 such	 as	 the	Mon	 (who	 live	 in	 the	 southern	 corner	 of
Burma)	still	have	much	ethnically	in	common	with	the	Khmers	of	Cambodia.

The	 first	 walled	 cities	 in	 the	 region	 appeared	 around	 200	 BC.8	 These	 showed	 design
features	common	both	to	India	and	to	Thailand,	indicating	the	diffusion	of	Indian	norms
and	 culture	 across	 South	 East	 Asia	 in	 this	 period.	 Indian	 approaches	 to	 city-planning
dominated,	as	did	both	Hinduism	and	Buddhism.	These	new	religions	arrived	in	the	region
at	 this	period	and	mixed	with	 the	older	 indigenous	animist	beliefs.	At	 this	stage,	central
Myanmar	was	ethnically	split	between	the	Mon,	who	lived	in	the	south,	and	the	Pyu,	who
lived	in	the	north.9

The	Mon	are	widely	credited	with	bringing	Theravada	Buddhism	to	Myanmar	through
their	 trading	 links	 with	 Sri	 Lanka.	 However,	 this	 did	 not	 immediately	 lead	 to	 the



dominance	of	Buddhism,	and	the	archaeological	record	of	their	main	coastal	city,	Thaton,
contains	 examples	 of	 both	 Buddhist	 and	 Hindu	 art.	 The	 city	 was	 conquered	 by	 the
emerging	Pagan	Kingdom	at	the	beginning	of	the	eleventh	century	AD,	marking	the	end	of
an	 independent	Mon	 Kingdom,	 and	 the	Mon	 were	 then	 largely	 absorbed	 into	 the	 new
Burmese	Buddhist	culture,	even	though	they	have	retained	their	own	language.

The	northern	Pyu	city	states	seem	to	have	been	ethnically	related	to	the	wider	Burmese–
Tibetan	 group,	 possibly	 indicating	 that	 they	 were	 migrants	 from	 Tibet,	 a	 characteristic
shared	 with	 the	 later	 Burmese	 migrants.	 Indeed,	 the	 Pyu	 and	 the	 Burmese	 languages
appear	 to	 have	 similar	 linguistic	 roots,10	 especially	 when	 compared	 to	 the	 differences
between	Mon	 and	 Burmese.	 As	 in	 southern	 Burma,	 the	 earliest	 religions	 in	 the	 region
dominated	by	the	Pyu	were	a	mix	of	animist,	Hindu	and	Buddhist,	with	the	latter	growing
in	relative	importance	over	time.	Buddhism	was	first	recorded	from	around	500	AD.	The
Pyu	 occupied	 a	 region	 that	 also	 sat	 astride	 an	 important	 trade	 route	 between	 India	 and
China	and	this	may	have	given	them	access	to	wealth	and	exposure	to	external	influences,
but	 it	also	 left	 them	vulnerable	 to	 their	more	powerful	neighbours.11	The	Pyu	city	states
eventually	 fell	 after	 being	 weakened	 in	 a	 series	 of	 wars	 with	 the	 Chinese	 in	 the	 ninth
century	AD,	 leading	 to	 an	 incursion	 from	 Tibet	 of	 Burmese	 tribes	 taking	 advantage	 of
ethnic	 ties	 and	 the	 weakening	 of	 the	 Pyu.	 The	 evidence	 for	 this	 period	 is	 partial	 and
complicated,	but	one	plausible	explanation	for	this	incursion	is	that	the	northernmost	Pyu
cities	were	already	inhabited	by	people	of	Burman	ethnicity	as	early	as	900	AD.12	In	effect,
this	was	less	a	process	of	conquest	from	Tibet	and	more	one	of	two	closely	related	groups
intermingling	as	their	relative	power	shifted.

In	 the	 ninth	 century	 these	 minor	 cities	 coalesced	 into	 the	 Pagan	 Kingdom,13	 during
which	time	the	Burmese	peoples	spread	along	the	Irrawaddy	Valley	following	the	collapse
of	the	Pyu	city	states.	Burmese	language	and	culture	absorbed	local	influences	from	India
and	from	the	Mon	in	particular,	but	also	derived	linguistic	and	cultural	elements	from	the
wider	region,	from	neighbouring	states,	and	traders	and	settlers.14

Arakan
The	 earliest	 settlers	 in	Arakan	were	 probably	 closely	 related	 to	 aboriginal	 cultures	 that
existed	 across	 South	East	Asia,	 Indonesia	 and	Australia.15	 However,	 the	 earliest	 settled
kingdoms	that	left	an	archaeological	record	were	Indo–Aryan	groups	who	arrived	from	the
Ganges	Valley	as	early	as	3000	BC.16	At	 the	 time	of	 their	arrival,	minorities	such	as	 the
Mru,	 Sak,	 Kumi	 and	 other	 Chin	 ethnic	 groups	 were	 already	 living	 in	 the	 region17	 and
continued	to	do	so	in	the	remote	hilly	regions.

The	 nineteenth-century	 British	 historian	 H.H.	 Wilson	 suggested	 that	 the	 dominant
culture	in	Arakan	was	Indian	up	to	the	tenth	century	AD,	and	that	only	then	did	growing
interaction	 with	 Burmese	 culture	 begin.18	 Pamela	Gutman19	 follows	Wilson	 in	 arguing
that	 the	 only	way	 to	 understand	 the	 history	 of	Arakan	 up	 to	 this	 point	 is	 to	 see	 it	 as	 a
region	 of	 India	 rather	 than	 part	 of	 the	 Burmese	 world.	 In	 particular,	 the	 high	 coastal
mountains	 and	difficult	 terrain	made	overland	 interaction	with	 the	 rest	 of	 contemporary
Myanmar	much	harder	than	forging	links	across	the	Bay	of	Bengal.

Gutman	suggests	 that	whoever	was	 in	Arakan	before	 the	ninth	century	AD	had	ethnic



links	to	Indian	groups,	rather	than	to	groups	in	what	is	 today	Myanmar.	The	Rohingyas,
whose	language	is	Indo–Aryan,20	from	the	Bengali–Assamese	branch,	may	well	descend
from	these	pre-ninth-century	inhabitants	of	the	region,	whereas	the	Rakhine	did	not	arrive
until	 the	 ninth	 century.	 The	 Indo–Aryan	 roots	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 are	 manifested	 in
inscriptions	 from	 the	 Hindu	 temples	 at	 Anandra	 Chandra	 (eighth	 century	 AD),	 which
display	close	similarities	to	similar	inscriptions	and	buildings	in	India.21

The	 earliest	 rulers	 of	 Arakan	 were	 mostly	 Hindus,22	 reflecting	 the	 links	 to	 India.
However,	 Islam	arrived	 in	 the	seventh	century	via	 trading	 links	 to	India	and	Arabia,	but
the	 region	 remained	 multi-confessional,	 with	 Hindus,	 Buddhists	 and	 Muslims	 living
together.23	Under	 these	 influences,	 the	Rohingyas’	 language	evolved	from	its	early	roots
with	 the	 adoption	 of	Arabic	 and	 Persian	words,	 and	 the	 script	 adapted	 to	more	 closely
resemble	that	of	Bengali.	Equally,	as	an	ethnic	group,	 the	Rohingyas	absorbed	Arab	and
Persian	elements	 in	 the	period	up	 to	1000	AD.	Later,	 the	 close	 links	with	Bengal	meant
absorbing	 both	 Bengali	 and	Mughal	 ethnic	 influences	 as	 part	 of	 the	 regular	 interaction
with	northern	India.

As	 Burmese	 power	 consolidated	 in	 the	 central	 Irrawaddy	 region,	 the	 degree	 of
interaction	 between	 Arakan	 and	 the	 Burmese	 kingdoms	 increased.	 The	 Rakhine	 ethnic
group	crossed	the	Arakan	Mountains	and	settled	in	the	region	in	around	1000	AD,	and	this
was	 followed	 by	 a	 period	 of	 relative	 domination	 of	 the	 region	 by	 the	 Burmese	 Pagan
Kingdom.	In	effect,	from	1000	AD	Arakan	came	to	interact	as	much	with	the	rest	of	Burma
as	it	did	with	Bengal	and	northern	India.

From	1000	to	1824

Burma
Burman	ethnic	groups	steadily	gained	more	influence	in	central	Burma,	and	by	1100	they
had	 conquered	 the	 Mon.	 This	 led	 to	 emergence	 of	 the	 powerful	 Burmese	 Pagan
Kingdom24	and	this	was	probably	the	first	largely	ethnic-Burman	state	in	Myanmar.	As	a
consequence,	many	later	rulers	have	sought	to	trace	their	lineage	to	this	era,	so	as	to	claim
legitimacy	in	ruling	over	the	whole	of	Burma.	Even	the	military	regimes	of	the	past	sixty
years	 have	 been	 very	 keen	 to	 stress	 the	 importance	 of	 this	 period,	 and	 have	 invested
substantially	in	rebuilding	pagodas	that	dated	from	the	Pagan	era.25

The	 Pagan	Kingdom	 unified	 the	 areas	 previously	 divided	 between	 the	Mon	 and	 Pyu
under	 the	 first	 king	 of	 the	 dynasty,	Anawrahta	 (1044–77	AD).	 The	 new	 regime	 adopted
Theravada	Buddhism	as	the	state	religion,	built	a	substantial	number	of	religious	buildings
and	also	incorporated	older	animist	deities	into	a	Buddhist	religious	framework.	The	bulk
of	the	population	adopted	Buddhism,	but	there	was	as	yet	no	movement	to	exclude	other
religious	beliefs	prevalent	in	the	region.	There	also	seems	to	have	been	a	great	degree	of
cultural	 pluralism,	 and	 the	 Mon	 community	 in	 particular	 seems	 to	 have	 contributed
substantially	 to	 cultural	 developments	 of	 the	 era.26	 By	 the	 late	 thirteenth	 century,	 the
Pagan	Kingdom	was	a	major	protector	of	Buddhism,	constructing	monasteries27	and	using
its	 state	 power	 to	 ensure	 a	 coherent	 religious	 community	 emerged.	 However,	 this



substantial	expenditure	on	religious	buildings,	arts	and	monks	may	have	undermined	the
economic	 basis	 of	 the	 kingdom.28	 A	 small	Mongol	 incursion	 (part	 of	 a	wider	 series	 of
attacks	into	South	East	Asia	from	Vietnam	to	Thailand)	in	1286	brought	about	 the	rapid
collapse	of	the	kingdom	and	its	fragmentation	into	a	number	of	smaller	city	states.

But	 though	 central	 Burma	 became	 a	 patchwork	 of	 smaller	 polities,	 most	 of	 the
successor	states	sought	to	draw	their	legitimacy	from	the	Pagan	period.	Equally,	in	terms
of	architecture	and	art,	the	process	of	moving	from	norms	shared	with	India	and	regions	to
the	 east	 towards	 a	 more	 indigenous	 Burmese	 aesthetic	 continued.	 The	 Ava	 Kingdom
(1287–1752)	came	to	dominate	upper	Burma	around	Kyaukse.	Over	time	this	became	the
dominant	 power	 and	 managed	 to	 unify	 the	 Irrawaddy	 Valley	 by	 about	 1636.	 This
expansion	ended	the	power	of	the	Shan	Dynasty	that	had	taken	control	of	northern	Burma
after	 the	 Mongol	 invasion	 and	 had	 sought	 to	 remove	 Buddhist	 influence29	 from	 that
region.	The	 renewed	Ava	Dynasty	again	allowed	Buddhism	 to	spread.	Most	 rulers	were
Buddhist	and	more	and	more	of	the	population	was	converted.

The	Ava	Dynasty	was	succeeded	by	the	Konbaung	Dynasty	(1752–1885).	This	period
saw	 the	 emergence	 of	Burma	 as	 a	major	 regional	 power.	 It	 also	 saw	 the	 foundation	 of
Mandalay	(in	1857)	as	the	capital	of	the	new	state.	This	assertive	and	aggressive	dynasty
won	 victory	 in	 wars	 against	 neighbouring	 Siam,	 and	 the	 resultant	 boost	 of	 wealth	 and
power	allowed	the	kingdom	to	annex	Arakan	in	1784.

But	this	then	triggered	a	series	of	wars	with	the	British,	which	led	to	the	loss	of	Arakan
by	1826.	Full	annexation	of	the	rest	of	the	country	by	the	British	followed	in	1886.

In	 terms	 of	 religion,	 by	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 there	 had	 been	 a	 degree	 of	 fusion
between	 state	 and	 religion,	 as	 the	 king	 saw	 himself	 as	 a	 protector	 of	 all	 Buddhist
monasteries	including	those	in	provinces	occupied	by	the	British30	after	their	conquest	of
Arakan.	 Though	 this	 linkage	 between	 religion	 and	 state	 fell	 apart	 after	 the	 British	 had
conquered	the	entire	country,	it	remained	an	important	issue	for	many	Burmese	Buddhist
nationalists.

In	 their	 turn,	 the	 British	 were	mostly	 indifferent	 towards	 organised	 Buddhism	 and	 a
number	of	monasteries	fell	into	disrepair	or	were	abandoned.31	The	British	took	a	secular
view	of	the	administration	of	their	colonies,	mostly	out	of	necessity,	and	especially	refused
to	be	dragged	 into	disputes	about	 religious	practice	and	monastic	discipline32	within	 the
Buddhist	 community.	 This	 indifference	 indirectly	 undermined	 the	 monastic	 structure
because,	by	refusing	to	appoint	a	head	of	the	sangha	who	would	oversee	discipline	in	the
different	 monasteries,33	 the	 British	 allowed	 the	 hierarchical	 structures	 so	 critical	 to
Theravada	Buddhism	 to	 fall	 apart.	 Some	Buddhists	 saw	 this	 as	 part	 of	 a	British	 plot	 to
promote	Christianity	 but	 a	more	 plausible	 explanation	 is	 simply	 one	 of	 disinterest.	 The
consequence	was	a	degree	of	fragmentation	and	the	loss	of	an	organised	Buddhist	voice.
Some	in	the	early	nationalist	movements	took	little	inspiration	from	Buddhism	as	such,34
but	 others	 considered	 regaining	 independence	 as	 a	 precondition	 for	 protecting	 Burma’s
Buddhist	heritage.35

The	 failure	 to	protect	Buddhism	 is	now	seen	by	many	pro-Buddhist	 commentators	as
the	major	failing	of	British	rule—they	criticise	the	British	for	failing	in	their	duty	as	rulers



to	protect	and	promote	Buddhism	as	an	integral	part	of	Burmese	culture.36	This	attitude	is
derived	from	Theravada	Buddhism’s	notion	that	the	strength	of	the	religion	is	reliant	on	a
state	that	is	committed	to	its	protection.37

Arakan
While	historical	Arakan	started	to	interact	with	the	kingdoms	of	central	Burma	from	the
eleventh	century	onwards,	 the	area	was	formally	independent	of	Burma	up	to	the	end	of
the	eighteenth	century.	However,	the	Rohingyas’	dominance	in	the	region	ended	with	the
arrival	 of	 the	 largely	 Buddhist	 Rakhine	 from	 central	 Burma38	 around	 1000	 AD.	 The
Rakhine	 also	 incidentally	 share	 a	 Tibeto-Burmese	 ancestry	with	 the	Burmans.	 This	 has
been	 reflected	 in	 the	 archaeological	 record—for	 example	 in	 the	 history	 of	 the	 coinage
issued	 in	 the	 region—and	 fits	 with	 the	 wider	 period	 of	 regional	 power	 enjoyed	 by	 the
Burmese	Pagan	Kingdom.39

This	 arrival	 of	 the	 Rakhine	 was	 followed	 by	 two	 centuries	 of	 close	 links	 with	 the
kingdoms	of	central	Burma,	during	the	height	of	Pagan	power.	When	the	Pagan	Kingdom
fragmented,40	Arakan	 regained	 its	 independence	 and	 engaged	 in	 almost	 six	 centuries	 of
war,	dispute	and	trade	with	its	neighbours	in	both	Burma	and	Bengal.	From	the	thirteenth
to	the	end	of	the	seventeenth	centuries	there	were	periods	of	Burmese	dominance,	periods
when	Arakan	was	independent	and	even	brief	periods	when	the	regional	kings	conquered
sections	of	modern-day	Bangladesh.

During	this	time	the	Mrauk-U	dynasty	ruled	Arakan,	presiding	over	a	multi-ethnic	mix
of	 the	various	Chin	ethnic	groups	(Mru,	Sak,	Kumi),	 the	Rohingyas	and	Rakhine,	and	a
multi-religious	mix	of	Hindu,	Muslim	and	Buddhist	beliefs.	Islam	was	already	significant
in	the	region	and	during	the	Mrauk-U	dynasty	it	became	dominant	among	the	descendants
of	the	earlier	Indo–Aryan	settlers	(that	is,	 it	seems,	the	Rohingyas),	even	as	the	Rakhine
retained	their	Buddhist	identity.

The	court	increasingly	looked	to	Bengal	and	India,	and	most	rulers	of	the	dynasty	were
Muslims.	 Many	 court	 officials	 were	 recruited	 from	 northern	 India.	 Equally,	 many
mercenaries	from	Muslim	regions	served	either	in	the	local	army	or	in	those	of	its	Bengali
rivals.	The	Muslim	group	now	known	as	the	Kamans	arrived	in	the	1660s	as	mercenaries
recruited	 from	Afghanistan.	After	 their	military	power	was	broken	 they	 adopted	 a	 local
dialect	 and	 are	 now,	 unlike	 the	 Rohingyas,	 one	 of	 the	 accepted	 ethnic	 groups	 within
Myanmar.	 However,	 it	 seems	 likely	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 were	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the
ethnic	mix	of	Arakan	in	this	era.	Nineteenth-century	British	reports	make	reference	to	how
the	 local	Muslims	 called	 themselves	 ‘Rovingaw’	 or	 ‘Rooinga’	 (see	 Appendix	 1,	 which
reproduces	the	title	page	of	one	such	work).41	More	importantly,	as	early	as	1799	Francis
Buchanan	made	reference	to	‘Rooinga’	in	the	area.

Buchanan	 suggested	 in	 1799	 that	 the	 natives	 of	 Arakan	 were	 either	 ‘Yakein’	 or
‘Rooinga’	and	he	 indicates	 there	are	 two	main	communities.	One	 is	 the	 ‘Mohammedans
who	 have	 long	 settled	 in	 Arakan	 and	 who	 call	 themselves	 Rooinga,	 or	 natives	 of
Arakan’.42	The	other	are	the	‘Rakhing	…	who	adhere	to	the	tenets	of	Buddha’.43	He	also
notes	that	due	to	fewer	external	interactions	the	Rakhing	‘language	is	consequently	purer
than	 that	 of	 the	Burmeses,	who	 sustained	 several	 revolutions’.44	 This	 strongly	 suggests



that	 after	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 Rakhine	 in	 Arakan	 around	 1000	 AD	 the	 ethnic	 mix	 of	 the
province	remained	static	with	relatively	 little	 interaction	with	 the	outside	world.	 In	 turn,
the	Classical	Journal	of	1811	has	a	comparative	list	of	numbers	in	many	East	and	Central
Asian	languages	and	identifies	three	languages	spoken	in	the	‘Burmah	Empire’,	including
a	direct	reference	to	‘Rooinga’:
2.	Languages	of	Burma,	1811	(Classical	Journal,	‘Numbers	in	200	Tongues’,	No.	535,	London:	1811,	p.	107)

Three	in	the	Burmah	Empire.

Rooinga ???? Banga Myanman	or
Burmah

A	few	Chrisitans	in
Siam	or	Taimay

Taiyay Tailong

1	awg aik ak teet noong noo aning
2	doo doo de hueet so sang sonng
3	teen teen teen thoum sam sam sam
4	tchair tsar sa-ree lay see shee shee
5	pan-so-ee paus pas ngaw haw haaw haw
6	saw tso tsoe kiouk hoc hook hook
7	sat sat hat kuhneet kyaet sayt seet
8	aw-ton as-to awt sheet payt payt paet
9	no-naw no no ko ka-wo kaw kau
10	dus-so-a dos dos tazay seet sheet ship
20
100

An	 1815	 German	 compendium	 of	 languages	 of	 the	 wider	 region	 by	 J.S.	 Vateri	 also
mentions	the	existence	of	the	Rohingyas	as	an	ethnic	group	(in	this	case	spelt	as	‘Ruinga’)
with	a	distinct	language.45

Thus	 there	 is	 plentiful	 evidence	 for	 the	 existence	 of	 the	Rohingyas	 in	Arakan	 by	 the
early	 nineteenth	 century	 in	 a	 sequence	 of	 works	 published	 at	 the	 time.	 None	 of	 these
sources	had	any	partial	political	interest	in	the	ethnic	makeup	of	the	region:	none	of	them
had	any	reason	 to	 invent	 the	existence	of	a	group	such	as	 the	Rohingyas	any	more	 than
they	had	an	interest	in	suppressing	such	groups,	and	all	clearly	point	to	the	fact	that	there
was	 a	 major	 ethnic	 group	 in	 the	 region	 with	 a	 distinct	 language	 at	 the	 time,	 clearly
identifiable	 as	 the	 Rohingyas.	 Notably,	 all	 three	 (Buchanan,	 Vateri	 and	 the	 Classical
Journal)	 were	 produced	 during	 the	 brief	 period	 of	 Burmese	 control	 between	 1784	 and
1824,	a	time	when	other	evidence	points	to	an	outflow	of	Muslims	fleeing	persecution.46

By	the	late	eighteenth	century,	the	Konbaung	Dynasty	of	the	central	Burmese	Kingdom
had	 been	 strengthened	 by	 success	 in	 its	 wars	 with	 Siam.47	 Taking	 advantage	 of	 the
weakness	 of	 the	 Bengali	 kingdom,	 it	 expanded	 into	 Arakan.	 One	 motivation	 for	 the
Burmese	attack	was	to	ensure	the	Buddhist	purity	of	Arakan	and	to	reduce	what	were	seen
as	 dangerous	 ties	 to	 Islamic	 states	 to	 the	 west.	 In	 reality,	 the	 conquest	 created	 major
tensions	with	British	India.48

After	 its	 annexation	 of	 Arakan,	 Britain	 developed	 an	 increased	 interest	 in	 the	 wider
region,	and	a	series	of	conflicts	followed.	As	ever,	conquest	of	a	small	portion	of	a	country
meant	the	British	then	feared	attack	from	the	remaining	independent	areas.	In	turn	those
fears	were	 linked	 to	specific	 incidents	 to	give	a	pretext	 for	 further	conquest.	The	results
were	predictable.	The	British	had	annexed	the	entire	territory	of	Burma	by	the	mid-1880s.



The	colonial	era	(1824–1948)

Outline
Up	to	 this	point	 in	 time,	 the	histories	of	Burma	and	Arakan	were	 largely	separate,	or	at
least	had	no	more	in	common	than	most	neighbouring	states	do.	But	from	1784	the	 two
were	 going	 to	 be	 inextricably	 linked.	 After	 the	 British	 conquest	 of	 Arakan	 in	 1826,
tensions	persisted	with	the	Burmese	kings.	The	Second	Anglo-Burmese	War	took	place	in
1852	 and	 resulted	 in	 British	 control	 over	 southern	 Burma,	 which	 left	 upper	 Burma
completely	 isolated	from	the	rest	of	 the	world.	The	Third	Anglo-Burmese	War	ended	 in
1885	and	by	1886	the	British	had	created	a	formal	division	between	‘Ministerial	Burma’
(basically	 Rangoon	 and	 the	 Irrawaddy	 region)	 and	 the	 ‘Frontier	 Areas’.49	 In	 turn,	 this
created	a	clear	division	between	a	central	region	dominated	by	the	Burman	majority	and
outlying	 regions	 in	 which	 a	 complex	 patchwork	 of	 ethnic	 groups	 lived	 alongside	 one
another.	These	divisions	created	strictly	enforced	internal	borders	and	were	combined	with
limits	on	 internal	migration.	Burma	was	designated	 as	 a	 separate	 administrative	 state	 to
India	in	1937	and	the	borders	were	drawn	on	the	basis	of	state	borders	that	had	existed	just
before	the	war	of	1824–6.	So	the	new	administrative	unit	thus	integrated	Arakan	into	what
was	 to	 become,	 a	mere	 ten	 years	 later,	 the	 newly	 independent	 country	 of	 Burma.	 This
purely	administrative	decision	is	what	led	to	the	situation	we	are	in	today.

Burmese	 nationalists	 resented	 British	 rule	 and	 one	 source	 of	 unrest	 was	 the	 lack	 of
support	 the	 British	 gave	 to	 the	 Buddhist	 religious	 hierarchy.50	 Under	 the	 previous
kingdoms,	 secular	 authority	 had	 in	 part	 been	 derived	 from	 being	 willing	 to	 support
Buddhism.	So	to	Burmese	nationalists	the	British	were	seen	as	illegitimate	rulers,	because
they	 failed	 to	meet	 the	 established	 demands	 of	 the	 political	 culture	 in	 the	 country,	 and
fulfil	 the	 expectation	 that	 ‘legitimate’	 rulers	must	 protect	 and	 promote	Buddhism	 as	 an
integral	part	of	Burmese	culture.51

The	 British	 preference	 for	 employing	 Indians	 in	 the	 colonial	 civil	 service	 and
administrative	structures	further	aggravated	the	situation.	The	result	was	that	anti-British
feeling	 was	 stronger	 in	 the	 Buddhist,	 mainly	 ethnically	 Burman	 communities,52	 while
many	minority	 ethnic	 groups	were	 pro-British—particularly	 the	Muslim	Rohingyas	 and
the	Christian	Karen.	The	link	between	religion,	ethnicity	and	anti-British	sentiment	had	a
profound	 influence	 on	 the	 dynamics	 of	 the	 independence	 movement	 which	 would
ultimately	 lead	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	Myanmar	we	 know	 today.	 This	 had	 immediate
consequences,	 as	 the	 independence	 movement	 sometimes	 took	 on	 a	 confessional	 and
ethnic	character.	For	example,	 the	anti-colonial	riots	of	1938	were	as	much	aimed	at	 the
Muslim	community53	as	at	British	power.	These	riots	followed	on	from	the	unsuccessful
rural	 Saya	 San	 uprising	 in	 1930	 that	 had	 explicitly	 aimed	 to	 restore	 the	 pre-colonial
Burmese	polity.54	 The	 seeds	 for	 deep	 divisions	 in	 the	 country	 along	 religious	 lines	 had
already	been	sown.

Things	really	came	to	a	head	during	World	War	II.	Burma	became	caught	up	in	the	war
in	1942	when	the	Japanese	invaded	the	area.	Initially	their	arrival	was	welcomed	by	some
Burmese	nationalists	who,	as	with	the	Indian	Congress	Party,	saw	the	defeat	of	the	British
Empire	as	a	step	on	the	road	to	independence.	However,	the	Rohingyas	remained	loyal	to



the	British	(as	did	many	other	non-Burmese	ethnic	groups),	 leading	to	significant	ethnic
strife55	 between	 the	Rohingyas	 and	Rakhine	 ethnic	 communities.	 It	 has	 been	 estimated
that	some	307	villages56	were	destroyed,	100,000	Rohingyas	lost	their	lives	and	a	further
80,000	 fled	 the	 region57	 as	 a	 result.	 The	 Japanese	 also	made	matters	worse	when	 they
carried	 out	 multiple	 massacres	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 to	 punish	 them	 for	 their	 pro-British
stance.58	 And	 one	 further	 consequence	 of	 the	 ethnic	 violence	 in	 1942	 was	 that	 it
eliminated	 the	 old	 patchwork	 of	 ethnicities	 in	 Arakan	 and	 led	 to	 ethnic	 segregation
between	a	largely	Muslim	north	and	a	Buddhist	south.

In	turn,	the	British	recruited	soldiers	from	among	the	displaced	Rohingyas,	and,	looking
for	 allies,	 promised	 the	 Muslims	 of	 northern	 Arakan	 relative	 independence	 and	 the
creation	of	a	Muslim	National	Area,	in	exchange	for	their	contribution	to	the	war	effort.
But,	as	in	many	other	cases,	they	went	on	to	commit	a	huge	historical	error	and	reneged	on
this	promise	once	the	Japanese	were	defeated.59

In	 1947	 some	 Rohingyas	 formed	 their	 own	 army	 and	 sought	 the	 incorporation	 of
northern	Arakan	into	 the	newly	created	East	Pakistan,60	now	Bangladesh.	This	 initiative
failed,	but	after	Burma	achieved	its	own	independence	in	1948,	some	Arakanese	Muslims
went	on	to	petition	the	Constituent	Assembly	in	Rangoon	for	the	integration	of	Maungdaw
and	 Buthidaung	 districts	 into	 East	 Pakistan.61	 This	 was	 to	 have	 dire	 long-term
consequences.	It	drove	the	Burmese	authorities	to	regard	the	Muslim	population	of	Arakan
as	 hostile	 to	 the	 new	 regime62	 and	 to	 see	 them	 as	 outsiders	 whose	 loyalty	 lay	 with	 a
different	state.	These	events	helped	create	a	belief	that	only	Buddhists	could	really	be	part
of	the	new	state,	an	attitude	reinforced	by	the	attempt	of	the	Burmese	Communist	Party	to
overthrow	the	new	state	after	1948.

The	 other	 side	 of	 the	 liberation	 struggle	 in	 this	 period	was	 even	more	 complex.	 The
Burmese	Independence	Army	(BIA),	led	by	the	‘thirty	comrades’	(including	General	Aung
San),	was	originally	 formed	 to	help	 the	Japanese	against	 the	British,	and	during	1942–5
mostly	 fought	 for	 the	 Japanese,63	 especially	 against	 the	 Chinese	 troops	 that	 were
supporting	British	and	American	efforts	to	keep	open	a	supply	line	to	China.	In	addition,
British	accounts	of	the	war	make	frequent	references	to	local	acts	of	sabotage64	so,	as	with
the	Indian	National	Army,	it	was	clear	that	many	Burmese	nationalists	took	the	view	that
the	Japanese	were	useful	as	a	tool	to	weaken	the	British.	Aung	San	had	gone	to	Japan	in
1941	 and	 was	 made	 chief	 of	 staff	 when	 the	 Japanese	 declared	 Burma	 independent	 in
1943.65

By	 1944,	 increased	 Japanese	 repression	 and	 violence	 led	 many	 of	 the	 independence
leaders	 to	 see	 the	 British	 as	 the	 lesser	 of	 two	 evils,	 especially	 as	 it	 was	 clear	 that	 the
Japanese	were	losing	the	wider	war.66	Aung	San	started	to	negotiate	with	the	British	and
the	 independence	movement	subsequently	switched	sides	and	 took	part	 in	 the	27	March
1945	 uprising	 against	 the	 Japanese.	 To	 Burmese	 nationalists	 this	 was	 originally
‘Resistance	Day’	 and	 later	 became	 ‘Armed	Forces	Day’,	 representing	 a	key	 step	on	 the
road	to	an	independent	Burma.	To	others	it	was	an	opportunistic	shift	of	allegiance	when	it
was	clear	 the	Japanese	were	beaten.67	But	 the	symbolic	 role	of	 the	nascent	army	 in	 this
revolt	fed	into	the	mindset	of	the	military	after	1948	that	the	only	guarantor	of	the	nation
was	the	military’s	power	and	that	it	faced	powerful	internal	threats.68



After	 the	 Japanese	 surrender	 in	August	 1945,	 the	BIA	waged	 a	 low-level	 insurgency
against	British	 rule	 from	1946	 to	 independence	 in	1948.	Upon	 independence,	 it	 became
the	core	of	the	new	national	army.

Shifting	demographics	in	Arakan
Unfortunately,	the	issue	of	who	actually	lived	in	Arakan	in	1824–6	is	now	a	major	part	of
the	narrative	of	extremist	Buddhists.	The	arguments	revolve	around	which	ethnic	groups
were	deemed	to	be	part	of	what	is	now	Myanmar	at	the	date	of	the	British	conquest,	which
has	been	chosen	as	 the	significant	historical	milestone	 for	deciding	which	ethnic	groups
properly	belong	to	which	territory.	The	extremists	claim	that	the	Rohingyas	only	arrived	in
the	region	at	a	later	date,	due	to	British	influence.	This	chapter	addresses	their	claims	in
some	 detail	 and	 engages	 with	 the	 arguments	 of	 writers	 such	 as	 Derek	 Tonkin69	 and
Jacques	Leider.70

As	with	all	nineteenth-century	colonial	powers,	the	British	needed	to	keep	on	top	of	the
demographics	 of	 their	 colonies	 and	 so	 carried	 out	 a	 number	 of	 censuses	 in	 the	 region.
Though	carried	out	 in	the	interests	of	 the	colonial	power,	 these	are	informative	as	 to	the
shifting	demographics	of	Arakan	and	the	rest	of	Burma	and	provide	a	substantial	amount
of	evidence,	but	also,	unfortunately,	leave	some	gaps.

As	 we	 have	 seen,	 Charles	 Paton	 carried	 out	 a	 major	 survey	 of	 Arakan	 in	 1825–6.
Ostensibly	working	for	the	British	Colonial	Office,	he	was	actually	gathering	information
for	Britain’s	 secret	 spy	agencies.	But	whatever	his	mission,	he	 left	behind	a	compelling
account	 of	 life	 in	Arakan	 in	 1826.71	He	 detailed	 the	 ethnicity	 of	 the	 leaders	 of	 various
villages	 and	 estimated	 that	 there	 were	 60,000	 Rakhine	 Buddhists,	 30,000	Muslims	 and
10,000	from	other	ethnic	groups	(see	Appendix	2).

Paton	followed	the	later	British	practice	of	identifying	groups	as	much	on	the	basis	of
religion	as	ethnicity.	He	identified	the	‘Mugh’	with	the	group	more	commonly	known	as
the	Rakhine	but	did	not	subdivide	the	Muslim	population	into	ethnic	groups.	But	he	does
make	one	 important	and	 interesting	distinction.	The	 local	aristocracy	 (‘The	Mussalaman
Sirdars’)	are	noted	as	speaking	a	language	easily	recognisable	to	someone	who	can	speak
the	 main	 north	 Indian	 dialect.	 The	 local	 peasantry	 (from	 the	 same	 ethnic	 group)	 are
deemed	to	speak	a	language	unrelated	to	‘Hindoostanee’.	This	fits	what	we	already	know.
The	 elite	 in	 the	 old	 Arakan	 kingdom	 had	 close	 political,	 cultural	 and	 ethnic	 ties	 with
Bengal,	and	easily	spoke	a	variant	of	Bengali.	Their	peasantry	spoke	the	local	Rohingya
language,	 which	 provides	 further	 proof	 that	 a	 large	 Muslim	 community	 was	 living	 in
Arakan	 by	 the	 start	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 and	 that	 this	 had	 long	 been	 linguistically
distinct	from	northern	India.

When	 Burma	 became	 an	 administrative	 unit	 distinct	 from	 India	 in	 1937,	 the	 British
commissioned	 a	 report	 looking	 at	 population	 changes	 in	 the	 region	 since	 1872.72	 This
report,	 written	 by	 James	 Baxter,	 focused	 on	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 or	 not	 Indian
migration	 had	 reduced	 employment	 opportunities	 for	 the	 local	 Burmese	 population.
Baxter’s	report	involved,	for	example,	reclassifying	the	1871	census	figures	such	that	the
Hindu	population	in	Arakan	was	identified	as	Indian	in	origin	(having	migrated	in	search
of	 work	 under	 British	 rule).	 It	 also	 made	 an	 effort	 to	 distinguish	 between	 the	 various



Muslim	communities	 in	 the	province	as	opposed	to	simply	combining	them	by	religious
affiliation.	From	this,	Baxter	acknowledged	that,
there	was	an	Arakanese	Muslim	community	settled	so	long	in	Akyab	District	that	it	had	for	all	intents	and	purposes	to
be	 regarded	 as	 an	 indigenous	 race.	 There	 were	 also	 a	 few	 Mohamedan	 Kamans	 in	 Arakan	 and	 a	 small	 but	 long
established	Muslim	community	around	Moulmen	which	could	not	be	regarded	as	Indian.73

I	emphasise	the	word	‘few’	since	it	 is	important.	The	British	census	is	clear	that	there
were	three	Muslim	groups:	the	Kamans,	a	group	living	in	Akyab	(the	Rohingyas),	and	a
small	community	at	Moulmen.	Baxter	adds	that	it	would	be	incorrect	to	‘assume	that	all
the	…	Mohamedans	were	Indian’.

Derek	Tonkin	has	claimed	that	the	Rohingyas	are	not	among	the	communities	of	‘long
established’	Muslims,	since	Baxter	did	not	use	the	term	“Rohingya”	to	refer	to	the	Arakan
Muslims.	He	adds	that	‘at	no	stage	during	their	administration	of	Arakan	from	its	capture
in	1825	to	independence	in	1948	did	the	British	even	once	use	the	designation	“Rohingya”
to	describe	these	communities’.74	It	is	true	that	Baxter	does	not	use	the	word	‘Rohingya’
but,	as	we	have	shown,	there	are	plenty	of	examples	of	this	name	being	used	both	before
and	 during	 the	 colonial	 period.	 As	 discussed,	 the	 British	 censuses	 were	 done	 in	 the
interests	 of	 the	 imperial	 power.	 Practically,	 for	most	 of	 the	 colonial	 period,	 the	 British
were	interested	in	only	those	aspects	of	their	subjects	that	could	be	used	as	indicators	of
their	loyalty	or	lack	of	it.	In	the	case	of	Burma,	religion	was	more	important	than	ethnicity
in	this	respect.

Tonkin	also	claims	that	the	idea	of	Rohingya	identity	is	purely	a	construct	of	post-1948
ethnic	politics.	The	word	‘Rohingya’,	he	says,	‘came	into	use	after	independence	in	1948,
notably	 in	 the	wake	of	 a	 “jihadist”	 uprising	which	 plagued	Arakan	…	until	 1961	when
Northern	 Arakan	 was	 designated	 the	Mayu	 Frontier	 District	 and	 placed	 under	 military
administration’.	The	Burmese	government,	he	says,	sometimes	used	 the	word	 thereafter,
but	this	usage	stopped	after	the	1962	coup.75	The	word	‘jihadist’	is	often	used	by	Burmese
Buddhists	 to	 describe	 the	 brief	 revolt	 of	 1947,	 and	 has	 connotations	 of	 Al-Qaeda-type
terrorism.	It	is	of	course	true	that	Mayu	was	administered	by	the	military	after	1948,	but	it
was	not	 the	only	 frontier	area	of	Burma	 to	be	administered	 this	way	after	 independence
and	in	1964	Mayu	again	became	administratively	part	of	Rakhine,	thenceforth	treated	as	a
normal	 region	of	 the	country.	Finally,	 as	we	have	already	shown,	 the	advent	of	military
rule	in	1962	indeed	saw	a	gradual	increase	in	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas.

Other,	less	sophisticated,	writers	conflate	the	common	argument	that	the	increase	in	the
Muslim	population	was	purely	the	result	of	British	policy	with	a	claim	that	this	was	also
designed	to	spread	Wahhabist	ideology:
Most	of	the	Bengali	immigrants	were	influenced	by	the	Farai-di	movement	in	Bengal	that	propagated	the	ideology	of
the	Wahhabis	of	Arabia,	which	advocated	settling	ikhwan	or	brethren	in	agricultural	communities	near	to	the	places	of
water	 resources.	The	peasants,	according	 to	 the	 teaching,	besides	cultivating	 the	 land	should	be	ready	for	waging	a
holy	war	upon	the	call	by	their	lords.76

The	argument	is	that	a	substantial	number	of	Muslims	moved	from	Bengal	to	Arakan,
when	both	were	ruled	by	the	British	Empire,	at	the	behest	of	Saudi	Wahhabis.

The	 remainder	 of	 Tonkin’s	 article,	 ‘Rohingya’	 a	 Political,	 not	 Ethnic	 Label’,	 is	 a
detailed	 argument	 about	which	 dialects	were	 spoken	where.	He	 concludes	 it	 thus:	 ‘The
only	 reasonable	 conclusion	 is	 that	 “Rohingya”	was	 never	 used	 historically	 as	 an	 ethnic



designation’.	Rather,	he	says,	it	was	‘fashioned	after	the	Second	World	War	to	define	the
majority	 of	Muslims	 resident	 in	 the	 north	 of	 Rakhine	 State’.	 Therefore,	 ‘it	 should	 not
surprise	us	in	the	least	that	the	Myanmar	Government	decline	to	accept	“Rohingya”	as	an
ethnic	designation,	insisting	instead	on	‘Bengali’	to	which	the	great	majority	of	Rohingya
could	very	probably	trace	their	heritage	and	ancestry’.77

The	notion	that	 the	concept	of	 the	‘Rohingyas’	 is	a	recent	construction	is	one	that	 the
regime	 favours.	 Jacques	 Leider	 is	 another	 who	 argues	 for	 this	 idea.	 He	 has	 written
extensively	 about	 the	 Rohingyas	 and	 his	 articles	 present	 a	 variation	 of	 the	 same	 core
arguments	propounded	by	Tonkin.	Specifically,	he	too	argues	that	the	name	‘Rohingya’	is
a	 recent	 construct78	which	 has	 been	 deliberately	 adopted	 by	 a	 group	who,	 he	 contends,
really	 are	 simply	 Bengali	Muslims.	 His	 writings	 acknowledge	 that	 ‘nobody	 doubts	 the
historical	existence	of	that	[Muslim]	community’79	in	Arakan,	but	crucially	he	argues	that
the	Rohingyas	are	not	descendants	of	the	pre-colonial	(that	is,	pre-1824)	community	that
lived	 in	 Arakan.	 He	 thus	 ignores	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 are	 the	 largest	 Muslim
minority	in	Myanmar	and	are	concentrated	in	Rakhine:	if	they	are	not	the	descendants	of
the	 pre-1824	 community,	 then	 who	 is?	 He	 emphasises	 that	 the	 ethnic	 designation
‘Rohingya’	did	not	appear	in	the	1826	census	carried	out	by	the	British	shortly	after	they
conquered	the	region.80	But,	as	we	have	seen,	this	is	because	the	British	opted	to	classify
on	the	basis	of	religion	and	not	ethnicity.

Linked	to	this,	Leider	and	others	argue	that	the	various	kingdoms	that	existed	in	Arakan
from	1300	(when	the	area	again	became	independent	of	the	kingdoms	in	central	Burma)
were	 Buddhist	 rather	 than	 Muslim	 and	 that	 the	 population	 up	 to	 1824	 was	 ethnically
Burman.	As	an	example,	Leider	asserts	that	the	independent	kingdom	that	had	existed	in
the	western	coastal	regions	up	to	1794	was	a	Buddhist	kingdom:	‘the	history	of	Arakan	in
the	 early	 modern	 period	 (15th	 to	 18th	 centuries)	 is	 foremost	 the	 history	 of	 a	 Buddhist
kingdom’.81	This	state	is	supposed	to	have	drawn	in	some	Muslims	from	the	neighbouring
Bengali	kingdom	as	soldiers,	traders	or	slaves.	Leider	presents	inter-communal	relations	in
this	 period	 as	 involving	Muslim	 and	Buddhist	 communities	 living	 ‘side	 by	 side’,82	 but
says	 that	 this	harmonious	balance	was	disrupted	 in	 the	colonial	period	when	 the	British
allowed	mass	 immigration	 from	Bengal.83	 To	 Leider,	 the	 current	 crisis	 stems	 from	 the
belief	of	many	Buddhists	in	Myanmar	that	the	Rohingyas	are	outsiders,	with	no	historical
rights,	but	who	are	astute	at	manipulating	international	opinion.84	Thus	it	should	come	as
no	surprise	that	the	views	of	many	Burmese	Buddhists	are	echoed	in	the	narrative	of	the
969	Movement.

There	are	plenty	of	pro-Buddhist	websites,	 reports,	articles	and	books	 that	present	 far
less	subtle	versions	of	such	arguments.	Some	of	this	material	is	quite	explicit	in	its	goal	of
addressing	what	it	sees	as	a	mortal	threat	to	Buddhist	Myanmar	and	argues	that	the	idea	of
the	‘Rohingyas’	is	a	recent	invention.	For	example,	take	the	book	by	Zan	and	Chan	called
Influx	Viruses,85	which	claims:
There	is	a	new	trend	concerning	the	so-called	Rohingya.	This	trend,	fashioned	by	some	Islamic	radicals	after	Burma’s
independence,	 his	 been	 problematic,	 and	 a	 grave	 concern	 for	 (a)	 the	Arakanese,	 (b)	 the	 people	 of	 Burma	 and	 (c)
historians	 and	 scholars.	A	proper	 understanding	 of	 the	 importance	 and	nature	 of	 illegal	Muslim	 immigrant	 flow	 is
crucial	 to	 comprehensively	 address	 the	 imperative	 issue	 of	 development	 contest.	 Rohingya	movements	 have	 been
accompanied	 by	 certain	 dangers	 and	 challenges,	 particularly	 for	 the	 Arakan	 State…86	 [grammatical	 errors	 and



spelling	mistakes	in	the	original	text	have	been	retained]

The	rest	of	Influx	Viruses	is	a	long	diatribe	about	the	alleged	falsehoods	put	forward	by
those	 unfriendly	 to	 modern-day	 Myanmar.	 It	 argues	 for	 the	 essentially	 Buddhist	 and
Burmese	 characteristics	 of	 the	 kingdoms	 in	Rakhine	 before	 1785,	 but	 goes	 further	 than
Leider	in	claiming	that	the	Muslim	presence	in	the	region	before	1824	was	minimal.

But	 the	 1871	 census	 notes	 that	 the	 64,000	 ‘Mussulmen’	 in	 Rakhine	 differ	 ‘from	 the
Arakanese	 but	 little,	 except	 in	 their	 religion	 and	 social	 customs	 which	 their	 religion
directs’.87	 If	 we	 set	 aside	 the	 lordly	 indifference	 of	 the	 colonial	 power	 to	 the	 real
differences	between	those	 they	ruled,	 this	 is	 indicative	 that	 for	all	practical	purposes	 the
Rohingyas	and	the	Rakhine	were	very	similar	populations	which	had	lived	together	for	a
very	long	time	indeed.

Summary
The	 historical	 pattern	 of	 the	 expansion	 and	 contraction	 of	 a	 core	 state	 based	 around
particular	 ethnic	 and	 religious	 communities	 is	 not	 unusual.	Equally,	many	modern	post-
colonial	 states	 were	 effectively	 delineated	 for	 the	 administrative	 convenience	 of	 the
imperial	power,	and	Burma	was	no	exception.	The	consequence	is	a	post-colonial	world
where	many	states	have	complex	mixes	of	ethnic	groups,	and	there	are	many	regions	with
ethnic	groups	splintered	across	multiple	states.	However,	what	this	does	not	mean	is	that
ethnic	groups	different	 from	the	core	group	have	no	right	 to	exist.	 Indeed,	most	modern
states	 have	 managed	 to	 respond	 to	 these	 complexities	 in	 a	 decent	 and	 humane	 way.
Unfortunately	 this	 is	 not	 the	 case	 in	 Myanmar.	 Here,	 the	 dominant	 narrative	 of	 many
Burmese	about	the	Rohingyas	is	one	of	illegitimate	‘invasion’	by	a	threatening	‘outsider’.

This	chapter	has	made	it	clear	that	for	a	long	period,	the	history	and	ethnicity	of	Arakan
developed	separately	to	that	of	the	rest	of	Burma.	Political	integration	is	relatively	recent
and	all	the	evidence	is	that	the	Rohingyas	were	living	in	Arakan	even	before	the	Buddhist
Rakhine	arrived.

This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 the	 nuances	 of	 early	 history	 should	 have	 any	 legitimacy	 in
determining	who	is	a	citizen	of	a	modern	state.	No	matter	what	the	Myanmar	authorities
have	to	say	about	the	supposed	history	of	Rakhine	and	the	Rohingyas,	there	is	no	getting
away	from	the	fact	that	no	state	can	render	stateless,	as	a	matter	of	policy,	people	born	in
its	territory,	under	the	UN	Charter.88	If	a	person	is	born	on	the	territory	of	a	country,	and
has	no	other	 legal	 citizenship,	 then	 they	must	 be	given	 citizenship	by	 that	 country.	The
Rohingyas	are	Burmese	by	birth	 and	according	 to	 international	 law.	Where	 their	distant
ancestors	may	have	come	from	and	why	is	entirely	irrelevant.	And	no	amount	of	history,
veridical	or	fabricated,	can	change	that	basic	fact.	No	amount	of	history	can	then	justify
any	attempt	at	ethnic	cleansing.

Unfortunately,	the	pre-colonial	history	of	Burma	does	matter,	insofar	as	one	version	of
it	forms	a	major	justification	for	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas.	The	reality	in	today’s
Myanmar	means	it	is	very	important	to	look	at	these	attempts	at	rewriting	history	in	order
to	understand	the	mindset	of	the	aggressors	and	see	exactly	how	this	phenomenon	builds
into	a	precursor	to	genocide.	And	it	is	here	also	that	the	international	community	can	bring
a	lot	to	the	table	and	provide	the	necessary	objective	analysis	of	the	history	of	the	region



in	order	 to	 refute	 the	 falsified	narrative	used	by	 those	who	call	 for	 the	expulsion	of	 the
Rohingyas	from	Myanmar.	The	average	citizen	of	Myanmar	has	a	right	to	know	their	own
history,	 and	 has	 a	 right	 not	 to	 be	 deceived	 by	 the	 absurd	 propositions	 of	 Buddhist
extremists	in	Myanmar.



2

FROM	INDEPENDENCE	TO	DEMOCRACY	(1948–2010)

Domestic	events

British	colonial	rule	ended	in	Burma	on	4	January	19481	and	the	new	country	was	based
on	the	boundaries	that	pre-colonial	Burma	had	briefly	expanded	to	by	1824,	as	defined	by
the	 British	 colonial	 authorities	 in	 the	 mid-1930s	 when	 Burma	 was	 administratively
separated	from	India.	On	independence,	Burma	was	considered	a	rich	country,	with	well-
developed	 agriculture,	 major	 mineral	 reserves,	 and	 a	 well-educated	 population.2	 In
particular,	the	British	had	expanded	rice	production	in	the	lower	Irrawaddy	region	(in	part
by	 bringing	 in	 Indian	 labourers)	 and	 this	 had	 led	 to	Burma	 becoming	 one	 of	 the	major
producers	 in	 the	 world,	 providing	 the	 means	 to	 both	 feed	 the	 local	 population	 and	 to
export	to	other,	food	hungry,	states	in	the	region.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 new	 state	 inherited	 a	 complex	 mixture	 of	 ethnic	 groups	 and
religious	beliefs,	as	regions	populated	by	non-ethnic-Burman	groups	were	included	in	the
new	country.	Districts	such	as	Shan,	Kachin	and	Sagaing	to	the	north	and	Chin	to	the	west
were	 all	 largely	 inhabited	 by	 non-Burman	 ethnic	 groups	 who	 were	 to	 face	 severe
repression	during	the	period	after	independence,3	as	were	the	Karen	who	lived	both	in	the
Irrawaddy	 Delta	 region	 and	 in	 what	 became	 Karen	 State	 to	 the	 east.	 The	 map	 at	 the
beginning	 of	 this	 book	 shows	 the	 provincial	 boundaries	 of	 post-independence	 Burma
including	Arakan,	renamed	Rakhine.4

At	 its	 creation	 Burma	 also	 faced	 a	 significant	 internal	 debate	 among	 the	 new	 ruling
elite.	Some	saw	the	new	state	as	the	means	to	create	a	Buddhist	and	Burman	polity	with
other	ethnicities	and	religious	groups	excluded.	To	them,	this	was	overcoming	the	critical
failure	of	British	rule—that	it	had	not	actively	sponsored	the	Buddhist	hierarchy	and	the
infrastructure	 of	monasteries	 and	 temples,	 as	 the	Theravada	Buddhist	 theory	 of	 the	 just
state	required	of	its	rulers.5	Others,	such	as	General	Aung	San,6	argued	that	the	new	state
should	 be	 inclusive	 and	 that	 all	 who	 lived	 within	 its	 borders	 were	 now	 to	 be	 seen	 as
Burmese	citizens.	Within	the	army	there	was	a	different	debate,	between	those	who	saw
the	 role	 of	 the	military	 in	 conventional	ways	 (as	 the	 armed	 forces	 of	 a	 state	 but	 under
civilian	control)	and	people	like	Ne	Win	(the	organiser	of	the	1962	coup)	who	wanted	to
see	the	military	take	control,7	since	they	believed	that	only	the	army	truly	represented	the
Burmese	people.

With	the	assassination	of	General	Aung	San	in	1947,8	these	debates	shifted	in	favour	of
those	who	wanted	the	new	state	to	be	an	embodiment	of	Burman	Buddhist	beliefs	and	who
believed	 that	 the	military	was	 ‘the	only	 institution	 that	has	discipline,	 loyalty,	unity	and



deep	commitment	 to	protect	 the	 sovereignty	and	 independence	of	 the	country’.9	This	 in
turn	provoked	some	splits	among	the	former	independence	movement,	and	some	leaders,
like	 Kyaw	 Zay,	 went	 into	 internal	 exile	 to	 lead	 the	 military	 wing	 of	 the	 Burmese
Communist	Party.	Some	members	of	the	civilian	government,	including	Aung	San’s	wife,
Khin	Kyi,10	continued	to	argue	for	a	secular	future	for	Burma.	In	effect,	 it	was	not	until
the	 military	 took	 power	 in	 1962	 that	 the	 logic	 of	 equating	 being	 Burmese	 with	 being
Buddhist	came	to	be	deeply	entrenched,	and	even	then	it	was	a	gradual	and	incremental
process.

The	Burmese	military,	also	known	as	the	‘Tatmadaw’,	as	a	result	came	to	see	itself	as
the	 cornerstone	 of	 the	 new	 state.	 It	 also	 quickly	 came	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 it	 faced
powerful	 internal	 threats,11	 especially	 now	 that	 it	 had	 chosen	 a	 sectarian,	 exclusivist
definition	of	what	being	Burmese	meant.

In	reality	there	was	some	truth	in	the	military’s	fears,	but	what	was	to	come	was	also	in
part	a	consequence	of	the	drastic	measures	it	imposed	out	of	little	more	than	paranoia.	By
effectively	telling	those	who	wished	for	a	secular	Burma,	or	who	came	from	non-Burman
ethnic	groups,	 that	 they	were	not	proper	members	of	 the	new	state,	 it	set	 the	stage	for	a
series	 of	 revolts.	 Shortly	 after	 independence,	 in	March	 1948,	 the	 Burmese	 Communist
Party,	possibly	with	Chinese	backing,12	 launched	a	military	campaign	to	bring	down	the
new	 government.13	 By	 the	 early	 1950s	 they	 had	 been	 beaten	 back	 but	 remained	 a
significant	military	force,	and	were	only	driven	out	of	central	Burma	in	the	early	1960s.	In
turn,	the	Karen	ethnic	group	rebelled	against	the	central	regime	and	also	against	the	Shan–
communist	alliance,14	which	had	retreated	into	the	mountainous	regions	in	the	north-east,
close	to	the	Chinese	border.

There,	there	were	several	active	military	groups,	and	fighting	between	the	Shan	and	the
Karen	was	not	the	only	inter-factional	dispute.	In	the	period	after	the	end	of	the	Chinese
Civil	War	 in	1950,	 the	CIA	was	actively	 trying	 to	 fund	Kuomintang15	units	 in	northeast
Burma	to	invade	China.16	This	situation	persisted	in	the	1950s	and	fused	with	the	chain	of
rebellions	of	the	border	tribes	against	Burmese	rule	and	the	fighting	between	the	various
ethnic	 groups.	 The	 CIA-backed	 campaign	 was	 of	 particular	 concern	 to	 the	 Burmese
authorities	as	they	feared	the	Chinese	would	use	the	existence	of	Kuomingtang	units	as	an
excuse	for	invasion.	Equally,	such	a	flagrant	intervention	in	their	domestic	affairs	did	little
to	mitigate	the	military’s	already	strong	distrust	of	foreigners,	who	were	seen	as	following
their	own	agendas	to	the	detriment	of	Burma.

In	 consequence,	 by	 the	 late	 1950s	 the	 army	was	 embroiled	 in	 a	 complex	 set	 of	 civil
wars	on	Burma’s	borders	and	the	pressures	created	by	this	militarisation	of	society	led	to
the	partial	 instigation	of	military	rule	 in	1958,	and	then	to	the	1962	coup	which	saw	the
official	establishment	of	a	military	regime.17	But	more	than	this,	the	permanent	wars	that
followed	 independence	 meant	 the	 military	 lost	 all	 distinctions	 between	 their	 internal
‘enemies’	and	civilians18	who	happened	to	live	in	one	of	the	rebellious	areas.

It	also	established	a	pattern	of	rivalry	and	tension	between	those	doing	the	fighting	and
those	ruling	in	Rangoon,	which	continued	even	after	the	military	officially	seized	power.
This	led	to	warlordism,	as	regional	commanders	asserted	their	independence	in	the	regions
where	 they	 were	 notionally	 fighting	 to	 re-assert	 central	 control.	 And	 later,	 as	 the	 wars



continued,	 an	 officer	 class	 formed	 that	 was	 able	 to	 grow	 rich	 from	 controlling	 the
economy,	 especially	opium	production,	while	 the	 rank-and-file	 soldiers	were	 reduced	 to
growing	their	own	food	and	stealing	from	the	civilians	they	were	meant	to	protect.19

The	dispute	about	the	role	of	Buddhism	was	also	not	settled	by	independence.	During
the	democratic	period	from	1948	to	1962	Buddhism	was	mostly	seen	as	a	moral	basis	for
public	 life,	 but	 there	 was	 less	 sense	 that	 it	 was	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 ‘being	 Burmese’.
During	 the	 1970s	 and	 1980s	 the	 military	 co-opted	 organised	 Buddhism	 as	 the	 state
religion.20	In	the	absence	of	a	homogeneous	ethnic	identity	for	much	of	the	population	of
the	 country,	 they	 increasingly	 resorted	 to	 seeing	Buddhism	as	 the	 essential	 criterion	 for
being	 a	 ‘true	Burmese’,	 as	 they	 set	 about	nation-building.	 In	 the	 early	years	of	military
rule,	Buddhism	was	secondary	to	the	ideology	of	the	‘Burmese	Road	to	Socialism’,	but	it
was	 nonetheless	 important	 to	 the	military	 as	 a	 source	 of	 legitimacy.	Later,	monasteries,
which	 had	 fallen	 into	 disrepair	 under	 the	British,	were	 restored,	 and	 grants	 awarded	 to
support	monks.21	By	 supporting	 the	Buddhist	 hierarchy,	 the	generals	 claimed	 they	were
fulfilling	the	Theravada	expectations	of	just	rulers.

The	establishment	of	military	rule	did	nothing	to	bring	an	end	to	the	series	of	military
campaigns	aimed	at	the	hill	tribes	in	the	northern,	eastern	and	southern	borders,	and	this
situation,	 over	 time,	 led	 to	 substantial	 human	 rights	 abuses	 and	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 large
refugee	problem.	Typical	of	this	was	the	plight	of	the	Karen	people.	By	1990,	over	31,000
had	been	displaced	into	refugee	camps	in	Thailand	and	left	 totally	dependent	on	foreign
aid,22	and	many	others	were	internally	displaced	within	Burma.	Their	situation	was	made
worse	by	military	 cooperation	between	 the	Burmese	 and	Thai	 regimes,	 ostensibly	 in	 an
attempt	 to	curb	heroin	production	and	export,23	 but	 in	 reality	aimed	at	 imposing	central
control	over	a	region	that	had	become	de	facto	independent	of	both	states.	Indeed,	there	is
evidence	that	both	the	regime	and	armed	opposition	groups	used	the	production	and	export
of	drugs	to	fund	the	conflict.24	Equally,	both	the	military	and	the	various	hill	tribes	have
made	regular	use	of	child	soldiers:25	every	faction	in	the	wars	that	have	scarred	Myanmar
since	1948	are	guilty	in	this	respect.26	All	this	adds	to	the	mindset	of	the	military	that	the
entire	nation	forms	a	potential	threat	to	its	existence.	This	has	continued	to	the	present	day
where	the	army	presents	ongoing	inter-communal	violence	as	a	fundamental	reason	why
they	cannot	relinquish	full	power	to	the	ostensibly	democratic	institutions	now	in	place.27

In	 1974	 Burma’s	 constitution	 was	 formally	 changed	 to	 that	 of	 a	 one-party	 state,
entrenching	army	rule,	though	notionally	through	the	civilian	Burma	Socialist	Programme
Party.28	Subsequently,	the	leadership	of	the	army	became	increasingly	divorced	from	the
country	 it	 ruled.	 Relatively	 pampered,	 it	 captured	 most	 of	 the	 wealth	 and	 increasingly
came	to	see	the	rest	of	society	as	a	threat	to	its	order.29	By	this	stage,	the	military’s	rule
was	 more	 about	 retaining	 its	 own	 economic	 power	 than	 representing	 and	 preserving
Burma.	Over	 time,	 it	 took	control	of	key	assets	and	ensured	that	any	foreign	investment
enriched	the	military	leadership.

But	 there	were	also	 frequent	 factional	disputes	over	 the	division	of	 the	spoils	and	 the
best	way	to	preserve	military	rule.	These	disputes	within	the	military	elite	may	go	some
way	 to	 explaining	 the	decision	 to	overthrow	Ne	Win	 in	1988	when	 it	 appeared	 that	 the
pro-democracy	movement	was	making	 gains,	 and	 also	 the	 removal	 of	Than	Shwe	 after



2010	 when	 there	 was	 a	 need	 for	 the	 ruling	 party	 to	 appear	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 new
democracy.	Both	 should	be	 seen	 as	 the	outcomes	of	 tactical	 disputes	 about	how	best	 to
retain	 power,	 either	 by	 further	 repression	 or	 by	 appearing	 to	 embrace	 change.	 Neither
actually	mean	the	generals	have	a	real	commitment	to	democracy,	or	are	prepared	to	see
their	real	power	base	(and	thus	the	source	of	their	economic	wealth)	undermined.

The	 Burmese	 Road	 to	 Socialism	 and	 the	 strain	 of	 constant	 war	 proved	 to	 be	 an
economic	 disaster.	All	Burmese	 apart	 from	 the	 ruling	 elite	 suffered	 throughout	military
rule,30	 and	 there	 are	 numerous	well-documented	 instances	 of	 forced	 labour31	 and	 other
human	rights	abuses.	Popular	anger	erupted	in	1987	when	Ne	Win	decided	to	cancel	most
bank	notes	on	the	grounds	that	they	represented	unlucky	numbers.	The	only	notes	left	in
circulation	were	the	45	and	90	kyat	notes	(Ne	Win	believed	these	were	lucky	numbers	as
they	were	divisible	by	nine).32	This	destroyed	people’s	limited	savings	overnight	at	a	time
when	the	population	was	already	suffering	from	the	ongoing	economic	crisis.

As	 we	 have	 seen	 above,	 Buddhism	 played	 a	 complex	 role	 during	 the	 military
dictatorship.	 It	was	co-opted	by	 the	 state	 as	part	of	 the	 ruling	 ideology	and	 the	military
tried	to	gain	popular	support	by	funding	monasteries	and	monks	in	the	1970s	and	1980s.
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Buddhist	monks	were	 critically	 important	 during	 the	 1988	 revolt.33
Monks	 and	 students	 protested	 together:	 ‘students	 sported	 their	 symbol	 of	 the	 fighting
peacock,	and	monks	carried	their	alms	bowls	upside	down	to	show	they	would	not	accept
handouts	from	the	military,	again	as	a	protest’.34	While	the	army	put	down	the	revolt	by
shooting	 at	 the	 protestors,35	 the	 alliance	 of	 convenience	 between	 pro-democracy
demonstrators	 and	 Buddhist	 monks	 endured,	 and	 continues	 to	 have	 significant
implications	for	contemporary	politics	in	Myanmar.

However,	 some	military	 leaders	 felt	 the	 initial	wave	of	 repression	was	 too	harsh,	 and
that	 the	 violence	 that	 followed	 was	 itself	 becoming	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 the
military	 establishment.	 As	 a	 result,	 General	 Ne	 Win	 was	 removed	 from	 power.	 His
successor,	 General	 Saw	Maung,	 took	 over	 and	 initially	 carried	 on	 with	 the	 repression,
subsequently	 claiming:	 ‘the	 country	 has	 come	 back	 from	 the	 abyss,	 and	 I	 saved	 the
country	for	the	good	of	the	people,	according	to	law’.36	However,	he	also	sought	to	defuse
the	tensions	by	promising	a	return	to	democracy.	Saw	Maung	was	 the	first	of	 the	senior
military	leaders	to	rule	Myanmar	who	had	joined	the	army	after	independence.	Over	this
series	of	transitions,	the	formal	aspect	of	the	regime	ostensibly	morphed	from	military	to
nominally	 civilian	 administration,	 but	 the	 reality	 was	 very	 much	 a	 case	 of	 the	 same
establishment	 in	charge.	At	each	stage,	 the	 real	goal	was	 to	 retain	control	over	Burma’s
wealth	and	the	privileged	status	of	the	military.

Even	so,	 the	1988	events	had	a	 significant	 impact	and	 forced	changes	 in	 the	political
structure	of	 the	country.	First,	 the	notionally	 socialist	nature	of	 the	 regime	was	changed
with	 the	adoption	 in	1989	of	 the	name	Union	of	Myanmar.	And	second,	 the	 ruling	elite
was	forced	into	holding	relatively	free	elections	in	1990.

The	1988	events	 also	 saw	 the	emergence	of	 a	new	political	movement—the	National
League	for	Democracy	(NLD).	This	was	created	after	 the	1988	uprising,	but	 its	style	of
organisation	 and	 its	 political	 approach	 were	 based	 on	 well-established	 traditions	 in
Burmese	 history.37	 From	 the	 1920s,	 in	 opposition	 to	 both	 the	 British	 and	 Japanese,	 an



important	 approach	 to	 politics	 was	 to	 combine	 illegal	 opposition	 (which	 by	 definition
meant	 the	 actions	of	 a	minority)	with	 a	mass	movement.38	 In	 the	1920s	 and	1930s	 this
meant	 armed	 struggle,	 but	 the	 NLD’s	 focus	 is	 on	 non-violent	 resistance.	 However,	 the
concept	 of	 bringing	 together	 an	 elite	 model	 of	 politics	 and	 mass	 participation	 remains
theoretically	 important	 to	 the	 NLD.	 The	 idea	 of	 mass	 resistance	 was	 important	 in	 the
frequent	 street	protests	against	 the	military	which	gave	 the	 leaders	of	 the	NLD	a	 ready-
made	mass	movement.

The	NLD	drew	some	of	its	legitimacy	from	its	interpretation	of	the	splits	in	the	military
in	the	period	up	to	1962,	in	particular	about	the	role	of	the	army	in	society.	This	coalition
of	 interests	with	 a	 part	 of	 the	military	was	 reflected	 in	 its	 initially	 appointing	Brigadier
General	Aung	Gyi	as	its	chairman,	former	general	Thura	Tin	Oo	as	its	vice-chairman,	and
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi.39	Aung	Gyi	left	after	two	months	to	form	his	own	party,	claiming	that
the	NLD	was	 a	 communist	 front,	 and	 he	was	 replaced	 by	Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi.	 Tin	Oo
remained	involved	in	the	NLD,	and	he	represents	the	extent	to	which	the	leadership	of	the
NLD	was	 embedded	 in	Burma’s	 elite,40	 having	 been	 forced	 to	 resign	 as	 commander	 in
chief	 of	 the	 army	 in	1976	 after	 a	 failed	 coup	 and	when	his	wife	was	 accused	of	 taking
bribes.

In	 effect,	 the	 NLD	 emerged	 as	 a	 coalition	 of	 three	 different	 elements	 of	 Burmese
society.	It	had	links	to	the	military,	in	particular	those	who	had	fallen	out	of	favour	in	the
various	factional	disputes	that	occurred	after	1962.	In	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi,	it	embodied	the
linkage	back	to	General	Aung	San	and	those	who	had	hoped	for	a	secular,	civilian	Burma.
Finally,	 it	 attracted	 the	 electoral	 support	 of	 the	 students,	 monks	 and	 other	 Burmese
struggling	 against	 the	 military,	 but	 had	 limited	 popular	 appeal	 outside	 the	 ethnically
Burman	communities.41	This	led	to	a	very	particular	type	of	organisation.	On	one	hand,	it
was	an	elite	party	representing	two	slightly	divergent	elements	in	the	Burmese	elite,	and
on	the	other	hand	it	became	a	mass	party	almost	by	accident.42	As	we	will	see,	this	has	left
the	NLD	very	dependent	on	the	Buddhist	monks,	as	 they	form	the	 link	between	an	elite
leadership	 and	 the	 popular	 masses43	 and	 this,	 in	 turn,	 has	 severely	 limited	 the	 NLD’s
appeal	outside	the	Burman	ethnic	majority.

In	 the	 run	 up	 to	 the	 1990	 elections,	many	 of	 the	 opposition	 supported	 the	NLD,	 but
equally,	most	ethnic	groups	organised	their	own	regional	parties.	In	Rakhine,	the	Arakan
League	 for	 Democracy	 (ALD)	 emerged	 as	 one	 of	 these	 local	 parties,	 but	 they	 only
accepted	membership	from	Rakhine	Buddhists,	deliberately	excluding	the	Rohingyas,	and
called	for	the	establishment	of	ethnically	Rakhine	communities	in	the	north	of	Arakan.44
The	successor	to	this	party,	the	Rakhine	Nationalities	Development	Party	(RNDP)	was	to
be	instrumental	in	organising	the	2012	massacres.45	Thus,	unique	among	the	patchwork	of
ethnicities	 and	political	movements,	 the	Rohingyas	were	 severely	 impeded	 from	having
any	 direct	 representation	 in	 the	 elections	 (and,	 due	 to	 the	 citizenship	 laws,	 most	 were
denied	the	vote).	Despite	this	exclusion,	an	important	side	note	for	us	is	that	in	the	1990
elections	 some	ethnic	Rohingyas	were	allowed	 to	organise	 their	own	political	party	and
even	won	some	seats.46	And	the	decision	to	allow	some	Rohingyas	to	stand	in	1990	was
the	result	of	the	regime’s	interpretation	of	its	own	citizenship	rules,47	allowing	Rohingyas
with	identity	cards	issued	in	1982	to	vote	or	stand	for	election.



In	 turn,	 the	 generals	 set	 up	 the	 National	 Unity	 Party	 (NUP)	 as	 a	 political	 front	 to
legitimise	their	continuing	rule.	The	poll	proved	to	be	a	debacle	for	the	ruling	party.	Aung
San	Suu	Kyi’s	opposition	NLD	won	over	80	per	cent	of	the	seats.

3.	1990	Electoral	Results48

Party Seats	Won	(total	485) %	of	Seats	Won
National	League	for	Democracy	(NLD) 392 80.8
Shan	Nationalities	League	for	Democracy	(SNLD) 23 4.7
Arakan	League	for	Democracy	(ALD) 11 2.3
National	Unity	Party	(NUP) 10 2.1
Other	Parties	(23)	and	independents 49 10.1

In	total,	 twenty-seven	parties	won	seats,	 the	majority	of	these	being	smaller	ethnicity-
based	parties	winning	seats	in	their	own	provinces.	In	particular,	the	ALD	won	eleven	out
of	 twenty-seven	seats	 in	Rakhine.	Rather	 than	acquiesce	 to	electoral	defeat,	 the	military
annulled	the	elections	on	27	July	1990,	announcing	that	the	ruling	junta	would	remain	in
power	 until	 a	 new	 constitution	was	 created.	Most	 of	 the	 parties	 that	 had	 contested	 the
election	were	 banned,	 but	 the	NLD	was	 allowed	 to	 function	 legally,	 in	 principle,	while
their	power	was	curtailed	by	harassing	and	often	simply	arresting	their	representatives.

The	 NLD,	 in	 response,	 created	 the	 Committee	 Representing	 the	 People’s	 Parliament
(CRPP)	to	act	in	place	of	the	banned	assembly	and	elected	the	leader	of	the	ALD	to	be	its
first	speaker.49	 In	 effect,	 one	of	 the	 first	 voluntary	 acts	 by	 the	NLD	was	 to	 closely	 ally
itself	with	a	Buddhist	confessional	party	that	was	already	calling	for	the	expulsion	of	the
Rohingyas,	its	leader	stressing	‘a	Rakhine	claim	to	the	west	bank	of	the	Nat	River,	which
Rakhines	 had	 “inherited	 from	 their	 ancestors”	 but	 been	 forced	 to	 evacuate	 during	 the
wars’.50

A	 Rohingya	 activist	 who	 had	 stood	 for	 election	 told	 the	 author	 that	 there	 was	 a
particularly	 anti-Rohingya	 aspect	 to	 the	 crackdown	 and	 one	 that	 indicated	 a	 worrying
trend	of	collusion	between	the	NLD	and	the	military	in	this	respect.	One	charge	that	was
used	 to	 justify	 stripping	 parliamentarians	 of	 their	 seats	 was	 that	 of	 using	 fake	 identity
cards.	Conviction	led	to	sentences	of	up	to	forty	years	in	prison.51	This	form	of	repression
was	 specifically	 aimed	 at	 those	 from	 the	Rohingya	 community	who	 had	won	 seats	 and
may	 reflect	 pressure	 from	 the	 NLD	 and	 its	 Rakhine	 allies	 to	 remove	 any	 political
representation	 for	 the	 Rohingyas.	 One	way	 to	 do	 this	 and	 thus	 boost	 the	 other	 parties’
relative	 share	 of	 the	 seats	 in	 the	 national	 parliament	was	 to	 claim	 that	 those	Rohingyas
who	had	stood	for	parliament	must	have	used	fake	identities.

This	is	important	as	it	illustrates	how	prejudice	against	the	Rohingyas	has	evolved	and
been	 stoked	 up	 by	 political	 elites	 for	 their	 own	 political	 expedients.	Up	 to	 1974,	while
facing	 many	 of	 the	 problems	 that	 all	 minority	 groups	 faced	 under	 military	 rule,	 the
Rohingyas	were	still	allowed	some	degree	of	participation	in	the	limited	political	process
allowed	 under	 the	 Burmese	 Road	 to	 Socialism,	 and	 some	 members	 of	 the	 Burmese
Socialist	 Programme	 Party	 were	 ethnically	 Rohingya.52	 Even	 in	 1990,	 they	 retained	 a
degree	of	political	involvement	but	this	was	to	be	steadily	eroded	in	the	period	up	to	the
partial	 restoration	 of	 democracy	 in	 2010	 and,	 as	we	will	 see,	 has	 been	 radically	 eroded
since	then.



After	the	1990	elections,	repression	continued	in	the	regions	in	the	north	and	east	of	the
country,	 and	 there	were	 an	 estimated	 120,000	 refugees	 in	 camps	 on	 the	 Thai–Burmese
border,53	 mainly	 fleeing	 ongoing	 violence	 between	 the	 regime	 and	 the	 hill	 tribes.54	 In
addition,	UNHCR	 (the	Office	 of	 the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	 for	Refugees)
estimates	 there	 were	 some	 450,000	 internal	 refugees.	 This	 suggests	 that	 the	 level	 of
violence	 in	 the	 border	 regions	was	 less	 one	of	 low-level	 insurgency	 and	more	 that	 of	 a
full-scale	war	as	 the	regime	sought	 to	defeat	 those	 it	saw	as	 its	enemies.	Even	since	 the
move	towards	democracy	in	2008,	repression	of	the	minorities	in	the	mountainous	border
regions	has	continued,	despite	the	armed	conflicts	having	officially	ended.55

Overall,	by	1992	it	appeared	as	if	the	military	had	faced	down	the	political	and	social
unrest	 in	 central	 Burma	 and	 regained	 full	 political	 control.	 However,	 the	 repression
continued,	as	did	economic	hardship	for	almost	all	citizens	of	Burma.56	An	internal	coup
was	attempted	in	2001,57	reflecting	yet	another	factional	dispute	within	the	military.	More
serious	for	 the	regime	were	ongoing	economic	problems,	and	these	created	the	next	real
challenge	to	the	junta	in	a	wave	of	open	popular	revolt	in	2007,	led	by	Buddhist	monks,
and,	this	time,	widely	televised	in	the	West.	The	combination	of	a	charismatic	leader	with
Western	links,	Aung	Sung	Suu	Kyi,	and	easier	television	access	meant	greater	awareness
in	 the	West	of	events	 inside	Burma	 than	at	any	 time	since	 the	 late	1950s.	 In	 reality,	 the
military	repression	after	1992	had	resolved	nothing	and,	as	we	shall	see,	all	it	took	was	a
single	unexpected	event	to	force	the	regime	to	grant	major	concessions.

International	relations
There	was	 an	 international	 element	 to	 the	 domestic	 politics	 of	 Burma	 in	 this	 era.58	 As
noted	 above,	 at	 least	 one	 of	 the	 border	wars	 that	were	 such	 a	 feature	 of	 the	 1950s	was
closely	related	to	US	attempts	to	destabilise	the	new	Chinese	Communist	regime.	Equally,
the	military	in	particular	had	a	profound	fear	of	foreign	intervention,	whether	in	the	form
of	 invasion	 or	 of	 external	 interference	 in	 domestic	 politics.	 Despite	 this	 apparent
preference	 for	 isolationism,	 there	 were	 important	 international	 influences	 on	 Burmese
domestic	 politics	 even	 if,	 for	 the	most	 part,	 the	 outside	world	 took	 little	 interest	 in	 the
problems	of	Burma	throughout	this	period.

Britain,	as	 the	former	colonial	power,	originally	envisaged	 that	Burma	would	 join	 the
Commonwealth	 on	 independence	 in	 1948.59	 However,	 the	 new	 state,	 suspicious	 of	 its
former	colonial	ruler,	declined	the	invitation.	Given	the	larger	challenges	of	Anglo–Indian
and	Anglo–Pakistani	relations	after	those	countries	became	independent	in	1947,60	Britain
abandoned	 its	 initial	 attempts	 to	 influence	 the	 new	 country.61	 Britain	 had	 originally
provided	 aid	 at	 the	 request	 of	 the	 new	 government	 to	 stabilise	 its	 finances,	 and,	 as
elsewhere,	 offered	 to	 allow	 the	 new	 country	 to	 continue	 to	 use	 sterling	 as	 its	 currency.
More	importantly,	the	British	were	trying	to	construct	an	alliance	of	former	colonies,	and
Australia	and	New	Zealand	to	construct	an	anti-Communist	bloc	across	South	East	Asia.62

However,	 the	 new	Burmese	 government	 saw	 the	British	 as	 seeking	 to	 continue	 their
colonial	dominance	by	other	means	and	 the	British	were	further	 tainted	by	 their	support
for	Karen	aspirations	to	greater	federalism.	By	mid-1949,	Burmese–British	relations	had



effectively	ended	over	revelations	that	at	least	some	British	officials	had	plotted	a	coup	to
bring	the	Karen	to	power,	as	they	were	seen	to	be	more	reliably	anti-Communist	 than	U
Nu’s	official	government.63

In	the	1950s,	insofar	as	Burma	had	systemic	external	links	they	were	with	international
bodies	 such	 as	 the	 early	 versions	 of	 what	 became	 the	 Non-Aligned	 Movement	 (it
cooperated	closely	with	 India64	 in	order	 to	 set	 this	up	as	 a	 formal	organisation).	Burma
also	 was	 a	 member	 of	 the	 United	 Nations	 and	 its	 broadly	 neutral	 stance	 (between	 the
Soviets	 and	Americans)	meant	 that	U	Thant	was	elected	 secretary-general	of	 the	UN	 in
1961.65	Burma	was	 to	 remain	a	member	of	 the	Non-Aligned	Movement	up	 to	1979	and
has	maintained	 its	 UN	membership,	 despite	 being	 regularly	 criticised	 for	 human	 rights
abuses.

Although	after	1962	the	military	regime	formally	claimed	it	was	socialist,	 it	had	 little
contact	with	the	USSR,	the	People’s	Republic	of	China66	or	the	later	socialist	regimes	in
Vietnam	and	Cambodia	(beyond	some	arms	sales),	and	it	attempted	to	keep	neutral	in	the
Sino–Soviet	 split.	 In	 effect,	 a	 pattern	 of	 limited	 international	 interest	 in	Burma’s	 affairs
was	 established,	 apart	 from	 the	 interest	 that	 some	 logging	 and	mining	 companies	 took
(they	generally	found	it	easy	to	accommodate	the	regime’s	‘eccentricities’).

The	 military	 came	 to	 believe	 that	 Myanmar	 faced	 a	 unique	 set	 of	 development
challenges	and	that	there	was	little	for	it	to	gain	from	close	involvement	with	the	outside
world.67	However,	the	reality	was	that	the	regime	was	less	isolationist	than	is	sometimes
believed.	They	embraced	a	very	practical	approach	to	international	relations,	less	in	terms
of	alliances	and	more	in	terms	of	pragmatic	exchanges	to	gain	something	they	sought	or	to
sell	commodities	they	were	able	to	extract	from	provinces	they	controlled.	Their	foreign
policy	 was	 framed	 by	 a	 mindset	 that	 saw	 any	 external	 pressure	 as	 illegitimate	 and
intrusive,	but	 equally	 the	 successive	 regimes	knew	 that	 in	order	 to	 realise	 the	wealth	of
Myanmar	(even	 if	only	for	 their	own	enrichment),	 they	needed	a	degree	of	 international
interaction.	However,	they	managed	to	ignore	international	pressure	over	human	rights.68

At	 the	 regional	 level,	 the	 period	 after	 1950	 also	 saw	 difficult	 relations	 with	 the
neighbouring	 powers	 of	 Malaysia,	 Thailand	 and	 East	 Pakistan/Bangladesh—usually
fuelled	 by	 tensions	 arising	 from	 border	 disputes	 between	 the	Burmese	 government	 and
various	 tribal	 communities	 with	 links	 to	 those	 neighbouring	 countries.	 Burma’s
participation	 in	 regional	 groupings	 such	 as	 ASEAN	 was	 partial	 as	 regional	 tensions
reduced	the	scope	for	practical	cooperation.

Despite	 this	pattern	of	partial	 involvement	with	other	 countries,	Burma	 found	a	 close
ally	in	North	Korea.69	In	many	ways	this	exemplifies	the	self-serving	pragmatism	of	their
approach	to	international	relations.	This	was	a	bumpy	relationship	that	commenced	in	the
1970s	with	arms	sales,	but	relations	worsened	after	the	North	Koreans	tried	to	assassinate
a	 South	Korean	 delegation	 in	Rangoon	 in	 1983.	However,	mutual	 interests	 brought	 the
two	states	back	together	by	the	1990s.70	The	Myanmar	regime	was	happy	to	divert	food
from	its	starving	population	to	pay	for	weapons	and	for	some	time	explored	the	option	of
buying	longer-range	missiles	and	even	submarines.	This	might	have	also	included	a	search
for	a	nuclear	weapon,71	but	it	seems	most	likely	the	regime	decided	against	this,	not	least
as	 it	 feared	such	a	move	would	have	challenged	the	Americans	 too	directly72	as	well	as



worrying	the	Chinese	and	the	Indians.

Ties	with	North	Korea	 have	 become	 substantial	 and	 important	 to	 both	 countries.	 For
example,	 Myanmar	 obtained	 help	 in	 an	 extensive	 programme	 of	 developing	 its	 own
military	 infrastructure.	 In	 particular	 the	 regime	wanted	 a	 network	 of	 tunnels	 to	 hide	 its
equipment	 (including	 medium-range	 rockets)	 in	 case	 of	 an	 attack.	 Historically	 the
Burmese	 army	 had	 been	 primarily	 an	 infantry	 force	 used	 in	 the	 border	 wars	 and	 for
internal	repression.	The	modernisation	of	the	army	and	the	adoption	of	modern	weaponry
and	 tactics	 have	been	 linked	 to	 a	 desire	 to	 protect	 the	 ‘leading	 role’	 in	 national	 politics
allocated	to	the	army	in	the	2008	Constitution.73	Nevertheless,	there	is	little	evidence	the
Burmese	 army	 can	 use	 the	 highly	 expensive	 equipment	 they	 have	 bought	 from	 North
Korea,	Pakistan	or	Israel,74	so	the	weaponry	is	probably	more	important	as	a	status	symbol
than	for	actual	usage.

In	a	way,	Burma’s	relationship	with	North	Korea	captures	all	the	contradictions	of	their
approach	 to	 foreign	engagements.75	A	degree	of	 trading	of	 food	 for	advanced	weaponry
happened	from	the	1960s,	not	least	as	neither	the	USSR	nor	China	would	sell	the	Burmese
regime	missile	launchers	without	also	insisting	on	their	own	technicians	being	deployed,
and	 not	 just	 for	 training,	 but	 to	 ensure	 control	 over	 usage.	 North	 Korea	 had	 no	 such
requirements	and	was	willing	to	approach	the	relationship	as	a	purely	commercial	deal.76
In	effect,	North	Korea	was	an	ideal	partner.	Unlike	the	US,	it	did	not	insist	on	at	least	lip
service	being	paid	to	human	rights,	and	unlike	China	it	harbours	no	ambitions	to	link	the
infrastructure	of	Myanmar	into	its	own	geopolitical	goals.77	And	so	long	as	 isolationism
has	not	got	in	the	way	of	either	the	acquisition	of	weaponry	or	the	making	of	money,	the
regime	was	keen	to	retain	this	foreign	policy	stance.

However,	post-2008	Myanmar	has	had	to	balance	external	pressures	from	China	and	the
US	about	 its	North	Korean	ally.	To	date,	 the	regime	has	proved	unwilling	to	break	from
North	Korea	despite	US	pressure,	for	example	Defense	Secretary	Chuck	Hagel’s	demand
in	2015	that	‘it’s	important	that	Myanmar	sever	ties	with	North	Korea’.78

The	 military	 remains	 obsessed	 by	 fears	 of	 invasion.79	 In	 the	 early	 years	 after
independence	 the	 largest	 fear	 was	 of	 China,	 but	 the	 regime	 regards	 almost	 all	 external
powers	as	potential	threats.	After	the	repression	of	the	pro-democracy	movement	in	1988,
a	fear	of	a	new	enemy	emerged	as	 the	decision	to	 ignore	 the	1990	elections	brought	 the
regime	 into	 conflict	 with	 the	 EU	 and	 the	 US,	 which	 both	 imposed	 sanctions.	 This
intensified	in	the	early	years	of	the	Bush	presidency	when	Burma	was	publicly	linked	with
regimes	such	as	North	Korea,	Iran,	Belarus	and	Zimbabwe	as	‘outposts	of	tyranny’.80

To	the	generals,	this	diplomatic	isolation	was	linked	to	moves	to	have	the	UN	Security
Council	declare	Burma	a	threat	to	regional	security,	international	praise	for	Aung	San	Suu
Kyi	and	open	support	for	other	opposition	groups.	The	return	to	public	unrest	in	the	form
of	 the	 2007	Saffron	Revolution	was	 seen	 by	 the	 generals	 as	 being	 the	 result	 of	 foreign
intervention	 (and	 linked	 to	 fears	 about	 the	 various	 US-inspired	 ‘colour’	 revolutions	 in
former	Soviet	republics).81	Their	paranoia	about	 invasion	reached	new	heights	when	 the
US,	 Britain	 and	 France	 sent	 warships	 to	 the	 area	 to	 help	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 Cyclone
Nargis.	Such	fears	were	stoked	by	the	French,	in	particular,	stressing	that	the	regime	was	a
barrier	to	the	delivery	of	aid	and	that	military	force	might	be	needed	to	ensure	that	relief



reached	those	suffering	in	Myanmar.82

The	overall	defensive	and	suspicious	mindset	of	 the	military	 to	 the	outside	world	has
been	a	regular	part	of	their	response	to	criticism	of	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas.	They
use	nationalism	in	fused	with	Buddhism	to	reject	external	influences	and	solidify	military
rule.	In	a	multi-ethnic	state,	as	we	saw	earlier,	 the	army	sees	itself	as	the	only	body	that
captures	the	true	spirit	of	the	nation:
Our	state	has	been	in	existence	as	an	independent	nation	for	thousands	of	years	…	It	is	our	bounden	duty	to	defend
and	safeguard,	with	our	lives,	the	independence	and	sovereignty	which	our	martyrs	and	patriotic	heroes	wrested	back,
and	to	ensure	their	perpetuity	as	long	as	the	world	exists.83

This	 led	 to	 the	 view	 that	 the	 security	 of	 the	 state	 relies	 on	 maintaining	 rigorous
independence	from	any	external	pressures	which	might	seek	to	interfere	with	the	generals’
interpretation	 of	 Burmese	 interests.	 This	 was	 set	 against	 a	 constant	 fear	 that	 external
regimes,	 such	 as	 India,	 China	 or	 the	 former	 colonial	 rulers,	 were	 actively	 trying	 to
conspire	 against	Myanmar	 and	 seize	 its	 assets.	 Finally,	 there	was,	 as	we	 have	 explored
earlier,	the	effort	to	build	a	mono-cultural	nation	based	on	the	idea	that	the	proper	and	true
Burmese	citizen	was	both	a	Buddhist	and	of	Burman	ethnicity.

However,	as	we	have	seen,	the	concept	of	self-reliance	has	constantly	competed	against
the	 need	 to	 trade.	Trade	 allowed	 access	 to	weapons,	 but	 it	 also	 allowed	 the	 generals	 to
monetise	 their	 control	 over	 Myanmar’s	 assets.	 This	 tension	 came	 to	 a	 head	 with	 the
discovery	of	 large	offshore	oil	and	gas	supplies	 in	2007,	 leading	companies,	particularly
from	China,	India,	Australia	and	South	Korea,	to	seek,	and	eventually	secure,	exploration
licences	from	the	state-owned	Myanmar	Oil	and	Gas	Enterprise	(MOGE).84	While	 these
are	notional	joint	ventures,	the	reality	is	that	the	foreign	partner	has	to	pay	all	the	costs.	In
addition,	 India	 was	 involved	 in	 massive	 investment	 in	 the	 port	 facilities	 at	 Sittwe	 and
China	is	funding	a	pipeline	from	Sittwe	to	Kunming	in	southwest	China.85	This	pipeline
was	part	of	$8bn	of	Chinese	 investments	 in	 infrastructure	projects	 in	Myanmar	 in	2009.
Politically,	 the	 Chinese	 also	 agreed	 to	 block	 cross-border	 movements	 of	 ethnic	 rebel
groups,	 and	 stated	 that	 it	wished	 to	 see	 ‘stability’	 (that	 is,	 a	 continuation	of	 the	 regime)
after	the	November	2010	elections.

In	 effect,	 while	 it	 is	 conventional	 to	 describe	 Myanmar	 as	 isolated	 and	 immune	 to
international	pressure,	the	reality	is	slightly	different.	The	generals	do	not	care	for	lectures
on	how	they	should	behave,	and	are	intensely	suspicious	that	external	powers	are	seeking
to	 intervene	 in	Burma	 for	 their	own	 interests.	However,	 they	want	arms	 (even	 if	 just	 as
prestige	projects)	and,	more	importantly,	want	to	realise	the	wealth	they	have	gathered	on
the	 international	 stage.	 Increasingly,	 they	 also	want	 international	 investment	 to	 improve
the	country’s	infrastructure	and	ease	the	process	of	extracting	mineral	wealth.

Impact	on	the	Rohingyas,	1948–2010
For	 the	Rohingyas,	 the	period	 immediately	after	 independence	meant	 restrictions,	as	 the
region	was	deemed	a	frontier	area,	reflecting	the	tensions	of	the	war	years	and	the	short-
lived	 revolt	 of	 1947.	 However,	 compared	 to	 the	 significant	 armed	 revolts	 by	 the
communists,	Shan	and	Karen	tribes,	Arakan	remained	peaceful.



Key	 to	 the	 steady	 increase	 in	 the	 level	 of	 discrimination	 and	 violence	 aimed	 at	 the
Rohingyas	has	been	the	shifting	legal	definition	of	Burmese	citizenship.	The	story	that	the
Rohingyas	are	somehow	alien	 to	 the	state	of	Myanmar	now	finds	 its	expression	even	 in
the	 constitution	 and	 the	 law	of	 the	 country.	One	of	 the	preconditions	 to	genocide	 is	 the
systemic	denial	of	standard	legal	rights	to	an	identified	group.	In	the	Introduction	it	was
noted	 that	 a	 key	 part	 of	 the	 persecution	 of	 and	 discrimination	 against	 the	Rohingyas	 is
denying	that	they	are	legitimate	citizens	of	the	state	they	were	born	in	and	live	in.86

Successive	UN	reports	have	emphasised	that	‘race	and	ethnicity	cannot	be	determining
factors	 in	 the	 granting	 of	 citizenship.	 Instead,	 the	 law	 needs	 to	 provide	 for	 objective
criteria	that	comply	with	the	principle	of	non-discrimination,	such	as	birth	in	the	territory
and	descent	(with	citizenship	being	passed	through	a	parent	who	is	a	citizen)’.87	The	1947
Constitution88	of	Burma	placed	considerable	stress	on	the	question	of	citizenship,	and	also
retained	 the	 aspect	 of	 administrative	 convenience89	 in	 decision-making	 that	 had	 been	 a
feature	of	British	colonial	law.	Of	importance	in	terms	of	citizenship	was	the	clause:
The	President	of	the	Union	may	exempt	any	person	or	any	class	of	persons	either	wholly	or	partially	or	temporarily	or
otherwise,	from	all	or	any	or	the	provisions	of	this	Act	contained	in	any	of	the	sections	subsequent	to	section	5	and
may	at	any	time	revoke	any	such	exemption.

The	democratic	period,	1948–62

Despite	 the	 relatively	 peaceful	 nature	 of	Arakan,	 even	 in	 the	 late	 1940s	 the	Rohingyas
were	 placed	 into	 a	 special	 category	 compared	 with	 other	 ethnicities	 in	 Burma.	 The
democratic	government	of	Prime	Minister	U	Nu	in	the	1950s	accepted	that	the	Rohingyas
were	an	indigenous	ethnic	group,90	but	they	were	not	one	of	the	named	ethnicities	given
full	nationality	in	the	1947	Constitution.	In	a	public	speech	on	25	September	1954	U	Nu
stated:	‘The	Rohingya	has	the	equal	status	of	nationality	with	Kachin,	Kayah,	Karen,	Mon,
Rakhine	and	Shan’.91	A	radio	station	was	established	that	broadcast	using	 their	dialect92
and	 the	 legislation	 setting	 this	 up	 makes	 direct	 reference	 to	 Rohingya	 as	 one	 of	 the
minority	languages	needing	to	be	reflected	in	the	diversity	of	broadcasting.

It	 is	not	clear	why	 the	Rohingyas	were	singled	out.	There	was	anti-Muslim	sentiment
arising	from	the	British	having	sometimes	preferred	Muslims	over	Buddhists,	and	having
facilitated	Indian	immigration	into	the	region,	which	caused	some	locals	to	struggle	to	find
employment.	But	other	Muslim	ethnicities,	both	in	Rakhine	and	the	rest	of	Burma,	were
granted	full	citizenship.	The	1947	revolt	and	the	decision	in	1948	to	petition	for	inclusion
in	East	Pakistan	did	not	help	but	were	minor	events	compared	to	the	revolts	by	the	Shan
and	Karen	(both	of	whom	were	on	the	list	of	accepted	ethnicities).	One	argument	is	that
even	before	independence,	the	issue	of	migration	from	India	was	a	source	of	irritation	to
the	Burmese	majority.	There	was	some	truth	in	their	concerns:	Baxter’s	1941	report	noted
there	had	been	labour	substitution93	arising	from	migration	from	India	in	three	areas:	the
docks,	 the	 recently	 established	 rice	 fields	 and	 rubber	 plantations,	 and	 the	 civil	 service.
However,	 the	Rohingyas,	 being	mainly	 engaged	 in	 agriculture	 and	 fishing	 in	 their	 own
village	communities,	had	not	been	present	in	these	roles.

The	 1947	 Constitution	 formally	 acknowledged	 that	 all	 ethnic	 groups	 in	 Burma	were
immigrants94	and	that	the	differential	treatment	of	the	Rohingyas	would	be	subsequently
addressed.	In	particular,	it	was	intended	that	citizenship	would	be	granted	on	the	basis	of



having	lived	in	the	territory	of	Burma	for	at	least	eight	out	of	the	previous	ten	years.	As	a
result,	 Article	 11	 (iv)	 of	 the	 constitution	 awarded	 the	 Rohingyas	 National	 Registration
Certificates	with	full	legal	and	voting	rights.95	The	Rohingyas	were	told	they	had	no	need
to	apply	for	a	citizenship	certificate	‘as	you	are	one	of	the	indigenous	races	of	the	Union
of	Burma’96	(see	Appendix	3).

The	 wider	 evidence	 is	 that	 in	 the	 1950s	 the	 Rohingyas	 were	 acknowledged	 to	 be	 a
separate	ethnic	group,	part	of	the	complex	pattern	of	ethnicities	in	Burma,	and	relatively
well	integrated	into	Burmese	political	and	social	systems.	In	the	period	between	1948	and
1961	a	 small	number	of	Rohingyas	 (between	 four	and	six)	were	 serving	as	members	of
parliament,	and	even	after	the	military	coup	several	Rohingyas	remained	in	parliament	as
supporters	 of	 the	 Burma	 Socialist	 Programme	 Party.97	 In	 1959,	 a	 Rohingya	 student
association	was	one	of	the	approved	groups	at	Rangoon	University98	(see	Appendix	4).

To	all	intents	and	purpose,	the	Rohingyas	were	treated	like	any	other	ethnic	group	and	it
is	reasonable	to	assume	the	government	intended	to	normalise	their	status	at	some	stage.
Equally,	 there	was	 no	 denial	 that	 the	Rohingyas	 existed	 as	 an	 ethnic	 group.	A	military
report	from	1961	describes	the	Muslim	population	in	the	Mayu	frontier	district	(bordering
East	Pakistan)	as	Rohingyas.99	The	1961	census	 indicated	 the	Mayu	district	was	75	per
cent	 Rohingya,100	 and	 this	 district	 was	 formally	 transferred	 from	 the	 frontier
administrative	 districts	 to	 the	Ministry	 of	 Home	Affairs	 and	 incorporated	 into	 Rakhine
province.	This	 treatment	 is	 in	contrast	 to	other	ethnically	dominated	border	districts	and
indicates	that	relations	in	the	area	were	relatively	normal,	with	no	ongoing	armed	revolt.

Instead,	the	main	targets	of	discrimination	at	this	stage	were	those	who	were	deemed	to
be	Indian	migrants,	who	were	denied	citizenship	and	 treated	as	 foreigners.	This	 in	 itself
was	contentious	under	the	UN	Charter,	but	was	aimed	at	the	mostly	Hindu	Indian	migrants
who	were	brought	by	 the	British	 to	Burma	 to	work	 in	 the	 rubber	plantations	 (work	 that
few	Burmese	were	prepared	 to	undertake).	However,	 this	distinction	between	 the	 labour
migrants	and	the	Rohingyas	was	slowly	eroded	after	the	military	took	power	in	1962.

Military	rule,	1962–88
Up	 until	 1965	 the	military	 regime	 did	 little	 to	 attack	 the	 Rohingyas	 directly	 and	 some
Rohingyas	 continued	 to	 sit	 in	 parliament	 supporting	 the	 goals	 of	 the	 Burmese	 Road	 to
Socialism.	A	1964	school	encyclopaedia	describes	the	ethnic	makeup	of	the	Mayyu	region
as	 ‘75%	 of	 Rohingya	 and	 a	 few	 of	 Rakhine,	 Dai	 Nat,	 Myo,	 KhMee.	 Rohingya	 are
Islam’.101

However,	 the	 Rohingyas	 were	 steadily	 losing	 their	 existing	 rights,	 and	 the	 1974
Emergency	Immigration	Act	imposed	ethnicity-based	identity	cards	(National	Registration
Certificates),	with	the	Rohingyas	only	being	eligible	for	Foreign	Registration	Cards	(non-
national	cards).102	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 renewal	 of	 attacks	 on	 the	Rohingyas
came	at	a	time	when	the	economy	was	in	crisis	and	the	regime	needed	to	distract	attention.
This	pattern	of	the	Rohingyas	being	a	target	of	opportunity	has	been	repeated	ever	since,
not	least	because,	unlike	the	Karen	or	Shan	tribes,	they	are	not	armed	(indeed,	they	have
deliberately	avoided	armed	revolt	after	the	experience	of	1947),	making	them	a	safe	and
easy	target	for	the	regime.



The	 1974	 Constitution	 of	 the	 Socialist	 Republic	 of	 the	 Union	 of	 Burma	 defined
citizenship	 (in	Article	 145)	 as	 follows:	 ‘All	 persons	 born	 of	 parents	 both	 of	whom	 are
nationals	of	 the	Socialist	Republic	of	 the	Union	of	Burma	are	citizens	of	 the	Union’.103
This	was	a	critical	step	because,	since	the	Rohingyas	were	not	formally	treated	as	citizens
in	 1947,	 they	 could	 not	 now	 be	 citizens	 of	 the	 state.	 Their	 National	 Registration
Certificates	 (from	 the	 1947	 legislation)	were	 replaced	with	 Foreign	 Registration	 Cards.
The	next	legal	step	was	the	1982	Burmese	Citizenship	Law,	which	created	four	categories
of	 citizenship:	 citizen;	 associate	 citizen;	 naturalized	 citizen;	 and	 foreigner.	 Different
categories	were	assigned	to	ethnic	groups	on	the	basis	of	their	residence	in	Burma	before
1824.	Anyone	not	belonging	to	these	categories,	specifically	the	Rohingyas,	was	deemed
to	be	foreign.

Citizenship,	in	turn,	was	redefined	as	follows:
Nationals	such	as	the	Kachin,	Kayah,	Karen,	Chin,	Burman,	Mon,	Rakhine	or	Shan	and	ethnic	groups	as	have	settled
in	any	of	the	territories	included	within	the	State	as	their	permanent	home	from	a	period	anterior	to	…	1823	A.D.	are
Burma	citizens.	The	Council	of	State	may	decide	whether	any	ethnic	group	is	national	or	not.104

Thus,	citizenship	was	linked	to	membership	of	defined	ethnic	groups	that	were	deemed
to	have	 lived	 in	Burma	before	1823.	This	 law	was	 important,	as	 it	was	 the	 first	 time	so
much	 had	 been	 made	 of	 the	 question	 of	 who	 lived	 within	 the	 borders	 of	 pre-colonial
Burma	in	1824.	As	we	have	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	this	is	a	contentious	issue,
but	 the	 evidence	 is	 clear—the	Rohingyas	 formed	a	 substantial	 part	 of	 the	population	of
Arakan	 both	when	 the	Burmese	 kings	 conquered	 the	 region	 in	 the	 1780s	 and	when	 the
British	annexed	it	in	1826.

In	 effect	 the	 1982	 law	 deemed	 any	 ethnicity	 other	 than	 those	 explicitly	 named	 to	 be
foreign.105	 Critically,	 again,	 the	 key	 judgement	 was	 one	 of	 administrative	 decision-
making,	not	subject	 to	any	legal	process.	Naturalisation	was	offered	under	 the	following
circumstances:
Persons	who	have	entered	and	resided	in	the	State	anterior	to	4th	January,	1948,	and	their	offsprings	born	Within	the
State	may,	if	they	have	not	yet	applied	under	the	union	Citizenship	Act,	1948,	apply	for	naturalized	citizenship	to	the
Central	Body,	furnishing	conclusive	evidence.106

Paragraph	43107	then	sets	out	in	detail	who	can	make	an	application	for	naturalisation,
but	the	one	category	that	is	excluded	is	someone	born	to	two	parents	neither	of	whom	are
already	citizens	(the	Rohingyas	are	therefore,	by	definition,	excluded).	In	turn,	Paragraph
58	goes	to	considerable	length	to	set	out	the	various	reasons	why	this	form	of	citizenship
can	be	 revoked.	 ‘Foreigners’	have	no	 rights	 to	citizenship	under	 this	act,	 reflecting	 their
status	under	the	old	British	colonial	laws.

Under	the	1982	legislation,	the	Rohingyas	were	denied	full	citizenship	due	to	the	ethnic
classifications	 used	 in	 1948	 (when	 they	 were	 not	 designated	 as	 one	 of	 the	 core	 ethnic
groups	 living	 in	 the	new	state).108	 In	addition,	 the	 legal	 structures	were	 left	vague,	with
substantial	 amounts	 of	 administrative	 discretion,	 and	 their	 few	 legal	 rights	 were
undermined	by	 the	 regular	 passing	of	Martial	Law	 legislation.109	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 as
discussed	below,	this	ambiguity	was	used	to	allow	the	Rohingyas	to	participate	in	the	1990
elections.110

Denial	of	citizenship	led	to	restrictions	on	movement	and	access	to	education,	as	well	as



the	loss	of	land	holdings.	The	1974	constitutional	and	legal	changes	also	saw	an	increase
in	the	levels	of	violence	by	the	state	towards	the	Rohingyas,	and	this	led	to	a	growth	in	the
number	of	refugees	fleeing	to	Bangladesh.111	Soon	after	this,	the	1977	Nagamin	(Dragon
King)	campaign	was	designed	to	identify	every	individual	in	Burma	as	either	a	citizen	or	a
foreigner.112	In	Rakhine,	this	was	interpreted	by	the	Buddhist	community	and	the	army	as
a	 licence	 for	 attacks	 on	 Rohingya	 communities,	 and	 by	 1978	 over	 200,000	 more
Rohingyas	had	fled	to	Bangladesh.113	In	turn,	Bangladesh	returned	most	of	these	refugees
back	to	Burma.114

Military	rule	and	the	return	to	democracy,	1988–2008
Political	 unrest	 after	 the	 1988	 revolt	 and	 the	 annulled	 1990	 elections	 saw	 an	 increased
deployment	 of	 the	 Burmese	 military	 in	 northern	 Rakhine.115	 Nonetheless,	 as	 discussed
earlier,	some	Rohingyas	had	been	allowed	to	contest	the	1990	elections116	on	the	basis	of
the	1982	citizenship	laws.117	The	renewed	attacks	in	the	period	1991–2	saw	250,000	flee
to	Bangladesh,	and	again	were	marked	by	the	use	of	forced	labour,118	beatings,	rape	and
land	theft.119	The	latter	involved	the	construction	of	villages	in	northern	Rakhine	for	non-
Rohingyas	 built	 on	 land	 taken	 from	 older	Rohingya	 settlements120	 and	 often	 built	with
forced	Rohingya	labour.	The	villages	were	then	populated	by	Burmese	who	were	brought
into	the	region	and	given	substantial	agriculture	production	targets	by	the	military.	There
are	reported	instances	of	Rohingyas	leasing	back	the	land	from	the	new	owners	in	order
that	the	production	targets	be	met.

Not	only	were	the	Rohingyas	displaced	from	their	villages	by	the	new	villages	or	army
bases,121	 but	 those	 forced	 to	 return	 from	Bangladesh	 found	 their	 previous	 communities
had	been	destroyed	and	re-appropriated	by	groups	favoured	by	the	state.	Typically,	this	led
to	renewed	tensions,	and	subsequently	more	repression	and	a	continuation	of	the	refugee
flow122	to	both	Bangladesh	and	Malaysia.

Bangladesh	consistently	and	 forcibly	 sent	back	 refugees	 to	Burma,123	 including	 those
who	 had	 fled	 in	 the	 1970s	 and	 again	 in	 the	 early	 1990s,	 in	 violation	 of	 various	 UN
declarations	on	universal	human	 rights	 and	 the	 rights	of	 refugees.124	Those	who	 fled	 to
Malaysia	 have	 often	 been	 allowed	 to	 stay,	 but	 as	 stateless	 refugees,	 since	 the	Burmese
government	will	not	accept	 them	back125	and	the	Malay	officials	are	prepared	neither	to
force	their	removal	nor	to	provide	them	with	proper	refugee	status.

A	target	of	choice
There	 is	 a	 clear	 racial	 aspect	 to	 the	 overall	 pattern	 of	 legal	 discrimination	 against	 the
Rohingyas.126	However,	it	must	be	stressed	that	the	persecution	and	discrimination	against
the	Rohingyas	was	not	a	particular	feature	of	Burma	at	independence.	Instead,	they	were
subject	 to	the	official	distrust	of	all	non-Burman	groups	and	the	situation	has	been	quite
deliberately	worsened	since	then.	There	is	ample	evidence	from	the	1950s	and	1960s	that
the	 Rohingyas	 were	 just	 one	 of	 many	 ethnic	 groups	 in	 the	 country	 who	 faced
discrimination,	but	were	also	an	accepted	part	of	the	ethnic	patchwork.

One	important	reason	for	 the	change	to	more	direct	persecution	in	 the	1970s	was	that



the	 Burmese	 Road	 to	 Socialism	 was	 proving	 to	 be	 an	 economic	 disaster.	 The	 regime
needed	an	easily	identifiable	group	it	could	victimise	and	against	which	it	could	construct
wider	discrimination.	The	Rohingyas	fitted	this	role.	They	were	unarmed,	ethnically	easily
identifiable,	spoke	a	non-Burmese	language	and	were	Muslims	in	a	country	where	90	per
cent	of	the	population	was	Buddhist.

Ultimately,	the	military	regime	used	the	concept	of	a	Buddhist	 identity	as	the	basis	of
citizenship	to	deny	rights	to	minorities	in	Burma.127	This	was	done	gradually	and	partially,
since	 there	were	 some	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 largely	Christian	Chin	who	were	 unlikely	 to
convert	to	Buddhism.	In	the	early	1960s	this	was	applied	in	a	limited	way	as	the	regime
used	 Buddhism	 as	 one	 pillar	 of	 its	 legitimacy	 but,	 as	 the	 economy	 worsened,	 finding
internal	 ‘enemies’	 became	 ever	 more	 important.	 Further	 acts	 in	 the	 1990s	 imposed
restrictions	 on	 the	 Rohingyas,	 since	 they	 were	 deemed	 to	 be	 foreigners,128	 including
limiting	them	to	having	no	more	than	two	children,	introducing	forced	birth	control,	and
restricting	 marriage.	 These	 restrictions	 resulted	 in	 officials	 invading	 people’s	 homes	 to
check	who	was	 living	 there.129	 In	 addition,	 the	 Rohingyas	 have	 no	 automatic	 rights	 to
travel,	even	between	townships	in	Rakhine,	without	authorisation.	Permission	to	leave	the
region	and	travel	elsewhere	in	Burma	is	very	rarely	granted.

If	 this	 legislation	 and	 discrimination	was	 simply	 a	 historical	 legacy	 of	 the	 period	 of
military	rule	and	dictatorship,	it	might	be	possible	to	hope	the	situation	will	correct	itself
as	the	democratic	process	develops.	However,	as	we	shall	see	in	the	next	chapter,	the	shift
to	democracy	has	worsened	the	 legal	position	of	 the	Rohingyas	and	has	seen	a	dramatic
escalation	in	the	violence	they	face.
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THE	RETURN	TO	DEMOCRACY	(2008–2015)

The	impact	of	Cyclone	Nargis

The	repression	after	the	1988	revolt	did	not	resolve	anything.	The	opposition	survived	and
slowly	the	NLD	and	organisations	of	Buddhist	monks	forged	a	closer	alliance.	Equally,	for
most	 Burmese	 life	 became	 harder.	 In	 September	 2007	 there	 were	 widespread	 protests,
known	as	the	Saffron	Revolution;	these	too	were	harshly	put	down.

The	2007	wave	of	unrest	was	again	triggered	by	economic	mismanagement,	and	monks
again	made	the	symbolic	gesture	of	overturning	their	alms	bowls1	to	signal	their	rejection
of	the	regime.	In	turn,	the	army	attacked	and	closed	a	number	of	monasteries.	The	revolt
was	successfully	supressed,	but	the	Saffron	Revolution	cemented	the	alliance	between	the
NLD	and	the	monks	and	this	left	the	regime	even	more	isolated	and	vulnerable	as	it	lost
the	 legitimacy	 it	 had	 sought	 from	 the	 Buddhist	 religious	 establishment.	 Furthermore,
monasteries	 were	 increasingly	 providing	 education	 and	 food	 relief	 for	 those	 left
impoverished,2	giving	 the	monks	a	 renewed	status	among	 the	population	and	 increasing
their	influence	relative	to	that	of	the	military	establishment.

However,	 it	 was	 the	 impact	 of	 Cyclone	 Nargis	 in	 2008	 that	 proved	 to	 be	 pivotal	 in
forcing	at	least	the	appearance	of	serious	political	change.	Cyclones	are	a	typical	part	of
the	Burmese	climate	and	often	hit	the	region	during	the	spring	monsoon	(usually	March	to
May).	 Nargis	 was	 unusually	 fierce	 in	 part	 due	 to	 the	 geography	 of	 Burma.	Most	 such
cyclones	travel	north	across	the	Bay	of	Bengal	towards	Bangladesh	and	lose	power	when
they	hit	the	coastal	hills	and	mountains	of	Arakan.	This	time	the	storm	directly	stuck	the
Irrawaddy	Delta	and,	caught	up	on	the	coastal	swamplands,	it	did	not	lose	power	for	two
days.	It	wreaked	destruction	leading	to	the	loss	of	65	per	cent	of	Burma’s	rice	fields	and
95	per	cent	of	the	buildings	in	the	delta	region.3	In	addition,	the	Irrawaddy	flooded	for	up
to	 50	 km	 from	 the	 coast,	 causing	 widespread	 damage.	 The	 economic	 dislocation	 was
profound	and	it	has	been	estimated	that	up	to	138,000	people	lost	their	lives.

The	regime	acted	predictably.	It	 initially	refused	to	ask	for	help	and	it	was	not	until	9
May	 (a	week	after	 the	 cyclone	 struck)	 that	 it	 agreed	 to	 accept	 the	 aid	on	offer.	 Initially
only	ASEAN	members	were	allowed	in	but,	after	pressure	from	the	UN,	by	23	May	the
regime	 agreed	 that	 other	 international	 aid	 organisations	 would	 be	 allowed	 to	 help.	 As
discussed	above,	there	was	a	degree	of	military	threat4	 involved	in	forcing	this	decision,
with	 especially	 the	 French	 arguing	 that	 the	 regime	 was	 becoming	 a	 danger	 to	 its	 own
people.5	Even	as	 it	was,	 reluctantly,	accepting	aid,	 the	regime	was	still	exporting	rice	 to
pay	for	weapons	and	to	earn	foreign	currency.	Equally,	the	regime	initially	tried	to	control



the	distribution	of	aid	to	those	it	saw	as	loyal	supporters.6

The	regime’s	response	was	poor	for	a	number	of	reasons.	At	its	core,	the	army	had	long
been	 an	 instrument	 of	 domestic	 repression	 and	 was	 ill-suited	 to	 helping	 the	 people	 of
Myanmar.	However,	the	Irrawaddy	Delta	is	also	home	to	part	of	the	Karen	ethnic	group,
who	have	been	 in	 revolt	 against	Burmese	 rule	 since	 the	1960s.	Thus	 the	 army’s	natural
disposition	to	see	civilians	as	their	enemies	was	worsened	due	to	the	hostility	of	many	in
the	 region.	 Equally,	 while	 cyclones	 are	 normal,	 the	 most	 destructive	 usually	 hit
Bangladesh,	 and	 the	 Myanmar	 regime	 was	 unprepared	 for	 the	 worst	 storm	 to	 hit	 the
country	for	generations.

The	conspicuous	absence	of	the	military	when	they	were	needed	to	help	was	in	contrast
to	their	overbearing	presence	during	the	violence	of	the	repression	of	the	uprising	in	2007.
Civilians	in	Rangoon	started	to	ask:	‘where	are	all	those	uniformed	people	who	are	always
ready	to	beat	monks	and	civilians?	They	should	come	out	in	full	force	and	help	clean	up
the	area	and	restore	electricity’.7	Overall,	this	mismanagement	of	the	crisis	further	reduced
the	 legitimacy	 of	 the	 regime	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 population,	 and	 perhaps	 contributed	 to
pressure	that	forced	the	military	to	allow	fresh	elections	in	2010.

Rewriting	the	constitution,	and	the	2010	elections
The	 2008	 Constitution	 (The	 Constitution	 of	 the	 Republic	 of	 the	 Union	 of	 Myanmar)
allowed	for	a	return	to	a	 limited	form	of	democracy.	Power	was	to	be	notionally	moved
from	the	military	 to	a	civilian	government	elected	by	some	form	of	franchise.	However,
the	 2008	 Constitution	 is	 a	 deeply	 flawed	 document.	 It	 enshrined	 the	 privileges	 of	 the
military8	 and	 did	 nothing	 to	 challenge	 the	 notion	 that	 only	 the	 army	 could	 act	 as	 the
guarantor	 of	 Myanmar.	 Banners	 and	 slogans	 such	 as	 that	 displayed	 in	 Appendix	 5
continue	to	be	common	throughout	the	country.

Even	worse,	 it	perpetuated	 the	obsessively	 restrictive	approach	 to	citizenship	 that	has
bedevilled	the	constitution	of	Myanmar	since	independence.	At	its	core	was	the	idea	that
only	those	ethnicities	who	had	lived	in	Myanmar	in	1824	could	be	citizens	now,	and	the
citizenship	restrictions	of	 the	1974	Emergency	Immigration	Act	were	retained	in	Article
345:
All	persons	who	have	either	one	of	the	following	qualifications	are	citizens	of	the	Republic	of	the	Union	of	Myanmar:

(a) person	born	of	parents	both	of	whom	are	nationals	of	the	Republic	of	the	Union	of
Myanmar;

(b) person	who	is	already	a	citizen	according	to	law	on	the	day	this	Constitution	comes
into	operation.9

In	 reality,	 this	 legislation	 is	 even	 more	 restrictive	 than	 the	 1974	 Act,	 as	 it	 restricts
citizenship	to	those	already	deemed	to	be	citizens	or	children	born	to	two	parents	who	are
already	 citizens.	 In	 consequence	 of	 this	 legislation,	 the	 Rohingyas	 have	 been	 denied
membership	of	the	country	they	were	born	in	and	are	subject	to	persecution	in	their	daily
lives.	 This	 is	 in	 open	 breach	 of	 the	 UN	 1961	 Convention	 on	 the	 Reduction	 of
Statelessness,	in	which	Article	1	states:	‘A	Contracting	State	shall	grant	its	nationality	to	a



person	 born	 in	 its	 territory	 who	 would	 otherwise	 be	 stateless’.10	 The	 government	 in
Myanmar	is	aware	of	the	implications	of	these	policies	and	has	complained	that:
Through	 international	media,	Bengali	 [Rohingya]	 groups	 are	widely	 publicizing	 the	 extent	 of	 government	 controls
over	them.	Whilst	the	Government	deems	such	measures	as	necessary	in	the	context	of	the	country’s	situation	and	the
non-citizen	status	of	this	group,	the	international	community	condemns	these	measures	as	violations	of	fundamental
rights.	This	…	has	undermined	the	country’s	reputation	and	affected	its	international	relations.11

In	protest	against	 the	 imprisonment	of	 its	 leaders,	 the	NLD	decided	not	 to	contest	 the
2010	elections.12	Instead,	they	announced	that	they	would	promote	democracy	via	a	‘mass
movement’13	and	carry	on	with	their	extra-parliamentary	activities.	One	practical	problem
with	 this	 approach	was	 that	 their	 activist	 core	 remained	 basically	 drawn	 from	 students.
Their	 alliance	 with	 the	 Buddhist	 monks	 gave	 them	 a	 large	 constituency	 but	 this	 focus
prevented	them	from	being	able	directly	to	engage	with	and	mobilise	the	potential	political
muscle	of	the	workers	or	peasants.	This	has	allowed	the	military	to	manage	the	threat	of
the	NLD,	and	has	 left	 the	opposition	vulnerable	 to	 the	specific	 interests	of	 its	 two	main
constituencies.

In	2010	the	NLD	also	attacked	those	elements	of	the	pro-democracy	movement	that	did
decide	to	contest	the	elections.	Not	surprisingly,	the	elections	were	consequently	won	by
the	military-backed	USDP,	which	claimed	to	have	received	80	per	cent	of	the	vote:

4.	2010	Electoral	Results14

National	Parliament	election	results,	2010*

USDP Ethnic Pro-
Democracy

National
Unity	Party

Independent Cancel/ed

People’s	Parliament	(Lower	House) 258 47 9 12 0 4
Nationalities	Parliament	(Upper
House) 129 26 7 5 1 0

*	The	military	appoints	25%	of	all	seats	to	its	soldiers:	56	additional	seats	in	the	Nationalities	Parliament,	110	additional
seats	in	the	People’s	Parliament.

However,	not	only	did	the	NLD	boycott	the	2010	elections	but	the	USDP	took	a	number
of	steps	to	boost	its	own	notional	support.	Employees	of	state-owned	enterprises,	as	well
as	 civil	 servants,	 often	 voted	 en	 bloc	 and	 in	 advance	 of	 the	 notional	 polling	 date.15	 In
effect,	 the	USDP,	 even	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 its	main	 rival,	 resorted	 to	 the	 crudest	 form	of
client	voting16	where	by	 those	who	rely	on	 the	state	 for	 their	 livelihood	are	expected	 to
vote	for	the	party	that	provides	them	patronage.

The	military	junta	was	formally	dissolved	in	2011	and	further	by-elections	were	held	in
2012	in	forty-five	constituencies.	These	were	seen	to	have	been	much	more	fair	than	the
elections	in	2010;	the	NLD	participated	and	won	forty-three	of	the	contested	seats17	(and
65	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 popular	 vote).18	 For	 many	 Western	 observers,	 the	 2010	 and	 2012
elections	were	ample	proof	 that	Myanmar	was	changing	for	 the	better.	A	media-friendly
politician	 appeared	 to	 be	 leading	 a	 movement	 towards	 democracy	 and	 the	 regime	 was
opening	up	to	foreign	investment.

Politics	in	Myanmar,	2011–15



At	 a	 national	 level,	 the	 trends	 established	 in	 the	 period	2008–11	 continued	 in	 2011–15.
The	 principal	 political	 dynamic	 has	 become	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 military,	 their
political	 wing	 (the	 USDP),	 the	 NLD	 and	 the	 growing	 influence	 of	 extremist	 Buddhist
monks.	To	fully	explain	the	current	threat	to	the	Rohingyas	it	is	necessary	to	see	how	these
three	forces	interact	and,	combined,	make	it	hard	for	the	Myanmar	government	to	ease	the
repression	(even	if	that	were	what	it	wanted	to	do).

The	military	and	the	USDP

The	notional	move	to	democracy	has	not	changed	the	military’s	deep-seated	tendency	to
see	both	domestic	society	and	the	international	community	as	enemies.19	As	of	now,	the
generals	retain	effective	control	over	the	economy	(especially	natural	resources)	and	have
spent	 the	 last	seventy	years	at	war	with	Myanmar’s	ethnic	minorities.	These	 two	factors
are	deeply	intertwined,	as	most	of	the	mineral	wealth	lies	in	territory	occupied	by	ethnic
groups	such	as	the	Karen	and	the	Shan.	So	far,	the	West	has	been	too	willing	to	deal	with
the	military,	believing	either	that	it	can	be	reformed,	or	that	it	is	a	force	for	stability20	and
that	 the	 military	 is	 right	 when	 it	 argues	 the	 NLD	 is	 not	 yet	 ‘ready	 for	 government’.21
Despite	 losing	 the	 2015	 elections,	 the	 reality	 is	 that	 the	 military	 is	 desperate	 to	 retain
economic	dominance,	and	their	strategy	‘is	all	about	the	land	…	the	control	of	it	and	the
prospering	from	its	fruits’.22	 In	addition,	as	discussed	above,	 it	has	developed	a	mindset
whereby	only	ethnically	Burman	Buddhists	can	hold	power	if	the	state	is	to	endure.23	In
reality,	if	Myanmar	has	a	future	as	a	state,	it	has	to	acknowledge	its	ethnic	diversity	and	it
must	 be	 essentially	 federal	 in	 structure.	 In	 this	 respect,	 the	 army	 is	 a	major	 obstacle	 to
progress.	It	is	content	to	see	some	degree	of	internal	conflict	(such	as	within	Rakhine),	as
this	fits	its	narrative	that	only	it	can	preserve	the	state.24

Some	 US-based	 commentators	 seem	 to	 believe	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 deal	 with
Myanmar’s	army	as	a	military	institution	separate	from	one	that	is	involved	in	politics	and
controls	the	riches	of	the	country.25	But	the	problem	is	that	the	military	does	have	a	virtual
monopoly	on	the	resources	of	the	country,	and	any	riches	to	be	gained	from	developing	or
exploiting	these	resources	will	end	up	flowing	to	the	generals	and	their	group	of	cronies,
regardless	 of	 changes	 in	 the	 electoral	 process.26	 Thus,	 any	 wishful	 thinking	 about	 the
gains	that	the	whole	of	society	might	make	from	foreign	investment	comes	at	a	time	when
there	is	growing	doubt	that	the	military	has	any	intention	of	‘withdrawing	from	politics’,27
let	alone	from	the	commanding	heights	of	the	Myanmar	economy.

More	generally,	there	is	evidence	of	an	intra-military	dispute	about	the	reform	process
and	this	seems	to	be	affecting	both	the	stability	of	the	USDP	and	its	interaction	with	the
NLD.	In	late	2013,	the	USDP—in	effect	the	old	military	regime	dressed	up	as	a	political
party—indicated	that	 it	supported	repealing	the	clause	in	the	constitution	that	bars	Aung
San	Suu	Kyi	from	being	president	on	the	basis	that	she	married	a	foreigner.28	But	by	late
2014	 it	had	changed	 its	view	and	was	now	supporting	 the	continuation	of	 this	ban.	One
possible	reason	for	these	shifts	is	growing	discontent	with	President	Thein	Sein	among	the
older	officers,	as	supporters	of	the	ousted	Than	Shwe	seek	a	return	to	power.29	If	so,	this	is
better	 seen	as	a	dispute	as	 to	 the	best	way	 to	 secure	continued	military	control	over	 the
country’s	wealth	than	a	dispute	than	about	the	transition	to	greater	democracy,	especially



as	the	military	leaders	have	argued	that	the	NLD	is	not	ready	to	take	power.30	In	addition,
since	2014,	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi’s	previously	good	relationship	with	Thein	Sein	has	broken
down31	as	 the	NLD	has	become	more	of	an	electoral	 threat.	As	 this	book	goes	 to	press,
they	are	involved	in	negotiating	a	transfer	of	power	in	the	parliament	from	the	USDP	to
the	NLD.

By	2014,	there	was	evidence	that	the	move	to	democracy	was	stalled,	that	Thein	Sein
was	tightening	his	grip	on	power	and	was	driving	his	rivals	from	positions	of	 influence.
These	 tensions	were	 particularly	 evident	 in	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	USDP	 and	 the
NLD	 in	 the	 run	 up	 to	 the	 November	 2015	 elections.	 In	 mid-August,	 Shwe	Mann,	 the
USDP	party	 chairman	 and	 speaker	 of	 the	 parliament,	was	 briefly	 arrested	 and	 removed
from	his	post.32	Various	theories	have	been	put	forward	as	to	why	this	happened,	including
that	he	was	too	close	to	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	and	was	likely	to	facilitate	a	post-election	deal
favourable	to	the	NLD.	Subsequently,	Shwe	Mann	has	openly	met	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi,33
fuelling	 suspicions	 of	 a	 deal	 between	 a	 faction	 of	 the	 USDP	 and	 the	 NLD.	 There	 is
evidence	in	support	of	this	interpretation,	as	Shwe	Mann	has	been	described	as	an	‘ally’	by
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi:	‘Now	the	picture	is	clearer	as	to	who	is	a	friend	and	an	enemy,	and	our
relationship	with	our	allies	is	stronger’.	The	NLD,	she	said,	would	‘work	with	the	ally’.34

From	 the	 available	 information,	 Shwe	Mann	was	 also	 open	 to	 some	 revisions	 of	 the
2008	Constitution	to	remove	military	privileges	that	it	enshrined.35	In	turn,	indicating	how
opaque	Myanmar	politics	has	become,	some	commentators	suggest	that	both	the	promises
of	reform	and	his	apparent	overtures	to	the	NLD	should	be	seen	purely	in	terms	of	internal
USDP	 factional	 disputes.36	 In	 effect,	 gaining	 a	 reputation	 as	 a	 potential	 reformer	might
have	helped	Shwe	Mann	 to	 become	more	powerful	 than	Thein	Sein.	Since	he	was	 also
seen	as	being	closer	than	the	latter	to	the	deposed	Than	Shwe,	his	fall	should	be	seen	as
the	public	face	of	a	power	struggle	within	the	military.

That	this	might	be	the	case	is	also	backed	up	by	the	fact	that	the	USDP	has	slowly	been
repositioning	itself	less	as	a	party	of	retired	officers	and	more	as	a	normal	political	party,
which	has	made	many	elements	from	within	the	army	officer	corps	unhappy.	However,	the
USDP	 has	 not	 resolved	 its	 underlying	 problem	 of	 a	 lack	 of	 popular	 support	 and	 the
elections	since	2010	have	indicated	that	it	cannot	rely	on	sufficient	votes	from	military	or
state	employees	to	offset	the	NLD’s	popularity.	Thus,	the	position	of	the	military	is	partly
threatened	by	the	outcome	of	the	2015	election,	in	which	the	USDP	lost	almost	all	of	the
seats	it	took	in	the	2010	elections,	when	the	NLD	did	not	contest	most	districts.	As	such,
some	factions	of	the	USDP	have	been	looking	for	a	means	to	remain	in	power	by	doing	a
deal	with	the	NLD.37	Of	course,	as	in	the	period	after	1990,	the	threat	of	a	major	electoral
defeat	raises	the	fear	of	a	military	coup.

If	this	were	to	happen,	it	would	help	the	military	if	it	could	present	this	to	the	outside
world	not	as	 sour	grapes	over	electoral	defeat	but	as	a	necessary	step	 to	avert	chaos.	 In
effect,	a	post-election	rise	in	tensions	in,	for	example,	Rakhine	might	be	very	convenient
for	 the	military	 as	 a	 justification	 to	 ignore	 the	 results	 and,	 instead,	maintain	 their	 own
power.	The	military	might	 be	brutal,	 venal	 and	 corrupt,	 but	 they	 also	believe	 their	 own
claims	 that	 only	 they	 really	 embody	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 nation	 and	 only	 their	 power	 holds
Myanmar	together.



The	role	of	the	NLD
After	boycotting	 the	2010	elections,	 the	NLD	changed	 tack	when	 the	ban	on	Aung	San
Suu	Kyi	taking	part	in	elections	was	lifted.38	As	a	result	 the	NLD	took	part	 in	the	small
number	of	by-elections	that	occurred	in	2012	and	won	most	of	the	seats	where	it	stood.39
While	this	provided	clear	evidence	that,	at	 least	 in	Burman-dominated	regions,	 the	NLD
retained	 massive	 popularity,	 the	 return	 to	 the	 political	 arena	 brought	 a	 further	 shift	 in
tactics.	 After	 2011	Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi	 started	 to	 temper	 her	 criticism	 of	 the	 regime	 in
terms	of	both	progress	 towards	democracy	and	 the	 treatment	of	ethnic	minorities.40	The
decision	 of	 the	NLD	 to	 re-enter	 electoral	 politics	 brought	 direct	 benefits	 to	 the	 regime.
President	Obama	hailed	it	as	evidence	of	what	he	called	‘flickers	of	progress’.41	Equally,
for	 the	 first	 time	 it	 was	 announced	 that	 Myanmar	 would	 take	 its	 turn	 as	 chair	 of	 the
ASEAN	group	 of	 nations	 after	 2014,42	which	might	 partly	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 reward	 for	 the
improvements	in	democracy	and	human	rights.

As	we	have	 seen	 in	 the	 section	on	 the	USDP,	 the	 result	has	been	a	period	of	 relative
goodwill	 between	 it	 and	 the	 NLD.	With	 no	 elections	 imminent	 after	 the	 limited	 set	 in
2012,	the	two	parties	could	afford	to	co-exist	and	both	gained	from	the	relationship.	The
NLD	was	able	to	exploit	 its	 legal	status	 to	build	a	wider	party	apparatus	and	the	regime
gained	 international	 approval	 for	 appearing	 to	 oversee	 a	 move	 towards	 democracy.	 Of
course,	 as	 we	 will	 see	 later,	 this	 era	 of	 cosy	 co-existence	 was	 also	 marked	 by	 open
violence	in	Rakhine	and	the	systemic	destruction	of	the	few	rights	that	the	Rohingyas	had
retained	during	military	rule.

However,	the	build	up	to	the	2015	elections	tested	the	relatively	good	relations	between
the	NLD	and	the	USDP.	In	the	run	up	to	the	2015	elections,	there	was	growing	evidence
that	while	the	NLD	now	forms	a	part	of	the	Myanmar	political	system,	it	lacks	the	power
to	directly	challenge	the	military’s	control	over	the	state,	retaining	weaknesses	that	were
evident	 in	2010.43	Recent	 events	 connected	with	 the	August	 2015	ousting	of	 the	USDP
president	 Shwe	Mann	 over	 his	 links	 with	 the	 NLD	 indicate	 a	 degree	 of	 cross-over	 of
political	 interests	 between	 the	 two	 parties44	 but	 also	 shows	 that	 the	 generals	 remain
determined	to	ensure	they	retain	control	of	Myanmar’s	wealth.	As	discussed	above,	Shwe
Mann	 represented	 the	 faction	 in	 the	 USDP	 that,	 expecting	 to	 lose	 badly	 in	 2015,	 was
seeking	an	accommodation	with	the	NLD.

Growing	 tensions	 with	 the	 USDP	 have	 seen	 a	 return	 to	 some	 degree	 of	 direct
repression.	 For	 example,	 in	 September	 2014	 the	 journalist	 Par	 Gyi,	 who	 was	 closely
associated	with	the	NLD,	was	shot	while	in	police	custody	and	subsequently	buried	in	a
field.	 The	 Myanmar	 authorities	 claim	 he	 was	 trying	 to	 escape.	 When	 his	 body	 was
exhumed	it	showed	clear	‘signs	of	abuse’.45

This	 shift	 in	NLD–USDP	relations	matters.	One	 interpretation	 is	 that	 the	generals	are
now	 prepared	 to	 gamble	 on	 losing	 international	 goodwill	 by	 declaring	 a	 coup.	 Equally
they	may	attempt	to	change	the	constitution	(again)	to	retain	economic	power	regardless
of	electoral	results.	In	either	case,	it	is	hard	to	see	what	the	NLD	can	do	in	response.	This
indicates	that	several	key	weaknesses	in	the	NLD’s	strategy	remain	in	place.	Despite	this,
the	size	of	the	NLD	victory	in	2015	may	give	them	sufficient	power	to	deter	any	attempt



by	the	generals	to	seize	power,	but	this	still	leaves	the	question	as	to	whether	the	NLD	is
able	to	wrest	economic	power	from	the	military.

First,	while	the	NLD	is	electorally	popular	in	the	ethnically	Burman	regions,	it	is	not	a
mass	party.	It	relies,	for	its	connection	with	the	bulk	of	the	population,	on	its	(sometimes
uncomfortable)	alliance	with	the	Buddhist	monks.	Second,	 it	 remains	very	dependent	on
Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi	 for	much	 of	 its	 popular	 recognition.	 This	 relatively	weak	 basis	 for
political	 operations	 means	 that	 the	 well-organised	 Buddhist	 groups	 have	 considerable
influence	over	the	NLD’s	practical	politics—especially	in	relation	to	non-Burman	ethnic
groups.	Thus	 to	understand	 the	final	strand	 in	contemporary	Myanmar	politics,	we	must
turn	 to	 look	 at	 the	 Buddhist	 confessional	 groups	 that	 have	 become	 so	 important	 since
2008.

The	role	of	Buddhism	since	2007
After	 independence,	Buddhism	was	briefly	seen	as	setting	a	moral	structure	 for	 the	new
state	rather	than	as	a	marker	of	who	really	belonged	in	the	new	country.	However,	under
the	 military	 the	 conflation	 of	 loyal	 citizenship	 with	 being	 ethnically	 Burman	 and
religiously	 Buddhist	 was	 made.	 This	 became	 more	 marked	 as	 the	 Burmese	 Road	 to
Socialism	 failed	 as	 an	 economic	 doctrine	 and	 the	 regime	 looked	 for	 a	 new	 approach	 to
shore	up	its	popular	appeal.

Nevertheless,	in	both	1988–90	and	2007–8	Buddhist	monks	played	a	critical	role	in	the
popular	 protests	 against	 the	 regime.	 In	 this	 respect,	 Buddhism	 can	 be	 argued	 to	 have
played	a	positive	role	in	forcing	the	transition	from	military	rule	towards	democracy	in	the
period	1988–2010.	By	joining	the	student	revolts,	the	monks	gave	them	wider	credibility,
provided	the	NLD	with	the	mass	movement	they	sought,	and	indicated	that	the	regime	was
losing	control	of	the	country—certainly,	they	brought	a	great	deal	of	moral	authority	to	the
revolt.	Many	monks	were	 imprisoned	or	killed46	 as	a	 result	of	 their	 involvement,	which
constituted	a	further	reason	why	the	reputation	of	the	military	and	the	USDP	suffered	after
the	protests.

But	 for	 Myanmar’s	 non-Burman,	 non-Buddhist	 minorities,	 the	 alliance	 between	 the
monks	 and	 the	 NLD	 was	 not	 so	 positive.	 There	 are,	 of	 course,	 significant	 exceptions.
Some	 monks	 have	 visited	 the	 Kachin	 regions	 and	 sought	 to	 work	 with	 the	 largely
Christian	 community	 there.	 One	monk	walked	 across	 Rakhine	 in	 support	 of	 peace	 and
reconciliation,47	and	in	2014	monks	also	supported	local	people	protesting	against	mining
and	forced	land	evictions.

However,	the	link	between	the	NLD	and	the	Buddhist	monks	could	hinder	Myanmar’s
development.	 The	 ideological	 leaders	 of	 the	 persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 come	 from
among	the	monks,	and	they	may	put	pressure	on	the	NLD	to	link	Burmese	citizenship	to
Buddhism.

The	influence	of	the	extremist	monks	is	also	one	of	the	many	reasons	why	the	military
remains	 complicit	 in	 anti-Rohingya	 violence.	Attacking	 the	Rohingyas	 is	 something	 the
religious	extremists,	the	military,	and	even	some	members	of	the	NLD	can	all	agree	on.48

As	 ‘protectors	 of	 the	nation’,49	 joining	 in	 such	 attacks	 is	 one	way	 that	 the	military	 can
demonstrate	that	they	are	in	tune	with	religious	sentiments	and	thus	gain	Buddhist	support



for	 their	 rule.	 Thus	 attacking	 the	 Rohingyas	 has	 become,	 to	 some,	 a	 public	 way	 to
emphasise	one’s	commitment	to	Buddhism.	Also,	as	indicated	earlier,	some	degree	of	civil
unrest	may	be	welcome	to	the	military—it	provides	a	pretext	for	their	retention	of	power
and	even,	 if	needed,	grounds	for	a	military	coup50	 if	 they	are	 in	danger	of	 losing	power
over	the	current	democratic	structures.

The	Theravada	Buddhist	tradition
As	we	have	 seen,	Buddhism	has	 played	 a	 complex	 role	 in	Burmese	 history.	The	Pagan
Kingdom	and	its	successors	in	one	sense	effectively	fused	state	and	religion	and	acted	as
sponsors	 for	 the	 Theravada	 strand	 of	 Buddhism,	 but	 equally	 they	 seem	 to	 have	 been
broadly	 tolerant	of	 ethnic	minorities	 and	non-Buddhist	 religious	groups.	One	critique	of
British	rule	was	that	its	indifference	to	safeguarding	the	Buddhist	hierarchy	was	the	mark
of	an	illegitimate	regime.	The	leadership	of	the	Buddhist	monks	today	looks	back	to	the
relationship	they	had	with	the	kings	before	British	rule.	In	effect,	Buddhism	in	Myanmar
has	a	long	history	of	relying	on	the	state	in	a	two-way	relationship.	The	kings	provided	the
state	power	needed	 to	enforce	Buddhism	and	 the	Buddhists	provided	 legitimacy,	as	 ‘the
ultimate	wielders	 of	 violence,	 for	 the	 support,	 patronage	 and	order	 that	 only	 they	 could
provide.	Kings	 looked	to	monks	to	provide	the	popular	 legitimacy	that	only	such	a	high
moral	vision	can	confer’.51

The	 Theravada	 strand	 in	 Buddhism	 is	 common	 across	 Sri	 Lanka,	 Myanmar	 and
Thailand.52	Equally,	in	all	three	countries	there	are	ample	examples	of	the	local	Buddhist
leadership	 acting	with	 complete	 intolerance	 towards	 other	 religious	minorities,	 and	 one
reason	 for	 this	 is	 the	 interpretation	 of	 Buddhism	 common	 to	 this	 strand.	 It	 is	 not	 that
Theravada	Buddhism	is	always	about	extreme	nationalism	and	intolerance	towards	other
beliefs,	but	that	there	are	elements	within	its	belief	system	that	make	it	very	vulnerable	to
being	captured	by	those	who	wish	to	construct	an	exclusive,	confessionally	pure,	polity.

In	this	context,	the	key	tradition	in	the	Theravada	sasana	(teaching)	is	that	which	links
religion	to	state	power.	As	we	saw	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	Pagan	rulers,	in	search	of
legitimacy,	 deliberately	 provided	 this	 protection	 and	 allowed	 Buddhism	 to	 spread.	 Any
state	tolerance	of	non-Buddhist	religions	is	thought	to	threaten	the	existence	of	both	state
and	religion.	Theravada	Buddhists	cite	approvingly	the	actions	of	a	Buddhist	king	in	Sri
Lanka	 who	 defeated	 a	 Tamil	 invasion.	 Since	 he	 fought	 a	 defensive	 war	 to	 protect	 the
sasana,	he	was	absolved	of	any	responsibility	for	the	loss	of	life.	Indeed,	he	was	assured
that	only	one-and-a-half	‘people’	had	actually	died:	these	were	an	enemy	soldier	who	had
fully	converted	to	Buddhism	and	one	who	had	taken	partial	vows.53	The	rest	of	the	dead
were	non-Buddhists,	and	thus	not	really	human	and	not	worthy	of	pity.	Their	deaths	were
no	stain	on	his	eternal	character.

The	defence	of	the	sasana	is	not	always	passive.	It	was	the	excuse	used	for	the	invasion
of	Arakan	in	1784,	since	 that	kingdom	was	deemed	to	be	 insufficiently	Buddhist54	even
though	 the	 Rakhine	 ethnic	 group	 represented	 a	 substantial	 Buddhist	 population.	 The
presence	 of	 a	 large	 Muslim	 population	 was	 thought	 to	 put	 Buddhist	 traditions	 under
constant	 threat.	The	 irony	here	 is	worth	noting.	The	 invasion	 in	1784	was	carried	out	 in
part	as	there	were	so	many	Muslims	in	Arakan.	This	contradicts	the	fantasy	promoted	by
the	 regime	and	Buddhist	 extremists	 that	 there	were	very	 few	Muslims	 in	Arakan	before



the	British	conquest	 in	1826	and	 that	 the	Rohingyas	only	arrived	 in	 the	province	 in	 the
colonial	era.

However,	by	treating	those	of	a	different	faith	as	not	human	in	the	ordinary	moral	sense,
this	doctrine	 lends	 itself	very	easily	 to	mass	violence	against	any	other	groups.	As	with
many	extremist	movements,	the	underlying	mindset	is	that	almost	any	act	can	be	justified
by	 the	 final	 goal.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 969	Movement,	 the	 goal	 is	 to	 steadily	 increase	 the
centrality	of	Buddhism	to	the	governance	of	Myanmar.	In	this	respect,	this	interpretation
of	 Theravada	 Buddhism	 has	 something	 in	 common	 with	 extremist	 Islamic	 jihadist
doctrines.55	They	too	argue	that	it	is	essential	for	the	state	to	only	accept	those	with	very
particular	beliefs	and	that	the	existence	of	those	who	dissent	from	their	narrow	doctrine	is
a	threat	to	the	entire	political	structure.	In	consequence	it	easy	for	jihadist	movements	to
justify	extreme	violence,56	as	their	end	goal	is,	in	their	terms,	morally	just.

As	 Matthew	 Walton	 argues,	 ‘Buddhism	 and	 nationalism	 have	 become	 almost
inseparably	intertwined	[in	Myanmar].’57	In	this	respect	it	is	worth	noting	that	Theravada
Buddhism	 is	 followed	 by	 significant	 numbers	 of	 those	 in	 Myanmar	 who	 are	 not	 of
Burman	ethnicity	and	it	is	precisely	this	that	makes	it	attractive	to	those	seeking	to	find	a
common	basis	 for	 citizenship	 in	 the	 country.	 If	Myanmar	 cannot	 be	 reduced	 to	 just	 the
ethnically	Burman,	then	it	might	be	possible	to	reduce	it	to	just	having	a	single	religious
belief-system:	Buddhism	offers	the	extremists	a	label	that	could	unify	all	the	citizens	they
wish	to	have	in	their	nation.	Furthermore,	Islam	is	increasingly	identified	by	the	extremists
as	the	religion	that	is	particularly	incompatible	with	their	ideal	political	order,	as	they	fear
that	the	real	goal	of	all	Muslims	is	to	displace	Buddhism.	This	fear	finds	its	expression	in
claims	 such	 as:	 ‘only	 small	 parts	 of	 Asia	 are	 Buddhist	 now;	 in	 the	 past,	 Indonesia,
Bangladesh,	 Afghanistan,	 and	 many	 other	 places,	 including	 Turkey	 and	 Iraq,	 were
Buddhist	countries,	but	now	they	are	lost’.58

The	Dalai	Lama	has	challenged	this	interpretation	of	Buddhism	and	has	reported	that	he
urged	 Aung	 San	 Suu	 Kyi	 to	 act	 over	 the	 continued	 repression	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 in
particular	and	Muslims	in	general.59	He	deemed	her	refusal	to	respond	as	‘very	sad.	In	the
Burmese	 case	 I	 hope	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi,	 as	 a	Nobel	 laureate,	 can	do	 something’.60	He
later	 raised	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 plight	 of	 the	Rohingyas	 once	more,	 stating	 that	 ‘If	Buddha
would	come	at	that	moment,	he	definitely	would	save	or	protect	those	Muslims’.61

Unfortunately,	 the	 Dalai	 Lama	 represents	 a	 different	 strand	 of	 Buddhism,	 and	 this
severely	 limits	 his	 influence.	He	 comes	 from	 the	Vajrayana62	 tradition,	 a	 sub-school	 of
Mahayana	Buddhism,	which	became	dominant	 in	Nepal	 from	 the	 fifteenth	 century.	The
Vajrayana	 tradition	 tends	 to	 stress	 social	 inclusivity	 but	 places	 greater	 emphasis	 on
individual	actions.	It	shares	with	the	Mahayana	tradition	a	focus	more	on	the	acts	of	the
individual63	as	the	basis	for	individual	enlightenment.	As	such,	it	does	not	have	Theravada
Buddhism’s	focus	on	the	wider	polity	as	having	to	be	pure	from	other	influences,	nor	does
it	 stress	 the	 importance	 of	 life	 within	 a	 monastic	 setting	 as	 a	 precondition	 for	 further
spiritual	progression.	For	many	practical	intents	and	purposes,	the	Theravada	tradition	has
little	in	common	with	the	strands	of	contemporary	Tibetan	Buddhism.	Thus,	while	in	the
eyes	 of	 the	West	 the	 Dalai	 Lama	 appears	 to	 speak	 for	 all	 Buddhists,	 in	 contemporary
Myanmar,	 as	 one	 journalist	 argued,	 the	 ‘views	 of	 the	Dalai	 Lama	 are	 equivalent	 to	 the



pope	speaking	to	Protestants’64	in	the	context	of	early	modern	Europe’s	religious	wars.

The	Dalai	Lama	is	not	the	only	person	of	international	renown	to	have	tried	to	contest
the	extremist	narrative,	especially	now	that	the	Buddhist	extremists	are	identifying	anyone
who	 does	 not	 fully	 agree	 with	 them	 as	 traitors.	 Concern	 about	 this	 trend	 has	 led	 UN
Secretary-General	Ban	Ki-moon	to	warn	that	such	groups	risk	‘being	swept	up	by	a	rising
tide	of	extremist	sentiment	against	other	groups	…	This	betrays	the	peaceful	teachings	of
the	 founder,	Lord	Buddha’.	He	 insisted	 that	Myanmar’s	 ‘leaders	must	 speak	out	against
divisive	 incitement	 …	 They	 must	 promote	 interfaith	 harmony.	 And	 they	 must	 stand
against	impunity	for	provocations	and	violence’.65

The	969	Movement
One	important	group	of	Buddhist	monks	is	the	969	Movement.	This	movement	grew	out
of	 the	 1988	 revolt	 and	 is	 still	 currently	 involved	 in	 campaigns	 against	 those	 it	 deems
insufficiently	Burmese.66	Their	fundamental	ideological	principle	is	a	form	of	exaggerated
paranoia	that	it	is	not	enough	that	Buddhism	be	protected	by	a	state	that	is	Buddhist,	for
the	 existence	 of	 other	 religions	 within	 that	 state	 is	 a	 permanent	 threat	 to	 Buddhism’s
continued	 existence.	 In	 consequence,	 the	 969	 Movement	 has	 attacked	 confessional
Muslims	 regardless	 of	 their	 ethnicity	 across	 Myanmar	 in	 pursuit	 of	 its	 goals	 of	 a
religiously	pure	state.

One	 of	 their	 important	 leaders,	 Ashin	 U	Wirathu,	 has	 been	 called	 ‘Buddhism’s	 Bin
Laden’67	due	to	the	extremism	of	his	views.	His	defenders	sometimes	claim	this	label	is
applied	only	due	 to	media	 lies,	as	 ‘the	media	are	all	owned	by	Muslims,	and	 they	paint
only	negative	pictures	of	him’.68	However,	his	publicly	available	speeches	and	YouTube
channels	 leave	 little	 doubt	 as	 to	 his	 true	 views69	 and	 his	 open	 incitement	 of	 violence.
Although	U	Wirathu	is	often	presented	as	the	leader	of	the	969	Movement,	it	is	probably
more	 accurate	 to	 characterise	 him	 as	 leading	 a	 particularly	 influential	 faction	 within	 a
movement	 that	 has	 multiple	 centres	 of	 power	 all	 drawing	 on	 traditions	 from	 within
Theravada	Buddhism.70

While	it	has	had	a	great	deal	of	influence	over	the	developments	in	Myanmar’s	politics
since	2008,	the	969	Movement	is	pressing	for	even	more	illiberal	laws	and	repression	of
the	non-Buddhist	population.	They	are	intent	on	preventing	either	the	NLD	or	the	USDP
moving	to	a	more	humane	policy	and	they	have	recently	started	to	denounce	the	NLD	as
being	insufficiently	anti-Muslim	and	no	longer	protecting	the	Buddhist/Burman	purity	of
Myanmar.71

The	969	Movement,	in	its	extremism,	has	moved	significantly	beyond	what	can	be	seen
as	orthodox	Buddhist	norms.	In	fact,	 it	 is	prepared	 to	acknowledge	 this	and	glory	 in	 the
paradox.	 Thus	 U	Wirathu	 blames	Muslim	 shopkeepers	 for	 inspiring	 him	 to	 call	 on	 his
followers	 to	 boycott	 their	 shops,	 as	 such	 actions	 ‘are	 not	 discrimination’	 but	 done	 to
‘protect	our	people’s	 interests’.72	He	also	 argues	 that	Muslims	already	boycott	Buddhist
shops.	Equally,	the	recent	ban	on	inter-faith	marriage	is	justified	not	in	terms	of	Buddhist
teachings	but	as	a	measure	needed	to	protect	the	Buddhist	community.

In	this	the	969	Movement	draws	inspiration	from	its	co-religionists	in	Sri	Lanka,	who



argue	 that	 violence	 and	 discrimination	 is	 legitimate	 as	 long	 as	 it	 has	 an	 acceptable
purpose.	 In	 both	 cases	 the	 persecution	 of	 a	 different	 religious	 and	 ethnic	 community	 is
justified	 if	 it	 ‘protects’	 Buddhist	 culture.	 Thus	 the	 leaders	 of	 the	 969	Movement	 deny
responsibility	for	violence,	even	as	they	encourage	it,	since	in	their	minds	their	only	goal
is	 to	 promote	 and	 protect	 Buddhism,	 and,	 as	 noted	 above,	 the	 victims	 are	 not	 really
properly	human.

Of	 course,	 in	 this	 way	 they	 can	 advocate	 the	 most	 horrendous	 atrocities	 while
maintaining	that	they	are	not,	in	fact,	advocating	violent	behaviour.	The	monks	are	already
denying	their	responsibility	for	current	events	by	saying	they	have	not	advocated	violence,
but	 can	 argue	 that	 nevertheless	 the	 violence	 that	 has	 occurred	 is	 acceptable.73	 An
argument	they	often	make	is	that	if	there	is	no	intent	to	promote	violence,	say	by	speech,
then	 there	 is	 no	 moral	 responsibility	 if	 that	 speech	 leads	 to	 violence.74	 This	 matters,
because	many	people	in	Myanmar	listen	to	what	the	monks	say	and	respect	their	views,75
giving	their	words	an	importance	it	may	be	hard	to	understand	in	contemporary	Western
society.	Not	least,	as	discussed	below,	extremist	Buddhist	movements	have	become	major
providers	of	basic	education	for	many	of	the	poor.

Even	 beyond	 the	 extremists	 of	 the	 969	 Movement,	 Myanmar	 is	 becoming	 more
religiously	intolerant.	Pressure	from	extremist	Buddhist	groups	led	President	Thein	Sein	to
pass	the	Population	Control	Health	Care	Bill76	which	sets	limits	on	family	sizes	and	which
critics	argue	will	be	applied	only	 to	Muslims.	 In	2014	an	opposition	politician,	Hin	Lin
Oo,	 was	 sent	 to	 jail	 for	 criticising	 the	 969	 Movement,77	 and	 in	 early	 2015	 a	 New
Zealander	 and	 two	 Burmese	 men	 were	 sentenced	 to	 thirty	 months’	 hard	 labour	 for
insulting	Buddhism,78	when	 they	 created	 an	 online	 advert	 for	 a	 bar	which	 depicted	 the
Buddha	wearing	headphones.

The	MaBaTha
More	worryingly,	extremist	Buddhist	groups	are	not	just	organising	public	demonstrations,
but	are	also	 taking	a	growing	degree	of	control	over	 the	country’s	educational	system,79
supplementing	state	schooling	with	Sunday	schools.	The	textbooks	they	use	are	produced
by	the	MaBaTha,	 the	Organisation	for	 the	Protection	of	Race	and	Religion,	a	group	that
seeks	to	discriminate	against	other	religions.

As	Matthew	Walton	has	noted,	this	points	to	the	complexities	of	the	situation	especially
in	 terms	 of	 how	 the	 Buddhists	 are	 perceived	 by	 the	 wider	 population.	 To	 many	 in
Myanmar,	 such	 schools	 are	 important	 because	 of	 their	 Buddhist	 teaching	 rather	 than
because	they	teach	an	anti-Islamic	message.	MaBaTha	is,	in	principle,	primarily	focused
on	protecting	Buddhism	from	what	it	sees	as	threats,	and	not	all	its	senior	members	agree
with	 the	 violently	 anti-Islamic	 message	 promoted	 by	 its	 leadership.80	 Nonetheless,	 the
core	message	coming	from	these	religiously	 inspired	schools	 is	not	one	of	 tolerance	but
one	that	seeks	to	claim	that	Buddhism	is	under	threat	from	Islam.81

The	 MaBaTha,	 in	 conjunction	 with	 the	 969	 Movement,	 also	 runs	 ‘buy	 Buddhist’
campaigns	to	ensure	that	Muslim	businesses	are	boycotted.82	To	promote	this	goal	it	has
shifted	 politically	 to	 create	 a	 parliamentary	 alliance	 with	 the	 USDP	 so	 as	 to	 ensure
discrimination	 is	 enshrined	 in	 legislation.	The	 ‘buy	Buddhist’	 campaign	has	 also	gained



state	 support83	 as	 the	 USDP	 is	 unwilling	 to	 upset	 an	 important	 part	 of	 its	 potential
electorate.

This	 has	 spilled	 over	 into	 a	 campaign	 to	 close	 (mostly	Muslim-run)	 slaughterhouses,
which	stems	from	fear	 that	Muslims	will	eat	all	of	 the	cows	 in	Myanmar	 (thus	harming
agriculture).	 In	 Labutta	 (in	 northern	 Rakhine),	 under	 pressure	 from	 the	 MaBaTha,	 the
local	 authorities	 first	 tried	 to	 prevent	 local	 farmers	 selling	 cows	 to	 some	 Muslim
slaughterhouses,	and	then	refused	these	slaughterhouses	licences	to	operate.	This	hits	both
the	 economic	 livelihood	 of	 the	 Muslim	 community	 in	 the	 area	 and	 their	 religious
practices.	To	the	extremists,	this	is	not	an	attack	on	Muslims	as	such,	but	on	a	critical	way
in	which	Muslim	religious	practice	differs	from	what	is	acceptable	within	Buddhism:	‘We
are	 not	 deliberately	 targeting	 (Muslim)	 businesses.	 They	 would	 kill	 animals	 as	 they
believe	 this	 is	how	 they	gain	merit.	That’s	 the	main	difference	between	us	and	 them’.84
Naturally,	 some	 extremists	 go	 further	 and	 suggest	 that	 the	 Muslims	 only	 run
slaughterhouses	because	‘They	are	practising	how	to	cut	our	throats’.85

The	 MaBaTha	 has	 also	 been	 implicated	 in	 campaigns	 of	 intimidation	 against	 any
Buddhists	who	dare	to	speak	out	against	its	agenda.86	As	with	the	West’s	assumption	that
Aung	 San	 Suu	 Kyi	 is	 beyond	 reproach,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 challenge	 the	 view	 that
Buddhism	is	inherently	non-threatening.	Like	all	religions,	it	can	be	many	things	to	many
people,	 and	 can	 be	 both	 tolerant	 and	 just,	 yet	 also	 can	 lend	 itself	 to	 extremism.	 In
Myanmar,	Sri	Lanka	and	Thailand—where	religion	has	become	confused	with	ethnicity—
it	 can	 be	 used	 as	 an	 excuse	 by	 extremists	 to	 justify	 violence	 against	 those	 of	 different
faiths	or	ethnic	groups.	At	the	moment,	there	is	no	evidence	that	either	the	regime	or	the
opposition	is	prepared	to	stand	up	to	the	Buddhist	extremists,	and	both	have	alliances	with
factions	within	 the	groups	of	 extremist	monks.87	As	 one	Burmese	 journalist	 noted,	 ‘the
two	 strongest	 institutions	 in	 our	 country—the	 military	 and	 monk	 organisations—are
driven	 by	 men,	 and	 promote	 nationalism	 and	 religion.	 That	 influences	 our	 media
coverage’.88

The	 prejudice	 against	 the	 Rohingyas	 runs	 deep	 in	 the	 Buddhist	 community	 at	 the
moment.	And	 in	a	perverse	example	of	how	even	 the	most	benign	religious	 idea	can	be
twisted	 to	 serve	 an	 agenda	 of	 intolerance,	 many	 Buddhists	 justify	 the	 suffering	 of	 the
Rohingyas	in	terms	of	reincarnation:	if	their	lives	are	so	awful	now	it	is	due	to	their	sins	in
past	lives.89

However,	 there	is	another	aspect	 to	the	MaBaTha	that	 is	 increasingly	coming	to	light.
The	reason	why	a	movement	that	did	not	exist	before	2010	is	now	so	influential	is	that	it	is
funded	 and	 supported	 by	 the	 regime.90	 Monks	 who	 were	 arrested	 during	 the	 Saffron
Revolution	 have	 been	 offered	 money	 and	 state	 patronage	 to	 join	 the	 MaBaTha	 and
promote	its	core	message	of	hatred	of	all	Muslims.

Alternative	voices	in	contemporary	Myanmar
The	material	above	may	give	the	impression	that	anti-Rohingya	racism	is	now	the	norm	in
Myanmar.	 It	 certainly	 is	 depressingly	 common.	 However,	 as	 in	 all	 societies,	 many	 are
prepared	 to	 speak	 out	 against	 racism	 and	 bigotry.	 Similarly	 in	 Myanmar,	 some	 brave
citizens	have	spoken	out	against	the	conflation	of	Buddhism	with	anti-Muslim	prejudice.91



Networks	 such	 as	 Pan	 Zagar	 have	 courageously	 taken	 on	 the	 extremists,	 explicitly
rejecting	the	969	Movement’s	fusion	of	being	Buddhist	and	hatred	of	Islam.92	Pan	Zagar
has	 explicitly	 called	 for	 action	 against	 hate	 speech,	 and	 unlike	 the	 monks	 of	 the	 969
Movement,	accept	there	is	a	link	between	speech	and	actions:	‘Let’s	watch	what	we	say	so
that	hate	between	mankind	does	not	proliferate’93	 has	become	one	of	 their	 key	 slogans.
This	forms	part	of	a	slowly	emerging	counter	narrative	to	that	of	the	969	Movement,	for
example	as	captured	by	another	popular	slogan:	‘Don’t	spark	hatred	with	your	words’.94

Such	dissent	can	have	personal	consequences,	especially	when	the	969	Movement	calls
its	 opponents	 ‘fake	 countrymen’	 and	 ‘traitors	 on	 national	 affairs’.95	 As	 a	 result,	 some
report	 feeling	 intimidated	 into	keeping	quiet,	a	worrying	sign	 in	a	country	sitting	on	 the
edge	of	genocide:
About	a	year	ago,	a	friend	in	my	neighbourhood	put	stickers	on	his	van	that	said:	‘I	will	not	be	the	cause	of	racial	or
religious	conflict.’	A	little	later,	he	peeled	them	off.	‘I	was	worried	people	would	be	angry	or	violent	towards	me	when
they	 saw	 the	 sticker,’	 he	 said.	 ‘The	 van	 is	 for	 business.’	Who	 would	 I	 be	 to	 disagree?	 The	 stickers	 were	 from	 a
campaign	organized	by	youth	groups	opposing	 the	spread	of	 religious	violence	 following	 the	 riots	 in	Meiktila.	My
friend	supports	his	family	by	driving	that	van.96

Other	instances	of	civil	groups	challenging	the	969	Movement	include	women’s	groups
who	opposed	the	proposed	ban	on	inter-faith	marriage	as	an	assault	on	women’s	rights97	in
contradiction	 of	 the	 969	 claims	 that	 such	 laws	 were	 essential	 to	 protect	 women	 from
Muslim	violence.	In	this	case,	Suu	Kyi	actually	did	meet	the	activists,	but	those	standing
up	to	the	969	Movement	continued	to	receive	death	threats.98

Others	too	are	speaking	out.	Journalist	and	filmmaker	Mon	Mon	Myat	has	spoken	about
the	need	to	respect	all	Myanmar’s	ethnic	communities	in	the	move	towards	democracy.99
Equally	 I	 met	 a	 number	 of	 journalists	 who	 work	 in	 Myanmar	 who	 told	 me	 that	 the
government	now	feels	that	some	extremist	monks	have	gone	too	far100	but,	like	the	NLD,
it	may	no	longer	be	in	a	position	to	challenge	them	directly.	As	we	have	seen,	the	regime
has	an	ambiguous	view	of	 international	pressure,	but	would	 like	 to	 see	 the	EU	and	UN
sanctions	lifted	so	they	can	continue	the	vital	business	of	making	money	for	themselves.

This	does	indicate	that	the	‘vision’	for	Buddhism	espoused	by	the	969	Movement	and
MaBaTha—the	paranoid	vision	that	if	Myanmar	is	to	have	a	Buddhist	future,	this	must	be
grounded	on	the	exclusion	of	all	non-Buddhist	groups—is	not	going	uncontested	even	in
the	 current	 climate.	That	 is	 no	 small	 feat.	But	 that	will	 be	 far	 from	 sufficient	 as	 things
stand.	One	 problem	 in	 imagining	 a	Myanmar	where	Buddhism	 is	 secure	 enough	 to	 co-
exist	with	other	 faiths	 is	 the	 lack	of	an	alternative	perspective	from	the	main	opposition
party,	 the	NLD.	This	 is	 the	most	disappointing	 fact	about	 the	situation	 in	Myanmar,	but
perhaps	 also	 the	 area	where	 the	 international	 community	may	 find	 that	 it	 has	 the	most
leverage	 to	 improve	 the	 situation	 of	 the	 Rohingyas,	 and	 also	 those	 of	 other	 victimised
groups.

There	 is	 also	 dissent	 from	within	 the	 Buddhist	 community	 against	 the	 extremists.	 A
practical	 example	 of	 the	 potential	 limits	 to	 the	 969	 Movement’s	 power	 took	 place	 at
Lashio,	just	north	of	Mandalay,	in	2013.	While	the	role	of	the	Buddhist	establishment	is
mostly	 one	 of	 condoning	 or	 encouraging	 persecution,	 this	 was	 an	 instance	 where	 the
Buddhist	community	played	a	positive	role.	An	outburst	of	inter-communal	violence	was



triggered	 when	 a	 Muslim	 man	 set	 fire	 to	 a	 Buddhist	 woman	 after	 dousing	 her	 with
gasoline.101	 The	 ensuing	 violence	 saw	 one	 Muslim	 killed	 and	 numerous	 Muslim
businesses	and	houses	burnt	to	the	ground.	To	escape,	local	Muslims	received	help	from
the	 local	 army	who	 took	 them	 to	 a	monastery	where	 they	were	 fed,102	 and	 the	monks
intervened	 to	 protect	Muslims	 from	 further	 physical	 violence.103	 Equally,	 unlike	 during
similar	 events	 in	Rakhine,	 the	army	and	police	moved	 to	 restore	order	 the	day	after	 the
riots	and	arrested	twenty-five	locals	for	carrying	out	acts	of	violence.

There	seems	little	doubt	that	the	reason	why	an	isolated	act	of	madness	resulted	in	a	full
blown	 orgy	 of	 intercommunity	 violence	 was	 the	 environment	 of	 interreligious	 mistrust
stoked	by	 the	969	Movement.104	Nevertheless,	 the	events	at	Lashio	expose	many	of	 the
contradictions	in	contemporary	Myanmar.	Many	monks	have	chosen	instead	to	stress	the
traditions	of	peace	and	tolerance	within	their	religion.105

This	is	one	example	of	the	dissent	to	the	969	Movement	and	the	MaBaTha	from	within
the	Buddhist	monastic	communities.	Others	have	occurred.	In	2014	some	monks	worked
with	the	local	Muslim	community	in	Mandalay	to	defuse	tensions	and	promote	inter-faith
relations.106	Near	Meikhtila	some	monks	also	opened	 their	monastery	 to	offer	shelter	 to
Muslims	 being	 attacked	 by	 supporters	 of	 the	 969	Movement.	 Importantly,	 there	 is	 also
evidence	 that	 this	 reflects	 a	generational	 divide,	with	older	monks	who	 took	part	 in	 the
1988	 revolt	 being	 more	 likely	 to	 speak	 out	 against	 the	 969	 Movement	 than	 younger
monks.	Sitagu	Sayadaw,	a	 senior	monk	who	was	 imprisoned	 in	1988,	has,	 for	example,
criticised	 those	 advocating	 violence	 and	 spoken	 out	 in	 favour	 of	 interreligious	 peace
initiatives.107

International	politics	since	2010
There	has	been	an	important	international	dimension	to	Myanmar’s	domestic	politics	since
2010.	 In	 particular,	 the	 regime	 has	 gained	much	 from	 appearing	 to	 allow	 a	 democratic
transition	and	to	accept	the	NLD	as	a	democratic	alternative.	This	has	seen	EU	sanctions
lifted,	other	sanctions	reduced	and	a	massive	influx	of	foreign	investment.

Post-2010,	Myanmar’s	international	links	have	expanded,	but	in	essence	the	focus	has
continued	 to	 be	 on	 trade	 rather	 than	 significant	 political	 engagement	 with	 the	 outside
world.	Capital	 inflows	 have	 increased	 from	$320m	 in	 2009–10	 to	 $1.42bn	 in	 2012–13,
and	 then	 to	an	estimated	$5bn	 in	2014–15.108	The	 largest	 share	 of	 this	 investment	 is	 in
telecommunications,	 followed	by	oil	and	gas,	 real	estate	and	 tourism.	 In	addition	 to	 this
massive	 expansion	 of	 much-needed	 investment,	 the	 current	 regime	 benefits	 from	 the
lifting	of	sanctions	and	a	generally	positive	international	reputation.	And	it	is	reaping	the
economic	dividends—though	the	benefits	are	going	to	the	military	rulers,	not	the	bulk	of
the	population.

However,	 even	with	 states	 like	 India	 and	China,	 tensions	 remain.	 India	 has	 concerns
about	 the	security	of	 the	poorly	delineated	border	between	the	 two	countries,109	and	has
taken	 in	 a	 number	 of	Rohingya	 refugees.	 India	was	 active	 in	Burma	 even	 before	 2007,
primarily	building	infrastructure	and	in	terms	of	oil	and	gas	extraction.110	However,	it	now
has	concerns	that	the	repression	in	Rakhine	threatens	the	security	of	the	region	around	the
Bay	 of	 Bengal.	 To	 India,	Myanmar	 is	 a	major	 trading	 opportunity,	 and	 it	 hopes	 that	 a



successful	 transition	 to	 democracy	 will	 ease	 a	 number	 of	 problems,	 but	Myanmar	 also
continues	to	be	a	theatre	for	India’s	ongoing	dispute	with	China111	as	both	powers	tussle
for	trading	dominance.

China,	 while	 essentially	 supportive	 of	 the	 regime,	 wishes	 to	 see	 the	 conflicts	 in	 the
northern	provinces	ended,	in	part	to	ease	the	creation	of	communication	links,	but	also	to
reduce	 the	 flow	of	 refugees	 into	China.112	 In	 pursuit	 of	 this	 goal,	China	has	 effectively
become	a	part	of	the	events	driving	the	various	ethnic	conflicts	in	northern	Myanmar.113	A
wider	 issue	 is	 that	 it	 is	often	Chinese-funded	 investment	projects	 fuelling	 local	disputes
about	 land	 ownership	 across	Myanmar,114	 in	 effect	 destabilising	 the	 very	 regime	China
relies	on	to	safeguard	its	investments.	Both	the	recent	conflict	involving	the	Kachin	and	an
escalation	 of	 tension	 in	 the	 Shan	 region	 are	 connected	 to	 major	 Chinese	 infrastructure
projects.	China	seems	to	be	playing	favourites	among	the	armed	groups	in	the	region	as	it
seeks	to	safeguard	its	border,	its	investments,	and	the	transport	links	being	developed	from
China	 to	 the	Bay	 of	 Bengal.	 In	 an	 echo	 of	 the	 ‘Burma	Road’	 used	 to	 send	 supplies	 to
China	during	World	War	II,115	Myanmar	is	now	seen	by	China	‘as	the	bridge	to	the	Bay	of
Bengal	and	the	waters	beyond’.116	From	this	point	of	view,	the	only	reason	China	might
worry	about	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	is	if	the	situation	threatens	their	commercial
interests.

More	widely,	China	has	been	described	 as	 the	 ‘elephant	 in	 the	 room’117	with	 a	 ‘firm
reach	 into	almost	 all	 corners	of	Myanmar	 society’.118	 Practically,	 the	Chinese	 appear	 to
strongly	 support	 the	 military	 rulers	 and	 have	 no	 reason	 to	 support	 democratic	 change.
However,	recently,	they	have	started	to	court	the	NLD	and	they	invited	Aung	San	Suu	Kyu
to	Beijing	in	July	2015.119	This	may	have	been	a	pragmatic	preparation	for	the	outcome	of
the	November	2015	elections.	China	now	has	long-term	interests	in	Myanmar,	as	creating
the	 necessary	 transport	 infrastructure	 in	 the	 country	 would	 allow	 it	 to	 link	 landlocked
provinces	such	as	Yunnan	to	the	sea.120	Safeguarding	these	projects	 is	probably	of	more
importance	 to	 the	Chinese	 than	 the	 actual	make	up	of	 the	government	 in	Myanmar—as
long	as	that	government	can	deliver	the	required	level	of	security.

Elsewhere,	authoritarian	regimes	have	found	China	a	willing	partner	when	they	wish	to
avoid	 Western	 pressure	 around	 human	 rights	 and	 corruption.121	 This	 matters,	 as	 US–
Chinese	dynamics	are	becoming	increasingly	important	for	the	future	of	Myanmar.	If	both
China	and	the	US	perceive	 themselves	 to	be	 in	a	zero-sum	game	for	 influence,	 this	will
dampen	 either	 state’s	 willingness	 to	 really	 challenge	 the	 regime	 over	 human	 rights
abuses122	 for	fear	 that	 the	other	power	will	step	 into	 the	vacuum.	There	 is	evidence	that
the	US	is	more	 than	prepared	 to	do	a	deal	with	 the	existing	military	 in	 return	for	vague
promises	 of	 reform.123	 The	 US	 wants	 listening	 bases	 along	 the	 Andaman	 Sea,	 while
China’s	 expansion	 into	 this	 region	 fits	with	 its	other	 initiatives	 to	 establish	 control	over
Asian	trade	routes,	such	as	its	massive	investment	in	Karachi,	Pakistan.124

Myanmar’s	formal	move	towards	democracy	has	led	to	increasing	contacts	between	the
Burmese	 leadership	 and	 the	US.	Hillary	Clinton	 visited	 in	November	 2011,	 and	British
Prime	 Minister	 David	 Cameron	 followed	 soon	 afterwards.	 This	 led	 to	 British	 and	 US
pressure	to	lift	EU	and	UN	sanctions	in	2012.	That	year	also	saw	visits	to	the	country	from
Tony	Blair,	EU	Commission	President	José	Manuel	Barroso	and,	in	November,	President



Obama	(this	visit	coincided	with	the	announcement	of	an	independent	inquiry	into	events
in	Rakhine).	 In	all	 the	 international	 rivalries	and	competition	 for	 trade,	 the	plight	of	 the
Rohingyas	 is	 easily	 overlooked.	 President	 Obama	 did	 mention	 the	 2012	 massacres	 in
Rakhine	 when	 he	 visited,	 but	 this	 was	 one	 sentence	 in	 a	 speech	 that	 otherwise
concentrated	 on	 praising	 the	military	 and	 the	 opposition	 for	managing	 the	 transition	 to
democracy.

The	 EU	 has	 been	 another	 international	 actor	 with	 interests	 in	 Myanmar.	 It	 imposed
sanctions	after	the	1990	crackdown,	but	since	2011	it	has	clearly	decided	that	encouraging
the	regime	is	the	only	valid	strategy.125	As	we	shall	see,	it	was	very	quick	to	absolve	the
regime	of	any	responsibility	in	 the	2012	ethnic	violence	in	Rakhine126	and	subsequently
lifted	all	its	sanctions	(apart	from	those	connected	to	arms	sales).127	Since	then	it	has	been
a	 major	 donor,	 in	 particular	 of	 help	 that	 it	 believes	 will	 assist	 the	 transition	 to	 full
democracy.128	Pragmatically,	compared	with	the	US,	India	and	China,	the	EU	is	a	minor
actor	in	Myanmar,	but	it	does	set	the	tone	of	the	response	of	the	international	community.
As	 we	 will	 see,	 there	 are	 strong	 grounds	 for	 arguing	 that	 this	 belief	 in	 a	 gradual	 but
inevitable	 transition	 to	 democracy	 that	 will	 benefit	 all	 the	 citizens	 of	 Myanmar	 is
flawed.129

The	US	is	clearly	unhappy	about	the	continued	North	Korean	presence,	but	the	fact	that
the	Myanmar	regime	seems	content	to	ignore	this	is	indicative	of	its	strong	resistance	to
influence.130

Another	 important	 set	 of	 external	 relations	 is	 with	 ASEAN.	 This	 regional	 grouping
tends	to	emphasise	the	concept	of	non-interference	in	members’	affairs.	This	has	led	to	an
unwillingness	 to	criticise	Myanmar	even	if,	mostly	due	to	a	range	of	 territorial	disputes,
Myanmar	 has	 rarely	 played	 an	 active	 role	 in	 the	 group.	 An	 important	 reward	 for	 the
relatively	free	2012	by-elections	and	the	apparent	acceptance	of	the	NLD	as	a	legitimate
opposition	 was	 that	 Myanmar	 became	 chair	 of	 ASEAN	 in	 2014	 for	 the	 first	 time.
However,	 the	2015	 refugee	 crisis	 (discussed	 in	 the	next	chapter)	 led	 to	 a	 breakdown	 in
relations.	In	effect,	Myanmar’s	policies	were	threatening	the	security	of	other	states,	and
Malaysia	 in	particular	 firmly	placed	 the	blame	for	 the	crisis	on	Myanmar’s	 treatment	of
the	Rohingyas.	The	criticisms	were	direct,	and	included	demands	for	the	Rohingyas	to	be
granted	citizenship.131	Myanmar,	perhaps	not	surprisingly,	 refused,	and	its	 relations	with
ASEAN	have	reverted	to	being	limited	to	attendance	at	formal	meetings.

Myanmar’s	 interactions	with	ASEAN	are	 perhaps	 indicative	 of	 its	wider	 approach	 to
international	 relations.	 As	 a	 group,	 ASEAN	 is	 worried	 about	 China’s	 rise	 to	 regional
dominance:	while	they	welcome	the	trade	and	economic	development	opportunities,	they
fear	the	spread	of	Chinese	power.132	On	a	number	of	occasions,	Myanmar	has	traded	on
this	fear	when	ASEAN	places	it	under	pressure.	In	effect,	Myanmar	has	forced	ASEAN	to
minimise	criticism	on	the	grounds	that	this	will	drive	the	regime	to	become	less	dependent
on	its	ASEAN	links	and	more	reliant	on	China.133

This	indicates	that	the	regime	may	well	like	to	have	multiple	partners	and	is	not	worried
if	they	have	conflicting	goals.	If	China	and	the	US	were	not	competing	with	one	another	in
Myanmar,	one	or	the	other	might	be	more	willing	to	take	steps	to	criticise	the	regime	and
perhaps	punish	it	for	ongoing	human	rights	abuses.	North	Korea	in	this	sense	is	an	ideal



bargaining	 card.	 It	 provides	 something	 very	 useful	 to	 the	 regime	 (arms	 sales),	 and	 its
influence	can	be	used	as	an	implicit	threat	to	all	of	the	US,	India	and	China—in	effect,	can
they	risk	antagonising	the	Myanmar	regime	if	it	will	then	turn	to	a	closer	link	with	North
Korea?

The	shifts	 in	 international	relations	reflect	a	convenient	narrative	available	 to	Western
leaders.	Myanmar	 is	 on	 the	 road	 to	 some	 form	of	 democracy,	 the	 economy	 is	 open	 for
foreign	investment	and	there	is	a	media-friendly	opposition	leader	available.	Myanmar	is
now	seen	as	an	opportunity	and	many	states,	both	regional	and	international,	are	keen	to
exploit	 the	mineral	wealth	of	 the	country.134	And	whatever	problems	we	see	 today,	 they
can	be	dismissed	as	nothing	more	than	bumps	along	the	road	as	Myanmar	moves	towards
democracy,	liberalism	and	Western	values.

Thein	Sein	has	clearly	benefitted	from	his	apparently	reformist	policies.	Foreign	Policy
named	him	 ‘Thinker	of	 the	Year’	 in	2012,	and	UN	Secretary-General	Ban	Ki-moon	has
praised	his	‘vision,	leadership	and	courage	to	put	Myanmar	on	the	path	to	change’.135	As
such,	the	relative	liberalism	of	the	period	2011–14	(a	period	without	any	electoral	events
that	 could	 threaten	 USDP	 control)	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 deliberate	 strategy	 designed	 to
maximise	international	investment	and	gain	legitimacy.

There	is	evidence	this	has	worked	so	far.	Many	external	bodies	seem	to	want	to	believe
that	Myanmar	is	becoming	more	democratic	and	any	problems	are	the	minor	setbacks	that
accompany	the	process	of	moving	from	an	authoritarian	regime	to	a	democratic	one.	This
is	a	dangerous	assumption	and	the	reality	remains	that	Myanmar’s	future	success	depends
on	it	respecting	the	rights	of	all	of	its	citizens,	especially	those	from	the	most	persecuted
groups.136	As	the	refugee	outflows	in	2015	have	shown,	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas
has	the	capacity	to	undermine	the	stability	of	much	of	the	neighbouring	region.	Progress	is
not	just	about	the	convenient	veneer	of	regular	elections.

Still,	 the	fact	 that	recent	years	have	seen	substantial	flows	of	international	capital	 into
Myanmar	is	hugely	significant,	because	it	gives	the	international	community	leverage	to
comment	on	 the	country’s	domestic	politics,	and	allows	us	 to	 intervene	on	behalf	of	 the
oppressed	 minorities—should	 we	 commit	 to	 doing	 so.	 All	 regimes	 take	 some	 note	 of
international	 opinion—and	 at	 this	 point	 in	 their	 history	 specifically,	 Myanmar	 is	 more
responsive	to	international	opinion	than	at	any	time	since	it	has	gained	independence.	At
the	moment,	in	the	rush	to	praise	the	limited	moves	towards	democracy137	and	to	ensure	a
share	of	 the	 investment	boom,	 foreign	 states	 are	not	 fulfilling	 their	moral,	 and	arguably
legal	 (under	 UN	 legislation),	 obligation	 of	 holding	 the	 regime	 to	 account	 for	 ongoing
abuses	against	minorities.

As	in	other	recent	instances	of	genocide,	such	as	Rwanda,	international	indifference	to
the	realities	of	a	country	is	dangerous.	If	the	regime	feels	it	has	no	reason	to	fear	external
pressure,	 it	 is	more	 likely	 to	 indulge	 in	 further,	 perhaps	 escalated,	 repression.	Rohingya
activists	 are	 clear	 that	 the	 Myanmar	 regime	 will	 only	 agree	 to	 intervene	 against	 their
persecution	 if	 threatened	 by	 international	 sanctions.	 To	 the	 regime,	 building	 up	 the
economy	is	the	means	to	a	strong	military.	As	one	activist	told	me,	‘When	I	talk	to	the	…
people	with	the	ruling	party	…	their	interest	is	to	…	make	Myanmar	economically	strong
[because]	if	the	economy’s	not	strong,	defence	is	not	strong.	Because	they	love	the	word



of	a	British	defence	minister.	Defence	minister	of	Myanmar	quoted	 the	word	of	defence
minister	of	UK.	He	says,	‘Without	good	economy	…	strong	defence	is	not	possible’.138

The	regime’s	logic,	and	its	vulnerability,	 is	clear.	It	wants	a	strong	economy	so	that	 it
can	act	as	it	wants	without	fear	of	external	pressure.139	The	current	regime	does	not	want
economic	 growth	 to	 benefit	 the	 bulk	 of	 Myanmar’s	 people.	 Nevertheless,	 it	 might	 be
prepared	 to	 recognise	 the	 Rohingyas	 if	 it	 believes	 this	 is	 needed	 to	 secure	 economic
growth.140	It	is	aware	of	external	debates,	and	the	need	to	at	least	avoid	open	conflict	with
external	powers.	As	one	Rohingya	activist	put	 it,	 ‘if	we	stop	international	pressure,	 they
will	 relax.	 So	 at	 the	 one	 side,	 international	 pressure	 should	 continue,	 I	 fully	 agree	with
that’.141	As	I	will	argue	later	in	this	book,	at	the	moment	the	international	community	has
more	leverage	over	the	regime	than	it	seems	prepared	to	use.	This	indifference	may	well
have	fatal	results.



4

IMPLICATIONS	FOR	THE	ROHINGYAS	(2008–2015)

As	 noted	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 the	 2008	Constitution	 actually	 strengthened	 the	 1982
Constitution’s	 denial	 of	 citizenship	 to	 the	 Rohingyas.	 Moreover,	 after	 1988	 the	 NLD
formed	 a	 close	 alliance	 with	 the	 regional	 ethnic	 Rakhine	 parties.	 Even	 in	 the	 1990
elections,	these	parties	were	arguing	for	the	expulsion	of	the	Rohingyas	from	the	north	of
the	 province.1	 Increasingly,	 the	 local	 Rakhine	 population	 has	 backed	 these	 ethnically-
based	regional	parties2	rather	than	those	that	operate	at	a	national	level,	and	this	has	given
politics	within	 the	 state	 a	 set	 of	 dynamics	different	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 country.	With	one
major	 community	 (the	 Rohingyas)	 effectively	 disbarred	 from	 the	 electoral	 process,	 the
stage	is	left	clear	for	Rakhine	extremists.3

The	Arakan	National	Party	(ANP)	was	formed	in	2013	from	a	merger	of	 the	Rakhine
Nationalities	 Development	 Party	 (RNDP)	 and	 the	 Arakan	 League	 for	 Democracy.	 By
2015	 this	 alliance	 had	 broken	 apart	 due	 to	 the	 ambitions	 of	 senior	 politicians,	 and	 the
RNDP	is	once	more	a	separate	party	(although	the	bulk	of	the	membership	stayed	in	the
ANP).	However,	regardless	of	the	label	they	campaign	under,	these	politicians	have	been
heavily	implicated	in	the	2012	and	subsequent	massacres	and	persecution	of	Rohingyas.4

Politics	and	administration	in	Rakhine
Geographically,	Rakhine	occupies	the	same	area	as	Arakan	did	before	the	British	conquest
in	1826.5	 In	ethnic	violence	 in	1942,	 the	previously	mixed	population	of	Rohingyas	and
Rakhine	became	separated.	The	bulk	of	 the	Rohingyas	now	live	 in	 the	northern	districts
(Maungdaw,	Buthidaung	and	Rathedaung)	and	around	the	major	port	of	Sittwe,	while	the
rest	of	the	province	is	mostly	populated	by	ethnic	Rakhine	(see	Figure	10).

Unlike	 in	 the	 rest	 of	 Myanmar,	 local	 parties—the	 RNDP	 and	 the	 ANP—dominate
Rakhine	politics:6	 the	USDP	is	represented	where	there	is	a	significant	military	presence
but	lacks	a	substantial	popular	base.	Another	difference	is	that	the	move	to	democracy	has
been	even	more	partial	than	in	the	rest	of	the	country.	The	military	remains	completely	in
control	of	the	civilian	administration,	as	a	Rohingya	activist	explained	to	me—‘There’s	no
democracy	in	this	township’—and	the	administrators	are	those	‘who	were	administrator[s]
during	the	time	of	the	military	regime.	They	are	re-appointed.	…	So	all	people	are	under
the	administration	of	[the]	military	and	their	party	administrator,	 township	administrator.
Where	is	the	democracy?’7

Within	Rakhine,	many	of	the	monasteries	are	also	in	close	alliance	with	the	RNDP	and



ANP.8	This	 gives	 the	Buddhist	 extremists	 a	much	 closer	 hold	 over	 the	 political	 process
here	 than	 they	 have	 elsewhere	 in	 Myanmar.	 When	 a	 charity	 wished	 to	 work	 with	 the
monasteries	to	perform	surgery	to	help	local	children	with	cleft	lips,	this	was	refused	when
they	also	wanted	to	treat	children	from	the	Rohingya	community.9

In	the	period	between	2008	and	2012	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	was	continuous,
and	 a	 US	 government	 report10	 noted	 that	 this	 had	 a	 particularly	 religious	 aspect.	 The
period	saw	the	destruction	of	many	mosques	which,	it	was	claimed,	had	been	built	without
proper	permission,	and	saw	the	creation	of	‘Muslim	Free	Areas’	in	some	parts	of	the	state.
In	addition,	Buddhist	pagodas	have	been	built	in	areas	with	no	Buddhist	population,	often
using	Rohingya	forced	labour,	and	there	is	an	ongoing	campaign	to	entice	conversion	to
Buddhism	by	lifting	restrictions	on	travel,	work	and	schooling	for	those	who	agree	to	do
so.11	In	effect,	those	Rohingya	prepared	to	change	their	religion	received	the	same	rights
as	other	citizens.

This	continuation	of	earlier	policies	of	discrimination,	 including	restrictions	on	family
size	and	travel,	reflects	the	RNDP’s	determination	to	force	the	Rohingyas	out	of	Myanmar.
On	the	most	generous	of	interpretations,	neither	the	NLD	nor	the	military	were	prepared	to
challenge	 this	policy;	 in	 reality	 they	became	complicit	 in	 allowing	 the	RNDP	 to	 set	 the
tone	of	debate	within	Rakhine.	The	continuous	use	of	 ethnic	 tensions	as	a	political	 tool
came	to	a	head	in	2012.

The	2012	massacres
The	 events	 of	 2012	 can	 only	 be	 described	 as	 an	 attempt	 at	 ethnic	 cleansing	 seeking	 to
drive	 the	Rohingyas	either	out	of	 the	country,	or,	at	 the	 least,	 from	their	homes	and	into
internal	refugee	camps.12	The	initial	violence	started	in	June	2012	in	four	townships	and
spread	 to	 nine	 more	 in	 October,	 as	 initial	 acts	 of	 random	 violence	 was	 turned	 into	 a
systematic	attempt	to	force	the	Rohingyas	to	leave	the	state.13

The	events	in	June	commenced	after	the	rape	and	murder	of	a	Rakhine	woman	by	three
Muslims14	in	late	May.	On	3	June,	a	large	group	of	Rakhine	Buddhists	stopped	a	bus	and
killed	 the	 ten	 Muslims	 who	 were	 travelling	 on	 board.	 Following	 this,	 the	 violence
escalated	 to	 attacks	 on	 a	 number	 of	 villages	 and	 both	 communities	 were	 victims	 and
aggressors	in	this	phase,	with	armed	mobs	carrying	out	acts	of	murder	and	arson.

At	the	start,	local	security	forces,	especially	the	police	(who	are	dominated	by	Rakhine
Buddhists)	stood	to	one	side,	but	later	some	officials	joined	in	the	attacks	to	burn	Muslim
villages.15	 In	contrast,	 at	 least	 in	a	 few	 instances,	 the	army	 tried	 to	 stop	 the	violence	or
protect	fleeing	Muslims.	But	more	often,	they	either	stood	aside,	or	actively	joined	in	with
the	attacks.16	After	the	June	events	had	died	down,	the	army	dumped	the	bodies	of	some
Rohingyas	close	to	a	refugee	camp:
None	of	the	bodies	were	identified.	Local	residents	took	photographs	showing	some	victims	who	had	been	‘hogtied’
with	 string	or	plastic	 strips	before	being	executed.	By	 leaving	 the	bodies	near	 a	 camp	 for	displaced	Rohingya,	 the
soldiers	 were	 sending	 a	 message—consistent	 with	 a	 policy	 of	 ethnic	 cleansing—that	 the	 Rohingya	 should	 leave
permanently.17

Despite	 the	evidence	of	military	and	police	 involvement	 in	 the	riots,	both	 the	EU	and



the	US	praised	the	regime	for	its	even-handed	approach	to	containing	the	violence.18	The
EU	Foreign	Affairs	Commissioner,	Catherine	Ashton,	 felt	moved	 to	 claim,	 ‘We	believe
that	 the	 security	 forces	 are	 handling	 this	 difficult	 intercommunal	 violence	 in	 an
appropriate	way.	We	welcome	 the	priority	which	 the	Myanmar	government	 is	 giving	 to
dealing	with	all	ethnic	conflicts’.19

In	reality,	after	the	June	violence	the	state	refused	to	help	those	who	had	suffered	or	to
investigate	 allegations	 of	 security	 forces’	 involvement.20	 Instead,	 President	 Thein	 Sein
called	 for	Rohingyas,	 once	 again	described	 as	 ‘illegal’	 non-citizens,	 to	 be	 transferred	 to
other	countries.21	This	statement	effectively	called	for	the	forced	deportation	of	an	entire
community.	This	demand	has	been	 repeated	 ever	 since	 and	 is	 now	a	 regular	 part	 of	 the
rhetoric	 of	 the	 extremists.	 As	 we	 will	 see,	 the	 desire	 to	 push	 the	 Rohingyas	 out	 of
Myanmar	has	been	one	cause	of	the	2015	refugee	crisis.	The	goal	of	expulsion	is	shared
by	most	Rakhine	community	leaders	and	this	pattern	of	blaming	the	Rohingyas	for	their
own	persecution	has	become	the	standard	response	of	the	Myanmar	authorities.

By	the	end	of	June	the	first	wave	of	spontaneous	violence	died	down.	In	the	meantime
President	Sein	established	a	committee	to	investigate	the	June	events	and	‘find	solutions
for	communities	with	different	religious	groups	to	live	together	in	harmony’.22	In	a	speech
at	 the	 end	 of	 August	 he	 suggested	 that	 the	 Rakhine	 bore	 responsibility	 for	 the	 June
violence,	stating	that	‘political	parties,	some	monks,	and	some	individuals	are	increasing
the	 ethnic	 hatred’.23	 However,	 when	 his	 commission	 finally	 reported	 in	 July	 2013	 it
blamed	 the	 Rohingyas	 for	 harming	 the	 good	 name	 of	 Myanmar	 with	 the	 international
community24	and	said	nothing	about	state	complicity	in	the	violence.

Unfortunately,	 the	 June	 events	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 simply	 a	 prelude	 to	 a	 larger	wave	 of
attacks	in	October.	After	the	first	wave	of	violence,	Buddhist	monks	circulated	pamphlets
demanding	that	ethnic	Rakhine	cease	all	economic	ties	with	the	Rohingyas,	ordering	them
not	to	sell	them	goods	or	associate	with	them.	The	pamphlets	claimed	that	the	Rohingyas
were	planning	the	‘extinction	of	the	Arakanese’25	as	they	were	‘stealing	our	land,	drinking
our	water,	and	killing	our	people.	They	are	eating	our	rice	and	staying	near	our	houses.	So
we	 will	 separate.	 We	 don’t	 want	 any	 connection	 to	 the	 Muslim	 people	 at	 all’.26	 This
campaign	 was	 widespread,	 seeking	 to	 isolate	 the	 Rohingyas	 economically	 and	 socially
while	at	the	same	time	claiming	they	represented	a	mortal	threat	to	the	Rakhine.	In	effect,
there	were	twin	demands	that	the	Rohingyas	go	‘home’	(that	is,	to	Bangladesh)	and	that,	if
they	stayed,	they	should	be	isolated	within	Rakhine	province.	One	monk	told	the	BBC	that
‘around	 the	world	 there	are	many	Muslim	countries.	They	should	go	 there.	The	Muslim
countries	will	take	care	of	them.	They	should	go	to	countries	with	the	same	religion’.27

The	 monks	 organised	 in	 conjunction	 with	 the	 RNDP,28	 led	 by	 Aye	 Maung,	 and
cooperated	with	other	local	political	parties	and	community	groups.29	The	RNDP	seems	to
have	been	the	driving	force	calling	for	the	Rohingyas	to	be	‘temporarily’	relocated	so	that
they	would	not	live	near	the	Rakhine,	before	being	transferred	to	neighbouring	countries.
The	RNDP	even	attacked	those	members	of	its	own	Rakhine	community	who	continued	to
deal	with	the	Rohingyas30	and	stoked	fear	 that	 the	Rohingyas,	 in	 league	with	Al-Qaeda,
planned	 to	 massacre	 the	 Buddhist	 majority.	 These	 claims	 were	 supplemented	 with
rumours	that	arms	and	ammunition	were	being	stored	in	mosques	and	that	the	regime	was



too	 scared	 to	 protect	 the	 local	 community.31	 These	 arguments	 became	 widely	 believed
among	the	Rakhine	and	were	also	broadcast	on	state-controlled	radio.32

Social	media	has	become	important	in	Burma	and	forms	a	major	source	of	information
for	many.	Many	stories	start	as	social	media	reports	and	are	then	subsequently	reported	in
the	print	media.33	 Thus	 hatred	 is	 stirred	 up	 online	 and	 then	 repeated	 by	 the	 press.	One
unedifying	 example	 of	 this	 comes	 directly	 from	 the	 top,	 from	 the	 director	 of	 President
Sein’s	office,	who	posted	on	his	Facebook	page:
It	 is	 heard	 that	Rohingya	Terrorists	 of	 the	 so-called	Rohingya	 Solidarity	Organization	 are	 crossing	 the	 border	 and
getting	into	the	country	with	the	weapons.	That	is	Rohingyas	from	other	countries	are	coming	into	the	country.	Since
our	Military	has	got	the	news	in	advance,	we	will	eradicate	them	until	the	end!	I	believe	we	are	already	doing	it.	…
We	don’t	want	to	hear	any	humanitarian	issues	or	human	rights	from	others.	Besides,	we	neither	want	to	hear	any	talk
of	justice	nor	want	anyone	to	teach	us	like	a	saint.34

The	 post	 has	 since	 been	 deleted	 but	 screenshots	 have	 been	 preserved	 of	 the	 original.
What	followed	was	not	the	type	of	response	one	would	expect	of	a	saint,	of	any	religious
denomination.	One	 set	 of	 triggers	 for	 the	October	 violence	was	widely	believed	 reports
that	 three	 Buddhists	 had	 been	 killed	 by	Muslims	 and	 two	 Burmese	 soldiers	 injured	 by
gunfire.35	 But	 mainly	 the	 violence	 was	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 deliberate	 actions	 and
planning	 of	 the	 extremist	 monks	 and	 political	 parties	 such	 as	 the	 RNDP,36	 which	 had
worked	to	break	any	remaining	links	between	the	Rohingya	and	Rakhine	communities.

This	 tends	 to	support	a	belief	 that	 increasingly	 the	violence	 in	Rakhine	 is	not	directly
under	the	control	of	the	Myanmar	authorities	but	is	following	local	dynamics.	This	is	not
to	 absolve	 the	 regime,	 which	 has	 stoked	 up	 hatred	 over	 forty	 years	 and	 does	 little,	 if
anything,	to	constrain	the	actions	of	Rakhine	extremists.

The	wave	of	violence	started	on	22	October	and	lasted	a	week.	Many	attacks	started	by
burning	 the	 local	 community	 mosques	 and	 then	 burning	 houses	 forcing	 the	 local
Rohingyas	to	flee.	Some	witnesses	insisted	that	the	initial	attacks	were	not	carried	out	by
locals	they	recognised	but	by	people	who	came	into	the	community	from	outside.37	On	23
October	there	were	coordinated	attacks	in	villages	in	Mrauk-U,	Minbya,	Kyauk	Pyu,	and
Pauktaw	districts.	This	time,	however,	the	target	was	all	Muslims,	regardless	of	ethnicity,
and	 the	Kaman	 (who	have	 legal	 citizenship)	were	 also	 attacked	 in	 the	 coastal	 region	of
Kyauk	Pyu.38	 The	 ensuing	 violence	was	 not	 completely	 one-sided	 and,	 in	 some	places,
Rakhine	 Buddhists	 were	 killed	 as	 Rohingya	 and	 Kaman	 villagers	 defended	 their
communities.

One	 of	 the	 worst	 incidents	 was	 at	 the	 village	 of	 Yan	 Thei	 on	 23	 October,	 where	 a
massacre	commenced	at	6.30	AM.	The	attack	was	clearly	prepared	and	followed	on	from
the	events	of	 the	previous	day,	when	 the	 local	police	 (the	Lon	Thein)	had	disarmed	 the
local	Rohingyas	of	sticks	and	other	crude	weapons.	One	survivor	presented	evidence	on
the	role	of	the	police:
[W]e	went	outside	the	village	[when	thousands	of	Arakanese	approached],	and	then	the	Lon	Thein	told	us	to	go	back
inside	 the	village	and	 then	 they	 took	 the	 sticks	 from	our	hands.	First	 the	 [Lon	Thein]	 security	 told	us,	 ‘Do	not	do
anything,	we	will	protect	you,	we	will	save	you,’	so	we	trusted	them.	But	later	they	broke	that	promise.	The	Arakanese
beat	and	killed	us	very	easily.	The	security	did	not	protect	us	from	them.39

Other	survivors	have	stated	that	the	local	police	actually	participated	in	the	attack	and



opened	fire	on	villagers.	There	is	no	independent	evidence	for	this,	but	all	the	eyewitness
reports	support	the	claim	that	the	villagers	were	promised	protection	from	the	Arakanese
mob	 and	 then	 abandoned	 to	 their	 fates.	 Around	 5	 PM	 the	 army	 finally	 intervened,
although	by	that	stage	most	of	the	violence	was	over.	Among	the	dead	were	twenty-eight
children,	thirteen	of	whom	were	aged	under	five,	who	had	been	hacked	to	death.40

Elsewhere	it	appears	as	if	 the	security	forces	were	definitely	involved	in	the	violence.
There	 are	 several	 reports	 that	 in	Kyauk	 Pyu	 on	 23	October	 the	 army	 shot	 three	 young
Muslims.41	But	the	role	of	the	army,	as	it	had	been	in	June,	was	not	consistent.	In	places,
the	military	did	prevent	violence	or	stepped	in	to	end	it	as	quickly	as	possible.	There	are
also	reports	of	Myanmar	naval	ships	providing	food	and	water	to	those	who	had	fled	by
boat	and	were	travelling	to	what	they	hoped	was	a	safer	part	of	Rakhine.	However,	when
the	refugees	arrived	near	Sittwe	(where	there	is	a	large	refugee	camp),	the	‘army	arrived
and	pushed	us	back	to	the	sea.	We	tried	to	force	our	way	on	the	shore	but	they	wouldn’t	let
us	 come	 on	 shore’.42	 When	 they	 were	 finally	 allowed	 to	 land	 they	 were	 kept	 on	 the
beaches,	denied	aid	and	beaten	by	the	army.

Elsewhere	 the	 main	 contribution	 of	 the	 army	 was	 to	 urge	 the	 Rohingyas	 to	 flee	 the
violence.	A	Kaman	Muslim	reported:	‘I	saw	five	or	more	army	soldiers	in	front	of	my	fish
shop.	The	whole	village	was	burning.	When	I	saw	the	soldiers	I	thought	they	would	help
us,	but	they	just	shouted	at	us	to	get	out	quickly’.43	This	pattern	of	the	military	standing	to
one	side	was	repeated	elsewhere:
The	police	and	military	came	and	told	people	to	come	out	of	their	house,	and	they	said	if	we	didn’t	we’d	all	be	killed.
They	said	they	couldn’t	provide	us	with	security	…	And	in	the	presence	of	the	military	and	police,	[the	Arakanese]
entered	our	homes	and	took	what	they	wanted.44

Violence	 by	 the	 state	 security	 forces	 carried	 on	 after	 the	 communal	 attacks	 had	 died
down.	They	attacked	those	seeking	help	and	continued	to	treat	those	displaced	with	great
brutality.45	 The	 president’s	 initial	 response	 was	 to	 deny	 any	 involvement	 of	 the	 state
security	 forces	 in	 the	 violence.46	 However,	 the	 level	 of	 violence	 attracted	 too	 much
international	attention,	and	by	mid-November	he	was	forced	to	write	to	Ban	Ki-moon	to
acknowledge	that	there	had	been	communal	violence	and	to	pledge	to	address	problems	of
forced	resettlement	and	to	grant	citizenship	to	the	Rohingyas.47

The	timing	of	 this	promise	was	not	accidental—it	was	released	 just	prior	 to	President
Obama’s	visit	to	the	country	and	was	clearly	designed	to	avoid	any	embarrassment	for	his
important	visitor.	But	the	measure	of	the	insincerity	of	these	promises	can	be	found	in	the
UN	Special	Rapporteur’s	 report	 to	 the	UN	Security	Council	 in	April	 2014:	 he	 ‘saw	 no
improvements	in	the	human	rights	situation.	Instead,	as	time	passes	without	clear	action	at
the	 state	 and	 national	 level	 to	 address	 the	widespread	 discrimination	 and	 human	 rights
violations	occurring	there,	the	situation	continues	to	worsen	from	an	already	dire	state’.48

Despite	 promises,	 there	 has	 been	 no	 effort	 by	 the	Myanmar	 authorities	 to	 investigate
any	of	the	alleged	army	or	police	involvement	in	the	violence.	The	UN	has	noted	that
no	 credible	 investigation	 has	 taken	 place	 to	 uncover	 the	 human	 rights	 violations	 that	 have	 occurred	 there.	 The
Government	has	prosecuted	people	from	both	communities	accused	of	being	involved	in	the	violence.	However,	no
State	officials	have	been	held	to	account	and,	in	the	absence	of	an	independent	and	credible	investigation,	it	remains
unclear	whether	the	main	perpetrators	have	been	prosecuted’.49



The	UN	has	 continued	 to	 raise	 concerns	 about	 the	 lack	of	progress	 in	 charging	 those
responsible	for	organising	the	violence.50

This	is	where	the	voice	of	the	opposition	NLD	could	really	have	made	a	difference	for
the	 better.	 But	 as	 expected,	 they	 also	 stood	 idly	 by,	 apparently	 acquiescing	 to	 the
extremists’	demands	that	the	Rohingyas	leave	the	country.51	One	 inevitable	consequence
of	the	violence	was	a	substantial	increase	in	the	number	of	refugees.	Again,	the	Buddhist
extremists	found	a	way	to	blame	the	Rohingyas	for	their	plight.	U	Wirathu	described	the
flight	to	refugee	camps	as	being	a	result	of	‘Muslims	deliberately	razing	their	own	houses
to	win	a	place	at	refugee	camps	run	by	aid	agencies’.52

The	result	was	a	major	displacement	of	the	Rohingyas	fleeing	violence	and	persecution.
Over	 100,000	 ended	 up	 in	 internal	 refugee	 camps	 in	 Myanmar,	 while	 the	 UNHCR
estimated	 that	 13,000	 arrived	 in	Malaysia	 and	 6000	 in	Thailand	 between	October	 2012
and	April	2013.	In	a	foretelling	of	the	events	to	unfold	in	2015,	hundreds	were	reported	to
have	 died	 at	 sea53	 and	 most	 of	 those	 arriving	 in	 neighbouring	 countries	 quickly
disappeared	into	the	unregulated	migrant	labour	pools.

Massacres	in	2013–14
Subsequent	 to	 the	 2012	 attacks,	 the	 level	 of	 direct	 violence	 declined.	 But	 it	 has	 by	 no
means	stopped.	In	more	remote	areas,	such	as	the	Maungdaw	village	of	Duchiradan	(Kila
Dong),	 there	 have	 been	 occasional	 outbursts	 of	 violence	 where	 upwards	 of	 4000
Rohingyas	 have	 been	 killed,	 raped,	 arrested,	 or	 taken	 to	 undisclosed	 places.54	 Their
possessions	 have	 been	 looted,	 their	 homes	 destroyed	 in	 arson	 attacks.	 These	 events
commenced	after	some	murders	were	carried	out	by	local	officials,	who,	in	order	to	cover
up	 their	 crimes,	 sought	 to	 arrest	 witnesses	 and	 raped	 women	 related	 to	 them.55	 This
provoked	a	reaction	from	the	villagers	and	led	to	violence	between	Rohingya	villagers	and
police,	 which	 ended	 when	 the	 military	 used	 live	 rounds	 to	 disperse	 the	 crowds.56

Journalists	and	NGOs	have	been	denied	access	to	Maungdaw,57	and	the	UN	has	only	been
allowed	state-supervised	access.58

The	 threat	 of	 violence	 continues	 to	 be	 pervasive	 in	 Rakhine,59	 and	 outbursts	 have
continued	 to	occur	 throughout	2013–15.	There	have	also	been	attacks	on	non-Rohingya
Muslims	 living	 elsewhere	 in	 Myanmar.60	 In	 March	 2013,	 there	 were	 attacks	 led	 by
Buddhist	monks	in	Meiktila	near	Mandalay,	where	over	12,000	people	were	displaced.	In
advance	of	the	violence,	online	Facebook	postings	described	the	local	Muslim	population
as	preparing
a	Jihad.	They	are	gathering	in	mosques	in	Mandalay	under	the	guise	of	Ramadan	but	in	reality	they	are	recruiting	and
preparing	 for	 Jihad	 against	 us.	 The	 government	 of	Myanmar	must	 deal	with	 these	 Islamic	 extremists	 and	 raid	 all
suspicious	mosques	and	homes.	All	Burmans	must	be	ready	and	not	falls	into	these	Muslims’	traps.61

What	 is	 striking	 is	how	closely	 this	 resembles	 the	material	circulated	around	Rakhine
before	the	October	2012	riots.62

Meanwhile,	 the	 Myanmar	 regime	 remains	 convinced	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 are
deliberately,	and	successfully,	manipulating	international	opinion,	and	has	tried	to	cut	off



communication	 links	 between	 the	Rohingyas	 and	 the	 outside	world.	 Fortunately,	 due	 to
social	media	and	sympathetic	external	connections	this	has	only	been	partially	successful.
In	 addition,	 there	 has	 also	 been	 a	 concerted	 pattern	 of	 excluding	 aid	 agencies	 from	 the
country,	 the	 most	 notable	 example	 being	 when	 Medécins	 Sans	 Frontières	 (MSF)	 was
ordered	 out	 of	 Rakhine	 and	 prevented	 from	 supporting	 the	 Rohingya	 community	 after
events	 in	2014.63	 In	effect,	MSF	have	been	banned	for	continuing	 to	provide	a	minimal
level	of	support	and,	specifically:
the	charity	has	been	targeted	for	its	stance	on	a	massacre	said	to	have	taken	place	in	Maungdaw	township,	a	restricted
area	 close	 to	 the	 Bangladesh	 border,	 where	 UN	 and	 human	 rights	 groups	 claim	 at	 least	 40	 Rohingya	 Muslims
including	children	were	killed	by	ethnic	Rakhine	Buddhists	and	Burmese	security	forces	in	January.64

The	 regime	 has	 come	 to	 see	 any	 critical	 mention	 of	 the	 conditions	 endured	 by	 the
Rohingyas	as	an	attack	on	the	state,	and	will	eagerly	revoke	access	to	NGOs	if	they	speak
out.	 This	 has	 also	 had	 a	 chilling	 effect	 on	 the	 way	 the	 situation	 in	 the	 area	 is	 being
reported	and	is	steadily	eroding	the	last	vestiges	of	support	for	the	Rohingya	community.
A	number	of	aid	agencies	are	prepared	to	comply	with	government	restrictions	in	order	to
carry	on	other	work	in	the	region.

Why	did	these	events	occur?
It	 is	 clear	 that	while	 the	Rohingyas	were	 the	main	 specific	 target	 in	2012–13,	 there	has
been	widespread	violence	against	other	Muslim	communities	in	Myanmar.	The	underlying
dynamic	 driving	 these	 events	 has	 been	 the	 alliance	 between	 extremist	Buddhist	monks,
elements	of	the	old	military	regime,	and	the	silence	of	the	official	opposition.	In	effect,	a
multi-cultural,	multi-confessional	state	 is	being	treated	as	a	Buddhist	state	dominated	by
one	 ‘Burmese’	 culture	 that	 only	 includes	 a	 specific	 set	 of	 ethnic	 groups	 and	 explicitly
excludes	others.	This	way	of	defining	the	Burmese	national	identity	automatically	leaves	a
group	like	the	Rohingyas	outside	of	the	state	and	without	legal	rights	to	the	protection	that
states	normally	afford	their	citizens.	This	is	a	significant	precondition	for	further	violence,
and	 in	 the	minds	of	 the	extremist	Buddhist	 aggressors,	 a	 further	 rationalisation	 for	 their
actions.	In	this	conception	of	the	state,	it	is	certainly	already	the	case	that	the	Rohingyas
have	no	place	in	the	state	of	Myanmar.	And	from	there,	saying	that	they	also	have	no	place
within	the	territory	of	the	state	follows	quite	naturally.

One	 solution	 favoured	 by	 the	 regime	 was	 to	 separate	 the	 Buddhist	 and	 Muslim
communities	 in	 Rakhine,	 perhaps	 hoping	 that	 this	 would	 reduce	 friction	 between	 the
groups.	Taken	to	its	extreme,	this	decision	has	led	to	the	systematic	creation	of	what	are
becoming	permanent	refugee	camps	within	Rakhine.	These	are	scattered	across	the	areas
where	Rohingya	 villages	 and	 townships	 used	 to	 exist,	 but	most	 are	 concentrated	 in	 the
coastal	area	to	the	north	of	Sittwe.



5.	Map	of	Rakhine	State	Showing	Locations	of	Internal	Refugee	Camps	(2015)65

For	those	still	living	in	the	towns,	the	situation	keeps	getting	worse.	The	UN’s	Special
Rapporteur	noted	that	he	had
again	visited	Aung	Mingalar,	the	only	remaining	Muslim	neighbourhood	in	Sittwe,	which	he	described	as	a	ghetto.	In
Aung	Mingalar	ward,	he	heard	from	residents	that	the	population	had	fallen	by	around	1,600	compared	to	his	August
visit.	Many	had	left	to	risk	their	lives	on	rickety	boats	to	reach	neighbouring	countries,	where	those	who	survived	the
journey	were	subjected	to	further	human	rights	violations,	including	human	trafficking.66

The	 isolation	of	 the	Rohingyas	 from	 the	 rest	 of	Burmese	 society	only	 fuels	Buddhist
suspicions—as	 such	 isolation	 often	 does.	 Traditionally,	 the	 Islamic	 community	 in
Myanmar	was	open	and	active	beyond	its	own	members,	for	example	running	the	Muslim
Free	Hospital	in	Rangoon.67	But	as	 they	have	become	isolated,	 they	are	becoming	more
and	more	 ‘foreign’	 to	 the	 rest	of	 the	people	of	Myanmar.	After	all,	 the	 less	contact	you



have	with	the	Rohingyas,	the	less	reason	you	have	to	disbelieve	the	extremist	nationalist
claims	that	they	are	‘preparing	for	Jihad’	or	any	other	such	nonsense.	You	simply	have	no
way	 of	 knowing	 any	 better.	 This	 separation	 of	 communities	 means	 a	 breakdown	 in
empathy	between	 the	 two	groups,	 but	 also	 leads	 to	 ignorance	on	what	 each	 community
needs	and	desires.	Thus,	you	would	never	suspect	a	neighbour	you	know	well	of	plotting
for	 jihad.	But	one	you	never	have	 the	opportunity	 to	 speak	 to…	who	knows	what	he	 is
plotting!	Conversely,	the	Rohingyas	have	been	given	more	than	enough	reasons	to	distrust
their	Rakhine	 neighbours.	Unfortunately,	 such	 a	 cycle	 of	 distrust,	 once	 established,	 can
take	on	a	life	of	its	own.	And	we	have	already	seen	some	of	the	consequences	of	that.	But
things	can	still	get	a	lot	worse.

For	 those	Rohingyas	who	stay	 in	Rakhine,	 the	 reality	 is	de	 facto	 imprisonment	 in	 the
refugee	 camps,	 with	 no	 access	 to	 health	 or	 education.68	 Many	 Rakhine	 politicians	 are
aiming	 to	ensure	 that	 the	 refugee	camps	 to	which	 the	Rohingyas	 fled	 in	2012	and	2013
remain	their	permanent	homes,69	if	they	cannot	actually	force	them	from	Myanmar.	More
than	this,	they	intend	to	force	those	Rohingyas	still	living	in	villages	into	the	camps.	Once
there,	they	are	denied	the	means	to	earn	a	living	other	than	through	the	most	precarious	of
work—a	 problem	 made	 worse	 as	 the	 extremists	 threaten	 anyone	 from	 the	 Rakhine
community	who	deals	with	the	Rohingyas.70

Such	 conditions	 of	 poverty,	 as	 is	 usually	 the	 case,	 hit	 women	 the	 hardest.	 Lacking
healthcare,	 they	 tend	 to	become	pregnant71	 due	 to	 lack	of	 access	 to	 any	 form	of	 family
planning,	a	situation	which	has	become	much	worse	since	the	expulsion	of	MSF	from	the
country.72	While	many	children	die	at	an	early	age,	perversely,	 the	high	birth	rate	 in	 the
Rohingya	community	is	partly	the	fault	of	those	extremists	who	then	cite	it	as	evidence	of
the	threat	to	‘Buddhist’	Myanmar	(although	note	that	the	actual	birth	rate	of	the	Rohingyas
is	 hotly	 disputed).	 Even	 among	 the	 more	 moderate	 Buddhists	 there	 is	 now	 a	 fear	 that
Muslims	will	‘outbreed’	the	Buddhists,	diluting	the	Buddhist	nature	of	Myanmar.73

The	2015	refugee	crisis
If	the	level	of	outright	violence	in	Rakhine	dropped	after	2013,	persecution	and	exclusion
continued	unabated.	There	is	now	strong	evidence	that	the	Myanmar	regime	has	decided
to	make	 the	 internal	 refugee	 camps	 permanent,74	 as	 the	 Rohingyas	 are	 to	 be	 displaced
from	 the	 urban	 areas	 of	Rakhine.	 The	 2014	 census,	 for	 example,	 is	 being	 used	 for	 this
purpose:	 ‘the	 authorities	will	 construct	 temporary	 camps	 in	 required	 numbers	 for	 those
who	refuse	to	be	registered	and	those	without	adequate	documents	and	sequester	them	in
closed	 camps	 in	 what	 amounts	 to	 arbitrary,	 indefinite	 detention	 with	 the	 possibility	 of
deportation’.75

The	2014	census	will	be	discussed	 in	detail	 later	on,	 as	 it	had	a	major	 impact	on	 the
conduct	of	 the	2015	elections.	For	the	moment,	 it	 is	sufficient	 to	note	that	 the	Myanmar
authorities	simply	refused	to	allow	those	Rohingyas	who	did	not	identify	as	‘Bengali’	 to
complete	 the	 census.	This	 has	 led	 to	 the	 removal	 of	 any	 remaining	 identification	 cards,
and	 the	 resulting	 lack	 of	 adequate	 documentation	 is	 used	 as	 an	 excuse	 to	 force	 the
Rohingyas	into	the	refugee	camps.



The	 systemic	misery	of	 the	Rohingyas’	 lives	 is	 fuelling	a	massive	 refugee	crisis	with
many	seeking	to	escape	by	sea	to	neighbouring	countries.	This	outflow	of	people	has	been
a	regular	response	to	periods	of	systemic	persecution	and	has	become	a	regular	feature	of
the	 spring	 post-monsoon	 period	 in	 recent	 years.	 This	 regular	 event	 briefly	 attracted
international	 press	 attention	 in	 May	 2015.	 Perhaps	 the	 most	 disturbing	 aspect	 of	 the
refugee	crisis	from	the	point	of	view	of	ordinary	observers	was	that	in	early	summer	2015,
when	the	crisis	finally	came	fully	to	our	attention,	there	was	no	obvious	immediate	trigger
in	the	internal	situation	in	Myanmar.76	The	2015	refugee	crisis	was	not	a	direct	outcome	of
a	particular	policy	decision,	or	even	of	a	new	outburst	of	violence.	It	is	quite	simply	what
happens	when	human	beings	are	expected	to	live	in	intolerable	conditions.

Many	Rohingyas	seem	to	have	 themselves	accepted	 that	 there	 is	no	place	for	 them	in
Myanmar.	To	give	just	one	example	as	to	why	they	have	done	so,	the	level	of	persecution
and	exclusion	has	been	normalised	to	the	point	where	hospitals	in	Rahkine	refuse	to	treat
Rohingya	people,	especially	if	they	have	been	beaten	up	by	the	police	or	army.77	Steven
Kiersons	of	 the	Sentinel	Project	 for	Genocide	Prevention	summarises:	 ‘There	 is	an	utter
loss	of	hope	for	the	future,	and	people	are	risking	their	lives	whether	they	stay	in	Burma	or
go	abroad’.78	What	is	more,	not	all	the	Rohingyas	who	leave	do	so	voluntarily:
There	was	a	group	of	six	men,	they	were	Rakhine	Buddhists	from	Bangladesh,	they	had	knives	and	guns.	They	forced
me	to	get	on	a	boat,	they	told	me	I	was	leaving	Myanmar	[Burma].	They	pushed	me	to	the	small	boat,	I	fell	into	the
water	up	to	my	shoulders.	Fifteen	other	Rohingya	were	on	that	boat.	All	the	people	were	forced	onto	the	boat.79

There	are	other	reports	that	among	those	paying	to	flee	are	many	who	are	forced	onto
the	 refugee	 boats	 as	 part	 of	 the	 political	 goal	 of	 removing	 the	 Rohingyas.	 This	makes
former	Australian	 prime	minister	 Tony	Abbott	 calling	 the	 boat	 people	 ‘reckless’	 all	 the
more	unedifying.	When	asked	if	Australia	would	consider	resettling	any	Rohingyas	found
to	 be	 refugees,	 he	 replied	 ‘Nope,	 nope,	 nope’.80	 Fortunately,	 not	 all	world	 leaders	 have
been	 so	 indifferent.	 Pope	 Francis	 has	 described	 the	 persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 as	 a
‘form	of	war’:
Let’s	think	of	those	brothers	of	ours	of	the	Rohingya,	they	were	chased	from	one	country	and	from	another	and	from
another,	when	they	arrived	at	a	port	or	a	beach,	they	gave	them	a	bit	of	water	or	a	bit	to	eat	and	were	there	chased	out
to	the	sea.	This	is	a	conflict	that	has	not	resolved,	and	this	is	war,	this	is	called	violence,	this	is	called	killing!81

The	fate	of	the	refugees

To	understand	the	level	of	desperation,	it	is	worth	stressing	just	how	awful	the	fate	is	that
awaits	those	Rohingyas	who	do	flee.	In	previous	years,	the	people	smugglers	took	most	of
them	to	Thailand,	Indonesia	or	Malaysia,	where	they	effectively	worked	as	slave	labourers
or	 disappeared	 into	 the	 undocumented,	 unprotected	 labour	 force.	 Slave	 labour	 is
commonly	used	in	the	regional	prawn	fishing	industry,	especially	in	Thailand,	where	it	has
become	a	significant	part	of	 the	 labour	 force.82	Some	estimates	suggest	 that	as	many	as
500,000	slaves	work	 in	Thailand,83	 and	many	are	 refugees	 from	Myanmar.	Some	 report
that	they	had	entered	Thailand	illegally,	were	caught	by	the	police,	and	then	handed	over
to	the	boat	owners:
‘One	day	I	was	stopped	by	the	police	and	asked	if	I	had	a	work	permit,’	says	Ei	Ei	Lwin,	29,	a	Burmese	migrant	who
was	detained	on	the	docks	at	Songkhla	port.	‘They	wanted	a	10,000	baht	(£180)	bribe	to	release	me.	I	didn’t	have	it,
and	I	didn’t	know	anyone	else	who	would,	so	they	took	me	to	a	secluded	area,	handed	me	over	to	a	broker,	and	sent
me	to	work	on	a	trawler.’84



In	Thailand	slaves	are	now	very	cheap,	in	part	due	to	the	influx	from	Myanmar	and	in
part	due	to	the	complicity	of	the	Thai	authorities.	It	has	been	estimated	that	the	price	of	a
human	 being	 is	 now	 5	 per	 cent	 of	 what	 it	 was	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	Modern-day
slaves	 in	 the	 region	 are	 so	 cheap	 they	 are	 now	 seen	 as	 disposable.85	 Migrants	 quickly
became	aware	of	the	threat	of	being	sent	to	sea	on	the	fishing	boats:	‘They	told	me	I	was
going	to	work	in	a	pineapple	factory’,	recalls	Kyaw,	a	broad-shouldered	twenty-one-year-
old	 from	 rural	Burma.	 ‘But	when	 I	 saw	 the	 boats,	 I	 realised	 I’d	 been	 sold	…	 I	was	 so
depressed,	I	wanted	to	die’.86

Thailand	has	become	the	centre	of	this	foul	trade	due	to	its	lax	regulations	for	its	fishing
industry	and	 the	extent	of	corruption	between	the	police	and	people-smugglers.	There	 is
also	 emerging	 evidence	 that	 this	 collusion	 has	 involved	 senior	 military	 and	 police
officials87	 who	 have	 not	 just	 been	 forcing	 those	 caught	 in	 Thailand	 into	 slavery	 but
actually	organising	 the	 trafficking	of	Rohingyas	 for	 the	explicit	 purpose	of	 selling	 them
into	slavery	to	create	the	economic	basis	of	the	Thai	fishing	industry.

Due	 to	 local	 over-fishing,	 Thai	 boats	 have	 started	 to	 operate	 off	 Indonesia,	Malaysia
and	Myanmar,	and	cheap	slave	labour	has	become	a	crucial	part	of	their	economic	model.
Fuel	for	such	long	journeys	is	expensive,	as	is	feeding	and	paying	the	crews.	Slave	labour
is	so	cheap	that	 if	 the	slaves	starve,	are	lost	at	sea	or	killed	by	the	captains,	 it	 is	easy	to
replace	 them.88	 Other	 Thai	 vessels	 have	 abandoned	 fishing	 altogether	 for	 the	 far	 more
lucrative	 trade	 in	 trafficking	 Rohingyas	 into	 camps	 and	 then	 selling	 them	 on	 to	 other
fishing	captains.89	Thailand’s	complicity	with	this	business	is	so	deep	that	it	is	in	danger
of	being	categorised,	along	with	North	Korea,	as	the	world’s	worst	abusers	in	the	US	State
Department’s	Human	Trafficking	Index.90	Recent	 evidence	has	 implicated	Thai	officials
directly	in	the	trade,	not	just	in	turning	a	blind	eye	but	in	collecting	Rohingyas	from	the
traffickers	when	they	arrive	in	Thailand	and	transporting	them	to	jungle	camps	where	they
are	held	for	ransom	or	sold	to	fishing	boats.91

Of	course,	the	problem	is	not	just	with	Thailand.	Western	companies	that	source	cheap
prawns	 from	 the	 region,	 especially	 from	Thailand,	 are	complicit.92	And	 though	we	may
choose	not	to	be	aware	of	it,	that	part	of	our	food	supply	chain	is	based	on	human	misery
in	Myanmar	too.	In	that	sense	at	least,	we	are	also	complicit	in	this	situation.

A	lifetime	of	slavery	in	the	Thai	fishing	industry,	though,	is	not	the	only	grim	prospect
that	awaits	Rohingya	refugees	who	pay	people-traffickers	to	escape	Myanmar.	Those	who
make	 it	 to	 land	 are	 no	 safer.	 If	 not	 sold	 into	 slavery,	 many	 are	 held	 in	 camps	 on	 the
Thailand–Malaysia	border,	and	 recently	mass	graves	have	been	uncovered	of	 those	who
have	 died	 in	 captivity.93	 Individuals	 are	 held	 until	 their	 families	 can	 afford	 to	 pay	 a
ransom.94	Those	who	cannot	pay	are	either	killed	or	sold	as	slaves.	Even	 if	 they	escape
this	 fate,	 many	 then	 work	 illegally	 with	 no	 protection.95	 Women	 and	 children	 are
especially	 vulnerable	 to	 sexual	 exploitation96	 and	 there	 are	 regular	 reports	 of	 women
starving	themselves	so	their	children	can	eat.	There	are	also	consistent	reports	of	women
being	 forced	 into	 prostitution	 or	marriage	 as	 part	 of	 the	 price	 of	 being	 released	 by	 the
smugglers,97	and	for	some	families	selling	a	female	member	into	marriage	is	a	means	to
pay	for	their	collective	escape	from	Myanmar.



A	Rohingya	who	survived	has	described	their	own	ordeal:
I	spent	14	days	on	this	ship.	Three	days	after	we	were	transferred,	three	smugglers	arrived	from	Malaysia	and	boarded
our	ship.	They	carried	mobile	phones.	They	first	asked	who	had	phone	numbers	and,	one	by	one,	we	started	calling
our	relatives.	Those	[who	did	not	provide]	phone	numbers	were	beaten	…	The	smugglers	ordered	passengers	to	beat
them	with	engine	chains	wrapped	 in	plastic	and	plastic	pipes	with	 something	heavy	 inside.	Even	 those	with	phone
numbers	were	beaten.	The	abuses	continued	until	families	sent	money,	after	which	survivors	were	taken	to	shore	by
small	fishing	boats.	…	Before	I	left,	I	witnessed	three	men	who	had	become	paralysed	and	one	dead	body	was	thrown
overboard.98

Why	has	the	crisis	become	visible?

In	 effect,	 the	 refugee	 crisis	 has	 become	 an	 annual	 event,	 especially	 since	 the	 2012
violence,	and	happens	in	the	May–July	period,	when	the	Andaman	Sea	is	calm	enough	to
allow	safe	passage.99	It	is	fuelled	by	the	utter	desperation	of	people	in	Myanmar	(and	to	a
lesser	extent	in	Bangladesh)	and	feeds	into	economies	increasingly	based	on	slave	labour
—or,	 at	 best,	 illegal	 and	 undocumented	 labour.	 Along	 the	 way,	 criminal	 gangs	 make
substantial	profits.	The	only	real	difference	in	2015	was	that	the	Malaysian	and	Indonesian
governments	closed	their	borders—in	contravention	of	the	UN	Charter,	but	emulating	the
response	 of	 some	 European	 governments	 to	 the	 refugee	 crisis	 in	 the	 Mediterranean.
Traditionally,	boats	would	be	abandoned	by	the	traffickers	close	 to	 the	shore	and	people
were	expected	to	find	their	own	way	ashore,	often	helped	by	local	fishermen.	This	year,
when	 boats	 came	 close	 to	 the	 land	 they	 were	 pushed	 back	 out	 to	 sea	 by	 the	 local
authorities.100	However,	by	this	point	in	the	journey	the	trafficker	crews	were	long	gone,
thus	leaving	those	on	board	with	no	food	and	at	the	mercy	of	the	sea.

In	previous	years	all	this	had	happened	out	of	sight	of	the	world’s	media.	But	in	2015
the	sheer	 scale	of	 the	crisis	and	 the	 response	by	Malaysia	and	 Indonesia	made	 it	all	 too
visible.	Early	coverage	made	no	link	to	the	situation	in	Myanmar	and	treated	it	as	though
these	 were	 migrants	 simply	 moving	 from	 one	 country	 to	 another	 in	 search	 of	 work.
Fortunately,	connections	were	eventually	made.101	In	part,	this	was	because	of	reporters’
ignorance	 of	 the	 Rohingyas’	 situation,	 but	 it	 also	 reflects	 the	 success	 of	 the	Myanmar
regime	 in	bullying	 independent	organisations	 to	 the	extent	 that	some	never	even	use	 the
name	 ‘Rohingyas’,	 and	 never	make	 an	 explicit	 link	 between	 their	 plight	 and	Myanmar
state	policy.102

The	response	of	the	Myanmar	regime
The	 regime	 has	 responded	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways	 to	 the	 migrant	 crisis,	 many	 of	 them
depressingly	 predictable.	To	 begin	with,	 it	 refused	 to	 attend	 a	 regional	ASEAN	 summit
called	to	discuss	the	crisis.103	When	it	finally	relented,	the	authorities	agreed	to	attend	the
Bangkok	meeting	only	after	being	assured	that	the	term	‘Rohingya’	would	not	be	used.	It
was	agreed	that	the	term	‘irregular	migrant’	would	be	used	instead.	A	spokesman	for	the
Myanmar	government	stated:	‘They	can’t	pressure	us.	We	won’t	accept	any	pressure.	We
need	the	right	approach	to	resolve	the	problem’.104	After	 the	conference,	 the	Indonesian
navy	 agreed	 to	 help	 any	 boats	 in	 danger	 of	 sinking	 and	 Myanmar	 agreed	 to	 close	 its
borders	 to	 prevent	 any	 further	 refugees	 leaving.	 There	 is	 also	 some	 evidence	 of	 other
regional	 powers,	 especially	Malaysia,	 starting	 to	 lose	 patience	 with	Myanmar	 over	 the
refugee	 problem,105	 and	 being	 prepared	 to	 call	 for	 direct	 intervention	 to	 stop	 the	 core



cause—the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas.

But	 Myanmar	 closing	 its	 borders	 does	 not	 even	 begin	 to	 address	 the	 problems	 the
Rohingyas	face.	Myanmar	has	no	intention	of	stopping	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas,
and	many	 in	 the	 regime	would	 like	 to	 deport	 the	 entire	 population	 to	Bangladesh.	 The
basic	attitude	was	summed	up	by	U	Zaw	Htay,	a	deputy	director	general	of	the	Myanmar
president’s	office:	‘There	is	no	change	in	the	government’s	policy	toward	the	Bengalis’.106
If	this	is	so,	the	detention	camps	in	Rakhine	will	simply	become	permanent	prisons,	and
the	 international	 community	 will	 return	 to	 ignoring	 the	 problem.	 As	 could	 have	 been
expected,	another	facet	of	some	regime	representatives’	response	has	been	to	deny	that	the
refugees	are	Rohingyas.

General	Min	Aung	Hlaing,	the	Myanmar	military’s	commander	in	chief,	has	said	some
‘boat	 people’	 landing	 in	 Malaysia	 and	 Indonesia	 are	 likely	 pretending	 to	 be	 Rohingya
Muslims	 to	 receive	 UN	 aid.	 He	 suggested	 that	 ‘most	 victims	 are	 expected	 to	 assume
themselves	 to	 be	 Rohingya	 from	 Myanmar	 in	 the	 hope	 of	 receiving	 assistance	 from
UNHCR’.107	Other	government	spokesmen	have	made	a	similar	argument,	claiming	that,
as	a	government	spokesman	said,	‘We	cannot	say	the	migrants	are	from	Myanmar	unless
we	can	identify	them	…	Most	victims	of	human	trafficking	claim	they	are	from	Myanmar;
it	 is	very	easy	and	convenient	for	them’.108	Of	course,	as	 the	state	refuses	to	grant	 them
the	basics	of	citizenship	and	has	been	known	to	seize	even	the	identity	cards	they	do	have,
it	is	exceptionally	hard	for	any	Rohingyas	to	prove	they	have	come	from	Myanmar.

As	 discussed	 earlier,	 the	 flow	 of	 unbiased	 information	 within	Myanmar	 has	 become
very	limited,	and	many	ordinary	people	in	the	country	have	never	even	become	aware	of
the	refugee	crisis,	due	to	prejudice	and	a	lack	of	information	within	the	country.109	Thus
the	regime’s	usual	insensitivity	to	international	criticism,	and	the	lack	of	any	real	domestic
pressure,	 allowed	 it	 to	 delay	 its	 response.	 Finally,	 in	 August,	 the	 local	 authorities	 in
Rakhine	 agreed	 to	bring	 twenty	people	 to	 court	 for	human	 trafficking.110	This	 followed
consistent	denials	by	the	regime	that	people	smugglers	were	exploiting	the	misery	of	the
estimated	150,000	Rohingya	 trapped	 in	 internally	displaced	persons	camps.	This	 limited
shift	of	approach	might	be	related	to	US	concerns,	documented	in	the	2015	Trafficking	in
Persons	 Report,	 which	 is	 particularly	 critical	 of	 the	 Myanmar	 authorities.	 The	 State
Department’s	assessment	is	stark:
Government	 officials	 are	 complicit	 in	 trafficking	 within	 Burma.	 Men,	 women,	 and	 children	 from	 ethnic	 areas,
including	 the	estimated	98,000	persons	displaced	by	conflict	 in	Kachin	and	northern	Shan	States	and	 the	estimated
146,000	displaced	persons	in	Rakhine	State,	are	particularly	vulnerable	to	trafficking.	Reports	indicate	some	Rohingya
women	are	 subjected	 to	 sex	 trafficking	 in	Rakhine	State.	Local	 traffickers	use	deceptive	 tactics	 to	 recruit	men	 into
forced	 labor	on	palm	oil	 and	 rubber	plantations	or	 in	 jade	and	precious	 stone	mines.	Children	are	 subjected	 to	 sex
trafficking	or	to	forced	labor	in	teashops,	the	agricultural	sector,	and	in	begging.111

It	is	difficult	to	assess	the	extent	to	which	the	Myanmar	authorities	are	active	in	forcing
the	Rohingyas	to	leave,	rather	than	simply	not	intervening.	While	their	usual	first	response
is	to	try	and	ignore	international	criticism,	adverse	commentary,	especially	from	powerful
sources,	 does	 have	 some	 impact	 on	 their	 actions.	 The	 US	 Department	 of	 State’s
assessment	 that	 ‘government	 continued	 law	 enforcement	 efforts	 to	 address	 cross-border
sex	 trafficking,	 but	 did	not	make	progress	 in	 holding	 significant	 numbers	 of	 traffickers,
including	 public	 officials,	 criminally	 accountable	 for	 trafficking	 within	 the	 country’112



perhaps	 sums	 up	 this	 ambiguity.	 On	 this	 basis	 the	 intended	 prosecution	 of	 twenty
individuals	 may	 be	 little	 more	 than	 a	 necessary	 formal	 response	 to	 deflect	 external
pressure,	but	it	does	support	the	view	that	external	pressure	can	have	some	effect.

However,	 there	 is	chilling	evidence	 that	Rakhine	extremists	may	be	 involved	at	every
stage	in	the	process,	not	just	in	wanting	to	force	the	Rohingyas	to	leave.	Reports	suggest
that	 some	 boats	 are	 crewed	 both	 by	 Thais	 and	 Rakhine	 Buddhists,	 as	 a	 recent	 Reuters
article	 reported:	 ‘They	 were	 guarded	 by	 11	 men	 with	 guns,	 he	 said.	 Most	 were	 Thai
speakers	but	one	was	Rakhine,	the	majority	Buddhist	ethnic	group	in	Rakhine	State’.113	If
this	 is	more	widespread	 than	 an	 isolated	 incident,	 it	 indicates	 a	 very	worrying	 trend.	 It
would	 mean	 that	 Rakhine	 extremists	 are	 forcing	 the	 Rohingyas	 to	 flee,	 but	 not,	 as
previously,	as	refugees,	but	as	direct	replacements	for	a	growing	fishing	industry	based	on
slavery—and,	 in	 turn,	 they	are	profiting	from	the	fishing	boats	 that	 function	using	slave
labour.

Aftermath
By	mid-June	2015	the	worst	of	the	crisis	seemed	to	be	over.	Indonesia	and	Malaysia	were
allowing	 those	 at	 sea	 to	 land	 and	Myanmar	 had	 effectively	 closed	 its	 borders.	 This,	 at
least,	avoided	the	risk	of	mass	death	at	sea	when	the	monsoon	brought	bad	weather	back
to	the	Andaman	Sea.	But	it	did	not	offer	any	real	solutions,	and	all	the	signs	are	that	the
ongoing	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	will	continue	to	have	major	effects	in	the	region.

Myanmar	 is	 clearly	 conflicted,	 unsure	whether	 to	 force	 the	Rohingyas	 out—a	 stance
that	 has	 drawn	 US	 censure	 in	 the	 past—or	 to	 keep	 them	 in	 what	 are	 effectively
concentration	camps	in	the	country.	Since	it	has	no	intention	of	allowing	the	Rohingyas	to
live	 normal	 lives,	 it	 is	 hard	 not	 to	 see	 this	 as	 tantamount	 to	 slow	 murder—a	 kind	 of
genocide	by	attrition.	However,	what	2015	has	revealed	is	the	linkage	between	the	refugee
outflow	from	Myanmar,	people	trafficking	and	other	regional	states,	especially	Thailand,
which	have	allowed	slave	labour	to	become	an	important	part	of	 their	economic	system.
As	 noted,	 slaves	 are	 now	 so	 cheap	 their	 lives	 have	 almost	 no	 value,	 even	 to	 the	 slave
owners.

Of	 course,	 beyond	 the	 regional	 powers,	 there	 is	 yet	 another	 instance	 where	 other
governments	have	opted	to	 turn	a	blind	eye.	Abbot’s	statement	about	‘reckless’	refugees
sits	badly	with	reports	of	individuals	being	forced	onto	the	boats.	Equally,	the	global	food
companies	 share	 some	 responsibility:	 they	 buy	 the	 products	 of	 the	 regional	 fishing
industry	and	are	clearly	turning	a	blind	eye	to	the	conditions	of	the	workers.114	In	effect,
persecution	in	Myanmar	now	feeds	people	into	an	economic	system	largely	based	on	slave
labour,	which	would	collapse	if	the	refugees	were	no	longer	desperate	to	escape.

To	 add	 to	 the	misery,	 some	 refugees	who	 had	 escaped	 the	 country	 tried	 to	 return	 to
Myanmar,	fearing	being	trapped	at	sea	in	the	monsoon	season.115	They	had	sold	all	their
assets	to	pay	for	their	escape	and	were	left	destitute	when	forced	to	return	to	Rakhine.	In
some	cases,	those	who	had	stayed	in	the	camps	paid	the	smugglers	to	release	those	trapped
on	 the	 ships.	 It	 is	 likely	 that	 each	 period	 of	 relative	 calm	 in	 the	Andaman	 Sea	will	 be
marked	by	a	 refugee	outflow.	However,	each	year	 those	 trying	 to	escape	will	be	poorer,
and	 more	 vulnerable	 to	 those	 looking	 to	 exploit	 their	 desperation	 and	 sell	 them	 into



slavery.

If	the	fate	of	those	who	fled	or	were	forced	out	of	Rakhine	has	been	grim,	conditions	for
those	left	behind	also	worsened.	The	region	subsequently	had	destructive	monsoon	rains
connected	with	Cyclone	Komen	in	mid-August,	and	this	led	to	flooding	of	almost	all	the
camps	the	Rohingyas	are	kept	in	and	the	destruction	of	what	little	goods	and	food	they	had
stored.116	Komen	was	not	particularly	destructive,	and	would	normally	have	been	seen	as
simply	a	particularly	heavy	storm	within	the	normal	weather	patterns,	but	the	non-existent
infrastructure	 in	 the	 internal	 refugee	 camps	 left	 the	 Rohingyas	 very	 vulnerable	 to	 its
effects.	The	authorities,	naturally,	continue	to	deny	there	is	any	problem:
‘The	camps	are	stable,’	U	Tin	Maung	Swe,	a	secretary	for	the	Rakhine	state	government	said.	‘The	people	there	are
rich—they	have	land	and	they	sell	their	crops	on	the	market,’	said	the	official,	showing	a	booklet	with	projects	such	as
an	asphalt	road	and	a	school	built	with	state	money	in	the	camps.117

The	limited	relief	efforts	of	the	provincial	and	state	administration	deliberately	ignored
the	 destruction	 of	 Rohingya	 villages	 and	 flooding	 in	 the	 camps.118	 Thus	 even	 as	 the
political	situation	in	Myanmar	worsens	and	local	politics	in	Rakhine	falls	into	the	hands	of
the	 Buddhist	 extremists,	 the	 Rohingyas	 are	 collectively	 losing	 what	 little	 communal
wealth	they	have	left.



5

GENOCIDE	AND	INTERNATIONAL	LAW

If	the	primary	driver	for	the	abuse	of	the	Rohingyas	had	simply	been	the	repression	by	the
military	 regime	 aimed	 at	 all	 the	 population	 of	Burma,	 then	 there	would	 be	 grounds	 for
hope	 that	 the	 transition	 to	 a	 more	 democratic	 regime	 would	 mitigate	 the	 problems.1
However,	while	 in	 the	past	 the	worst	of	 the	violence	has	often	been	orchestrated	by	 the
regime,	and	has	been	linked	to	periods	of	wider	political	upheaval,	animosity	towards	the
Rohingyas	 has	 now	 become	 generalised	 and	 deep-seated	 across	 the	 Burmese	 political
spectrum.	 The	 state	 has	 accepted	 no	 responsibility	 for	 the	 2012–13	 massacres	 and
members	of	 the	opposition	NLD	also	claim	 that	 the	Rohingyas	are	 in	 fact	Bengalis	and
recent	immigrants:
[I]n	an	interview	with	GlobalPost,	the	Nobel	Peace	Laureate’s	spokesman	and	confidante,	Nyan	Win,	confirmed	that
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	has	no	plans	to	champion	the	Rohingya	cause	despite	criticism	swirling	around	her	silence	on	the
crisis.	…	‘She	believes,	 in	Burma,	 there	 is	no	Rohingya	ethnic	group.	It	 is	a	made-up	name	of	 the	Bengali.	So	she
can’t	 say	 anything	 about	 Rohingya.	 But	 there	 is	 international	 pressure	 for	 her	 to	 speak	 about	 Rohingya.	 It’s	 a
problem.’2

In	addition,	as	identified	earlier,	Buddhist	extremists	are	becoming	more	influential,	not
least	 by	 offering	 basic	 education	 and	 social	 services	 for	 the	 poor	 of	 Myanmar.	 Many
people	 will	 accept	 their	 version	 of	 Buddhist	 teachings,	 and	 their	 emphasis	 on	 the
incompatibility	 of	 allowing	Muslims	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 country,	 simply	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of
alternative	sources	of	information.

Overall,	 there	 is	 now	 a	 real	 risk	 that	 a	 very	 vulnerable	 group,	 with	 no	 international
diaspora	to	speak	up	for	it	(except	the	hundreds	of	thousands	of	refugees	in	Bangladesh,
Thailand	and	other	countries	in	the	region,	who	are	often	themselves	in	conditions	that	are
little	better	 than	 those	of	 the	Rohingyas	 interred	 in	Myanmar’s	 internal	 refugee	camps),
now	face	a	serious	human	rights	crisis.	Yet,	at	this	time	many	Western	states	would	rather
choose	 to	 believe	 that	 Myanmar	 is	 finally	 on	 course	 to	 become	 a	 full	 member	 of	 the
international	 order	 and	 that	 the	 apparent	moves	 towards	 democracy	 in	 recent	 years	 are
going	 to	 solve	 everything.3	 In	 fact,	 however,	 the	 latest	 outbursts	 of	 violence	 have
happened	 against	 the	 background	 of	 increasing	 democratisation,	 and	 even	 in	 the	 new
democratic	 order,	 there	 are	 no	 political	 checks	 to	 curtail	 the	 anti-Rohingya	 rhetoric	 or
violence.	 As	 in	 other	 instances,	 little	 thought	 is	 given	 to	 what	 the	 transition	 from	 an
authoritarian	regime	 to	a	conventional	democracy	might	mean	 in	a	nation	state	 that	was
constructed	 out	 of	 arbitrary	 colonial	 borders,	 with	 significant	 ethnic	 and	 religious
differences.4

However,	while	there	is	no	doubt	that	what	is	happening	in	Rakhine	now	is	a	form	of
ethnic	cleansing	involving	sustained	human	rights	abuses,	aided,	if	not	orchestrated,	by	the



state,	the	charge	in	this	book	is	that	Myanmar	now	stands	on	the	brink	of	genocide.5	This
is	 a	 serious	 assertion	and	 the	next	chapter	will	 consider	what	 could	 possibly	 trigger	 the
shift	from	systemic	oppression	to	genocide.	For	almost	seventy	years	the	Rohingyas	have
been	 stateless	 in	 their	 own	 country,	 their	 economic	 livelihood	 has	 been	 dismantled	 and
restrictions	have	been	placed	on	their	ability	to	marry	and	have	children.	At	the	moment,
all	the	preconditions	for	genocide	are	in	place	and,	so	far,	the	world	is	choosing	to	ignore
the	warning	signs.

Here	 we	 need	 first	 to	 understand	 just	 how	 international	 law	 defines	 the	 crime	 of
genocide,	and	then	consider	the	dynamics	of	previous	genocides	in	the	twentieth	century.
The	term	genocide	has	a	very	specific	meaning	in	international	law.	It	is	defined	in	the	UN
Convention	on	 the	Prevention	and	Punishment	of	 the	Crime	of	Genocide,	 in	 force	since
1951.6	A	key	element	of	the	convention	is	that	genocide	includes	the	‘intent	to	destroy,	in
whole	or	in	part,	a	national,	ethnical,	racial	or	religious	group’.	This	can	include	killing,
inflicting	serious	bodily	or	mental	harm,	or	imposing	a	regime	of	constraints	designed	to
eliminate	the	group	over	time,	such	as	forcible	prevention	of	births	or	transfer	of	children
to	another	ethnic	group.	Finally,	culpability	is	established	not	just	on	the	basis	of	the	act	of
genocide,	but	also	on	conspiracy	to	commit	the	act,	incitement	of	it,	attempts	to	commit	it,
and	complicity	in	it.

The	 argument	 in	 this	 book	 is	 that	 the	 first	 test	 is	 now	met	 in	 Rakhine	 and	 that	 the
leadership	of	 the	Rakhine	ethnic	parties	 is	culpable.	At	 the	very	 least,	 the	 regime	 in	 the
detention	camps	is	such	that	it	is	designed	‘to	eliminate	the	group	over	time’	and	it	is	clear
that	 Rakhine	 politicians	 are	 aiming	 at	 the	 forced	 removal	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 from	 the
country	of	their	birth.7

That	said,	crimes	by	a	state	against	its	entire	people	(such	as	those	of	the	Khmer	Rouge
in	Cambodia)	are	not	genocide,	even	 if	 they	are	clearly	a	major	breach	of	human	rights
and	can	be	tried	under	other	UN	laws.8	A	definition	of	genocide	requires	a	clear	targeting
of	a	defined	group,	in	a	manner	that	can	include	systemic	persecution	and	exclusion.	This
is	the	case	in	Myanmar	today.	Equally,	those	who	incite	or	are	complicit	in	such	crimes	are
judged	 to	be	as	guilty	as	 those	who	actually	carry	out	 the	crime.	This	speaks	directly	 to
those	 Buddhist	 monks	 who	 claim	 that	 they	 bear	 no	 responsibility	 if	 others	 commit
violence,	having	been	inspired	to	so	by	what	they	say.

Recent	scholarship	has	indicated	that	there	are	seven	characteristics	that	will	determine
if	a	given	instance	of	ethnic	tension	is	likely	to	turn	into	an	act	of	genocide.9	These	are:

• Previous	instances	of	severe	ethnic	tension;

• Political	upheaval;

• The	governing	elite	is	drawn	overwhelmingly	or	entirely	from	a	particular	ethnic	group;

• That	elite	has	an	ideology	that	believes	it	is	right	to	persecute	a	particular	ethnic	group;

• The	regime	is	autocratic;

• The	regime	is	closed	to	the	wider	international	order;

• A	minority	is	targeted	for	severe	political	or	economic	discrimination.



The	 simple	 reality	 is	 that	 all	 these	 apply	 in	 Rakhine,	 even	 if	 there	 has	 been	 some
opening	up	to	the	outside	world	in	recent	years.	Furthermore,	genocide	is	never	the	first
step,	but	always	follows	from	less	severe	forms	of	repression.	The	usual	precursor	is	the
creation	of	 a	 racist	 culture	 that	 rationalises	or	 encourages	discrimination,	 systemic	 legal
discrimination,	and	abuse	of	 the	historical	 record	 to	construct	a	narrative	 in	which	mass
murder	becomes	desirable	or	even	imperative.	The	world	has	often	failed	when	faced	with
incipient	genocides,10	sometimes	because	of	the	context	of	a	wider	conflict,	and	at	other
times	because	intervention	is	simply	seen	as	being	inconvenient	and	becomes	caught	up	in
international	political	paralysis.11

Evidence	from	elsewhere

Genocide	and	mass	murder	stem	from	a	complex	set	of	circumstances	which	collectively
are	used	 to	 legitimise	violence	 against	 a	 specific	 group.	Despite	 the	 claims	of	 ethnic	or
religious	 ideologues,	 inter-group	harmony	 is	 perfectly	 possible	 and	 in	 fact	 has	 been	 the
norm	 for	most	 of	 human	 history.	Yes,	 group	 differences	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 ethnicity	 or
religious	belief	can	and	often	do	lead	to	tensions.	And,	if	they	are	sufficiently	serious	and
no	 higher	 authority	 intervenes,	 these	 tensions	 can	 often	 spill	 over	 into	 localised	 acts	 of
violence.	But	 in	many	cases,	even	when	such	 local	acts	of	violence	flare	up,	 they	never
produce	something	that	could	be	defined	as	genocide.	A	good	example	comes	from	nearby
northern	India.	This	area	sees	regular	acts	of	communal	violence	on	religious	grounds,12
but	these	acts	are	highly	localised.	And	even	though	there	are	quite	a	number	of	pockets	of
violence,	other	very	similar	areas	nearby	remain	perfectly	peaceful.13

One	reason	for	this	difference	is	the	actions	of	local	politicians.	Thus	Mumbai	has	seen
regular	 violence,	mostly	 stoked	 by	 politicians	 seeking	 to	 control	 the	 votes	 of	 particular
ethnic	groups,	while	Kolkata,	which	actually	is	even	more	mixed	in	terms	of	ethnicity	and
confessional	communities,	has	 rarely	 seen	any	ethnic	or	 religious	violence.14	Of	course,
that’s	not	all	there	is	to	the	story.	As	Ashutosh	Varshney	argues,	the	difference	is	not	just
the	malign	actions	of	political	leaders	but	the	extent	to	which	inter-communal	interaction
exists.	Where	 society	 is	 organised	 so	 that	 different	 groups	 share	many	 aspects	 of	 their
communal	life	with	each	other	(such	as	sports	clubs,	the	educational	system	and	access	to
the	local	state	bureaucracy),	it	is	hard	to	create	the	conditions	for	excessive	violence.	But
where	all	these	social	and	political	institutions	are	also	segregated	(or	one	group	is	denied
access)	 along	political,	 ethnic	or	 religious	 lines,	 it	 is	 easier	 to	 create	 the	basis	 for	 inter-
communal	 violence.	 In	 this	 respect,	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 from	 daily	 life	 in
Rakhine	 is	 worrying,	 especially	 as	 fracturing	 the	 links	 between	 them	 and	 the	 Buddhist
majority	has	become	the	deliberate	policy	of	some	extremist	parties	and	 is	amplified	by
holding	many	Rohingyas	within	internal	refugee	camps.

Sustained	ethnic	or	religious	violence	is	hardly	ever	accidental,	and	even	in	situations
where	 inter-ethnic	 distrust	 is	 common,	 it	 needs	 to	 be	 constructed	 by	 politicians	 and
powerful	 groups	who	 see	 it	 as	 a	means	 to	 gain	 or	 retain	 power.15	 The	 shift	 to	 outright
genocide	 in	 turn	 requires	 the	 careful	 construction	 of	 a	 supporting	 narrative.16	 However,
once	a	culture	of	violence	is	established,	it	becomes	easier	to	escalate	from	discrimination
to	direct	violence	against	individuals,	and	from	there	to	large-scale	attacks	and	murder.17
In	 these	circumstances,	group	differences	don’t	 just	become	more	entrenched	over	 time,



but	a	situation	can	be	created	in	which	active	conflict	with	the	‘Other’	becomes	a	key	part
of	the	identity	of	each	ethnic	or	religious	group.	For	example,	can	you	be	a	true	(Sunni)
Muslim	 if	you	accept	 that	 the	Shi’a	also	have	a	 legitimate	system	of	beliefs?	Or,	 in	our
case,	 can	 you	 be	 a	 true	 Burmese	 if	 you	 are	 perfectly	 happy	 for	 Muslims	 to	 live	 in
Myanmar?

If	the	answer	to	either	question	is	no,	then	the	only	remaining	debate	is	over	how	you
should	go	about	resolving	the	problem.	While	some	would	argue	that	there	is	still	a	need
for	 dialogue	 (after	 all,	 these	 examples	 are	 differences	 related	 to	 chosen	 beliefs,	 not
fundamental	ethnicity),	the	reality	is	that	exclusion	of	the	‘Other’	or	even	their	complete
destruction	become	‘acceptable’	 solutions,	at	 least	 to	 some—and	support	 for	 this	 sort	of
response	can	be	increased	by	deliberate	actions.

A	 key	 act	 in	 producing	 the	 conditions	 for	 genocide	 is	 slow	 legitimation	 and
normalisation	of	the	framework	used	to	justify	discrimination	and	murder	on	the	basis	of
identity,	 and	 testing	 the	 limits	 of	 what	 is	 acceptable.	 Genocide	 requires	 the	 long-term
development	of	 the	 cultural	 and	 institutional	 conditions	we	have	highlighted	 in	order	 to
organise	and	sustain	such	violence.18	This	 takes	real	effort	by	those	with	power,	and	the
development	of	 the	 required	 conditions	 is	 unlikely	 in	most	 settings.	 In	 reality,	 genocide
has	been	rare,	and	one	reason	for	this	is	that	most	situations	cannot	sustain	the	necessary
ideological	conditions	for	it	to	happen.	People	revert	to	living	with	their	neighbours	with
some	degree	of	give	and	 take,	 and	 find	out	 through	 interaction	 that	 those	deemed	 to	be
‘Other’	are	actually	not	that	fundamentally	different	from	themselves.

In	other	instances,	external	powers	may	be	able	to	intervene	in	localised	communities	to
prevent	 a	 situation	 slipping	 out	 of	 control.	 Regional	 powers	 have	 often	 historically
intervened	to	protect	the	interests	of	oppressed	minorities	in	countries	around	them,	as	for
example	Iran	often	does	today	to	further	the	interests	of	Shi’a	groups	all	over	the	Muslim
world.	This	logic	has	a	long	tradition	of	alleviating	potentially	genocidal	situations,	even	if
it	 can	 be	 destabilising	 in	 other	 respects.19	 And	 it	 also	 underpins	 the	 UN’s	 approach,
developed	 since	World	War	 II,20	 in	 which	 intervention	 to	 prevent	 genocide	 is	 actually
mandatory	under	international	law.

When	we	have	 a	 situation	 of	 violence	 against	 a	 particular	 ethnic	 and	 religious	 group
that	 is	 becoming	 slowly	 normalised,	 combined	 with	 a	 failure	 by	 the	 international
community	 to	 intervene	 on	 behalf	 of	 that	 group,	 genocide	 becomes	 increasingly	 likely.
This	 trajectory	 can	be	 usefully	 explored	 in	 the	 contexts	 of	 four	 different	 genocides	 that
have	scarred	the	twentieth	century.	Each	had	their	own	logic,	but	in	each	we	can	see	the
same	pattern	of	normalising	violence,	the	importance	of	a	trigger	event,	and	international
silence	(or	inability	to	interfere).	For	our	purposes,	we	can	look	at	the	Ottoman	massacres
of	 the	Armenians	 in	1915–16,	 the	Soviet	 crimes	 against	 the	Muslim	minority	groups	 in
Ukraine	 and	 Southern	 Russia	 in	 1941–3,	 the	 Nazi-led	 holocaust	 against	 the	 Jews	 from
1933–45,	and	the	genocide	in	Rwanda	in	1994–5.

The	normalisation	of	violence
In	the	case	of	the	Armenian	massacres	of	1915–16,	a	new	Ottoman	regime,	established	by
the	Young	Turks	in	1908,	had	turned	against	the	multi-cultural	norms	of	the	old	monarchy



and	 had	 started	 to	 stress	 the	 ‘threat’	 posed	 by	 various	 non-Turkish	 groups	 (Slavs	 in
southeastern	Europe,	Arabs	and	Armenians)	to	the	Turkish	people.	Up	to	the	final	years	of
the	Ottoman	 Empire,	 the	 regime	was	multi-cultural	 and	 usually	 broadly	 tolerant	 of	 the
various	ethnic	groups	within	its	borders.	There	were	periods	of	active	repression,	but	state
violence	against	 identifiable	ethnic	or	religious	groups	was	usually	connected	to	wars	or
external	threats,	as	for	example	were	the	massacres	in	the	Balkans	in	1877–821	and	1912–
13,22	 when	 there	 were	 major	 revolts	 against	 Ottoman	 rule,	 combined	 with	 wars	 with
external	powers	who	backed	those	ethnic	groups.

As	such,	there	was	no	systemic	denigration	of	the	Armenians	for	most	of	the	Ottoman
Empire	era.	After	the	Young	Turk	Revolution	in	190823	the	new	regime	took	a	stance	that
was	more	 aggressively	Turkish	 in	 its	 identity,	 and	 also,	 by	1914,	 it	 had	 lost	most	 of	 its
Balkan	 provinces	 in	 the	 1912–13	 war.	 The	 advent	 of	World	War	 I	 brought	 nationalist
revolts	by	 the	Arabs	 in	 the	south	and,	 to	a	 lesser	extent,	by	 the	Armenians	 in	 the	north-
east.	Turkey’s	entry	into	World	War	I	also	brought	it	into	conflict	with	Tsarist	Russia	and
caused	 a	 repetition	 of	 the	 clashes	 between	 the	 two	 powers	 that	 had	 occurred	 over	 the
previous	century.

Russia	had	historically	liked	to	present	itself	as	a	protector	of	the	Christian	Armenians
and	when	the	Russian	army	invaded	eastern	Turkey	in	1915	it	found	itself	welcomed	by
many.	The	Armenian	 genocide	was	mainly	 carried	 out	 by	 the	Turkish	 army	 rather	 than
reflecting	wider	communal	violence,	but	 it	was	a	situation	in	which	violence	against	 the
‘out-group’	was	 regarded	as	perfectly	 sensible	 in	 the	circumstances,	and	also	 fitted	with
the	 long	 history	 of	 Ottoman	 armies	 taking	 revenge	 on	 civilian	 populations	 whom	 they
believed	to	be	in	rebellion.

A	 similar	 pattern	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 Soviet	 violence	 against	Muslims,	 as	 this	 again	was
more	 state-directed	 violence	 than	 inter-communal	 violence.	 However,	 as	 with	 the
Ottomans,	violence	had	been	normalised	by	the	Soviet	state	and	the	1941–3	events	can	be
seen	as	an	extension	of	the	mass	murder	and	starvation	inflicted	on	the	wider	population	in
the	 1930s.24	 Equally,	 the	 Turkic	 groups	who	 lived	 in	 the	 Crimea,	 Caucasus	 and	 to	 the
north	of	the	Caspian	Sea	had	long	been	regarded	with	deep	suspicion	by	the	Russian	state.
As	 late	 as	 the	 1600s	 they	 had	 posed	 a	 serious	 threat	 to	 a	Russian	 state25	 that	was	 still
recovering	from	the	Mongol	invasions,	and	in	the	1760s	the	Crimean	Khans	had	made	an
alliance	with	Prussia	to	attack	Russia.26	In	this	case,	long	standing	fears	about	the	loyalty
of	a	defined	group	(similar	to	Ottoman	distrust	of	the	Armenians)	combined	with	a	regime
that	had	no	limits	in	terms	of	the	violence	it	wreaked	on	its	own	citizens.

Rwanda	shows	some	similarities	and	some	differences	to	these	two	instances.	Here	the
violence	 was	 a	 mixture	 of	 communal	 antagonism	 and	 state	 intervention.	 The	 colonial
region	of	Rwanda	brought	together	two	different	ethnic	groups—the	Hutus	and	the	Tutsis.
Anti-Tutsi	 sentiment	 had	 been	 built	 up	 by	 the	Hutu	 regime	 ever	 since	Rwanda	 became
independent.27	Under	Belgian	colonial	rule	(after	the	region	was	transferred	from	German
rule	at	 the	end	of	World	War	 I),	 the	minority	Tutsi	population	 (some	14	per	cent	of	 the
total	 population)	 had	 had	 a	 privileged	 role	 in	 helping	 to	 administer	 the	 colony.	 After
independence,	 some	 politicians	 from	 the	 Hutu	 majority	 claimed	 that	 the	 Tutsis	 were
unreliable	and	still	owed	their	primary	loyalty	to	a	foreign	power.	Both	the	Germans	and



Belgians	 had	 played	 on	 existing	 ethnic	 divisions	 to	 ease	 their	 own	 control	 over	 the
territory,	and	to	that	purpose	both	colonial	powers	arbitrarily	declared	the	Tutsis	as	being
‘racially	superior’	to	the	Hutus.

As	we	 have	 seen,	 Buddhist	 extremists	 paint	 a	 similar	 picture	 of	 the	Rohingyas.	 It	 is
claimed	 that	 they	 owe	 their	 loyalty	 to	 a	 foreign	 power	 (Saudi	 Arabia	 is	 the	 usual
nominated	 state)	 and	 it	 is	 true	 that	 the	 British	 favoured	 various	 ethnic	 and	 religious
groups.	In	particular,	the	colonial	civil	service	included	many	Muslims.

The	unfortunate	 long-term	consequence	of	European	 favouritism	 in	Rwanda	was	 that
the	independence	movement	after	World	War	II	took	on	an	overtly	ethnic	aspect,	as	Hutus
targeted	 the	 Tutsis	 due	 to	 their	 alleged	 support	 for	 Belgian	 rule.	 Independence
consequently	brought	with	it	ongoing	ethnic	violence,	and	as	many	as	300,000	Tutsis	had
been	forced	to	flee	the	country	by	the	mid-1960s.

This	exile	community	formed	what	was	to	become	the	Rwandan	Patriotic	Front,	which
commenced	a	limited	invasion	of	Rwanda	in	the	late	1980s.	The	advent	of	a	multi-party
government	 in	 early	 1992	 heralded	 a	 ceasefire.	 However,	 the	 political	 process	 of
reconciliation	 was	 opposed	 by	 Hutu	 hardliners	 who	 started	 to	 make	 detailed	 plans	 for
widespread	massacres	of	Tutsis.28	 The	 actual	 genocide	 commenced	 in	April	 1994,	 after
the	president’s	plane	was	shot	down	by	the	army.

Perhaps	the	best	example	of	how	critical	is	the	creation	of	the	background	for	genocide
is	 that	 of	 the	 Nazi	 genocide	 against	 Europe’s	 Jews.	 It	 is	 the	 most	 studied	 of	 recent
genocides,	and	offers	clear	examples	of	the	importance	of	slow	escalation	of	inter-group
antagonism	and	the	creation	of	a	culture	of	violence	as	preconditions	for	genocide.	Such	a
gradual	 development	 of	 the	 conditions	 of	 genocide	 both	 creates	 a	 feeling	 of	 normality
towards	violence	across	society,	and	also	enables	a	gradual	testing	of	the	likely	reaction	of
the	international	community.

The	Nazis	drew	on	the	long-standing	European	narratives	of	anti-Semitism	and	the	late-
nineteenth-century	political	 concept	of	 racial	 purity.29	This	 enabled	 them	 to	 identify	 the
Jewish	 community	 as	 alien	 and	 a	 fundamental	 threat	 to	 their	 vision	 of	 a	 racially	 pure
Germany.	 However,	 while	 they	 came	 to	 power	 determined	 to	 remove	 Jewish	 influence
from	Germany	(and	Europe)	it	is	certainly	not	apparent	that	they	started	with	a	clear	plan
for	 mass	 murder.	 The	 initial	 racial	 laws	 were	 designed	 to	 ban	 Jews	 from	 defined
professions	and	to	ensure	they	were	second-class	citizens.	The	goal	seemed	to	be	to	bring
about	 the	 forced	 migration	 of	 Jews	 from	 Germany	 through	 a	 combination	 of
discrimination,	legal	pressure	and	controlled	acts	of	violence.	At	points	in	the	1930s,	the
pressure	on	 the	Jews	was	even	reduced	(such	as	 in	 the	period	of	 the	1936	Olympics)	as
they	sought	to	limit	negative	international	publicity.

What	became	known	as	the	Holocaust	commenced	in	mid-1941	and	progressed	in	two
different	 phases.	 To	 begin	 with,	 there	 were	 distinctions	 in	 how	 Jews	 were	 treated	 in
different	occupied	 territories.	Within	 the	occupied	 territories	of	 the	USSR,	mass	murder
became	 the	norm	within	days	of	 the	 invasion	and	 fused	with	 the	war	against	 the	Soviet
partisans.	This	was	mass	killing	of	civilians	as	soon	as	possible	after	the	German	army	had
occupied	 a	 region.	 In	 Poland,	 the	 Jewish	 community	 was	 increasingly	 imprisoned	 in
ghettos	 where	 starvation	 and	 brutality	 exacted	 a	 steady	 death	 toll.	 In	 Germany	 and



Western	Europe,	the	norm	was	increasingly	exclusion	from	society	and	deportation	to	the
east.	However,	even	in	Germany,	the	Nazis	faced	some	constraints	from	public	attitudes	in
terms	of	what	was	acceptable.

These	 relative	 distinctions	 broke	 down	 in	 early	 1942	 for	 several	 related	 reasons.	The
entry	 of	 the	 US	 into	 the	 war	 had	 removed	 any	 remaining	 fear	 of	 adverse	 international
reaction.	Civil	and	religious	pressure	had	forced	the	suspension	of	a	campaign	of	murder
against	Germans	deemed	to	be	mentally	or	physically	unfit,	 thus	freeing	up	‘specialists’,
who	had	already	experimented	with	mass	killing	using	poison	gas,	for	other	tasks.	Finally,
the	 regime	 was	 facing	 food	 shortages	 and	 was	 desperate	 to	 eliminate	 those	 it	 saw	 as
surplus	 and	 undesirable.30	 This	 effectively	 removed	 the	 last	 constraints	 and	 led	 to	 the
construction	of	the	extermination	camps	in	Poland	and,	by	late	1944,	the	massacre	of	over
6	million	European	Jews.

In	effect,	the	Nazi	genocide	actually	progressed	in	stages	and	needed	to	test	the	degree
of	tolerance	in	wider	society.	Open	mass	murder	only	became	the	norm	with	the	invasion
of	the	Soviet	Union.	With	that	final	barrier	crossed,	by	1942	sufficient	sections	of	German
society	 and	 the	 state	 were	 prepared	 to	 engage	 in	 the	 mass	 murder	 of	 Europe’s	 Jewish
population.	However,	even	at	this	stage	it	progressed	unevenly.	Satellite	regimes	such	as
Mussolini’s	Italy	and	Horthy’s	Hungary	were	anti-Semitic	but	not	prepared	to	engage	in
the	mass	murder	of	their	own	citizens.	In	these	two	countries	mass	deportation	and	murder
only	 started	 once	 these	 regimes	 fell.	 Equally,	 in	 some	 occupied	 countries,	 civil	 society
continued	to	function	as	a	brake	on	the	Nazis.

The	existence	of	a	trigger	event
In	each	of	the	four	instances	above,	there	was	a	very	identifiable	(at	least	with	hindsight)
trigger	 event,	 when	 existing	 prejudice	 spilled	 over	 into	 genocide.	 For	 the	 Ottomans	 in
1915	 and	 the	 Soviets	 in	 1941,	 the	 trigger	 was	 war	 and	 invasion.	 Both	 feared	 that	 a
particular	ethnic	group	would	side	with	their	invader	and	carried	out	massacres	and	forced
deportation	to	reduce	the	risk	of	this	happening.	In	Rwanda,	the	immediate	trigger	was	the
very	suspicious	air	crash	that	killed	President	Habyarimana31	(who	had	been	seen	by	the
Hutu	 hardliners	 as	 too	 keen	 on	 national	 reconciliation).	 The	 day	 after	 his	 death,	 the
massacres	 commenced,	 showing	 a	 mixture	 of	 state	 organisation	 and	 inter-communal
violence.

For	the	Nazis,	there	were	two	triggers	that	meant	they	shifted	from	systemic	persecution
(and	limited	murder)	to	mass	murder.	One	was	the	invasion	of	the	USSR,	where	German
troops	 organised	 the	mass	 killing	 of	 the	 Jewish	 population	 as	 soon	 as	 they	 occupied	 a
region.	The	second	was	the	US	entry	into	the	war	at	the	end	of	1941	as,	up	to	this	stage,
Hitler	had	been	keen	to	keep	the	United	States	out	of	the	war	and	described	the	Jews	as
‘hostages’	whose	lives	would	be	at	risk	if	the	war	spread.32

We	need	to	bear	this	in	mind	when	considering	contemporary	events	in	Myanmar.	The
preconditions	are	 in	place,	but	so	far	 there	have	been	neither	universal	killings	nor	 total
expulsion.	However,	as	we	will	explore	 in	 the	next	chapter,	 there	are	plenty	of	potential
trigger	points,	ranging	from	the	aftermath	of	the	2015	elections	to	a	major	natural	disaster.

International	impotence



The	role	of	the	wider	international	community	is	of	importance	in	preventing	genocides.
Even	 authoritarian,	 insular	 states	 have	 some	degree	 of	 international	 links	 and	 a	 need	 to
maintain	at	least	some	good	relations.	As	we	saw	previously,	the	Myanmar	regime	is	keen
to	 ensure	 it	 can	 make	 money	 and	 buy	 weapons,	 and,	 despite	 its	 reservations,	 has
developed	substantial	international	links	to	assist	in	these	goals.	This	potentially	gives	the
international	community	considerable	leverage—if	it	is	prepared	to	use	it.

The	 four	 instances	 discussed	 above	 show	 the	 importance	 of	 international	 partners	 in
restraining,	or	providing	a	free	hand	to,	a	state	on	the	verge	of	genocide.	In	the	case	of	the
Ottomans,	 their	 nominal	 allies	 in	 the	war	 (Imperial	Germany	and	 the	Austro-Hungarian
Empire)	 had	 no	 interest	 in	 restraining	 their	 actions.	 There	 are	 some	 reports	 of	German
liaison	 officers	 intervening	 in	 isolated	 incidents,33	 but	 there	 was	 no	 official	 attempt	 to
restrain	 the	Ottoman	 regime.	The	Soviet	attacks	on	 the	Turkic	minorities	were	similarly
uncontested	by	 their	American	and	British	allies.	 In	each	 incident	 it	 is	unlikely	 that	 co-
belligerent	allies	could	have	made	any	difference	to	the	outcome,	but	what	is	clear	is	that
in	neither	instance	was	there	an	attempt	at	restraint.	The	Nazi	Holocaust,	as	argued	above,
was	actually	allowed	to	go	ahead	in	its	full	horror	precisely	as	the	regime	no	longer	had
any	 conventional	 goals	 in	 terms	 of	 international	 relations.	 By	 the	 end	 of	 1941	 it	 was
already	 embroiled	 in	 total	war	with	most	 of	 the	world,	 an	 event	 that	 could	 only	 end	 in
complete	defeat	or	absolute	victory.

However,	 the	Rwandan	situation	was	one	in	which	the	international	community	could
indeed	 have	 stepped	 in.	 It	 was	 also	 unusual	 in	 that	 it	 is	 the	 only	 one	 of	 our	 chosen
instances	that	did	not	occur	in	the	context	of	a	full	blown	wider	war.	Key	to	allowing	the
violence	to	escalate	to	genocide	was	international	silence.	For	different	reasons,	Belgium
and	 France	 had	 links	 to	 the	 existing	 government	 yet	 were	 not	 prepared	 to	 criticise	 its
actions.	And	the	US	was	desperate	to	avoid	being	forced	to	intervene,34	which	would	have
been	required	if	the	UN	Security	Council	designated	the	situation	as	constituting	genocide.
This	 silence	 was	 fundamental	 to	 enabling	 the	 genocide.	 Here,	 international	 inaction
allowed	 the	 violence	 to	 escalate	 when	 states	 either	 with	 influence	 over	 the	 Hutu
government	(Belgium	and	France)	or	the	capacity	to	intervene	(the	US)	opted	instead	to
stand	aside.	In	planning	and	carrying	out	genocide,	the	Hutu	regime	did	not	have	to	fear
an	immediate	international	response.	This	has	direct	relevance	to	the	situation	in	Myanmar
as	it	 is	unlikely	that	any	final	step	to	genocide	will	be	within	the	framework	of	a	wider,
global,	conflict.	Instead	it	will	be	the	choice	of	the	Myanmar	regime,	perhaps	responding
to	domestic	dynamics.35

The	definition	of	genocide	in	international	law
We	have	seen	that	the	UN	defines	genocide	as	the	‘intent	to	destroy,	in	whole	or	in	part,	a
national,	 ethnical,	 racial	 or	 religious	 group’.36	 This	 is	 an	 exacting	 test,	 and	 the
International	Court	of	Justice	(ICJ)	has	recently	deemed	the	ethnic	violence	in	Croatia	in
the	early	1990s	not	to	be	genocide	on	the	grounds	that	there	was	‘a	lack	of	a	systematic	or
general	plan	to	destroy	a	group	and	to	prevent	births	from	occurring	within	that	group’.37
In	 effect,	 crimes	 of	 violence,	 even	 full	 blown	war	 crimes,	 do	 not	 necessarily	 constitute
genocide.	But	in	the	case	of	 the	Rohingyas	these	extra	requirements	are	beginning	to	be



met.	As	an	example,	for	the	Rohingyas,	marriage	is	strictly	regulated,	and	the	number	of
children	 they	 can	 have	 is	 limited	 to	 two	 by	 law,	 which	 is	 below	 the	 rate	 needed	 for
demographic	replacement	(that	is,	fewer	than	are	necessary	to	ensure	the	population	does
not	decline).

And	it	is	hugely	important	that	we	call	a	genocide	a	‘genocide’	for	practical	reasons	as
well:	not	just	the	act	of	genocide	itself,	but	the	fear	that	such	an	act	is	imminent	triggers	a
requirement	 for	 the	UN	Security	Council	 to	 take	direct	 action.38	 Indeed,	 reports	by	UN
officials	suggest	that	the	treatment	of	the	Rohingyas	warrants	referral	to	the	International
Court.39

The	 ICJ	 judgement	 for	 Croatia	 defines	 genocide	 in	 terms	 of	 aiming	 to	 destroy	 an
identified	 group	 in	 sufficient	 numbers	 that	 it	 no	 longer	 has	 a	 significant	 presence	 in	 a
particular	 region.	 Thus	 the	 genocides	 affecting	 Armenians,	 Jews	 and	 Tutsis	 in	 the
twentieth	century	all	fit	this	definition	about	the	intended	scale	of	the	killing.	In	addition,
systematic	attempts	to	deny	a	group	the	means	to	sustain	itself	or	to	prevent	births	are	also
part	of	genocide,	and	both	of	these	tests	can	be	applied	to	the	Rohingyas’	case.	This	is	why
it	warrants	referral	to	the	International	Criminal	Court.

In	this	respect	it	is	worth	quoting	at	length	what	the	UN	Rapporteur	has	to	say	about	the
situation	in	Myanmar:
[T]he	pattern	of	widespread	and	systematic	human	rights	violations	 in	Rakhine	State	may	constitute	crimes	against
humanity	as	defined	under	the	Rome	Statute	of	the	International	Criminal	Court.	He	believes	that	extrajudicial	killing,
rape	 and	 other	 forms	 of	 sexual	 violence,	 arbitrary	 detention,	 torture	 and	 ill-treatment	 in	 detention,	 denial	 of	 due
process	and	fair	trial	rights,	and	the	forcible	transfer	and	severe	deprivation	of	liberty	of	populations	has	taken	place
on	a	large	scale	and	has	been	directed	against	the	Rohingya	Muslim	population	in	Rakhine	State.	He	believes	that	the
deprivation	 of	 health	 care	 is	 deliberately	 targeting	 the	 Rohingya	 population,	 and	 that	 the	 increasingly	 permanent
segregation	 of	 that	 population	 is	 taking	 place.	 Furthermore,	 he	 believes	 that	 those	 human	 rights	 violations	 are
connected	 to	 discriminatory	 and	 persecutory	 policies	 against	 the	Rohingya	Muslim	population,	which	 also	 include
ongoing	 official	 and	 unofficial	 practices	 from	 both	 local	 and	 central	 authorities	 restricting	 rights	 to	 nationality,
movement,	marriage,	family,	health	and	privacy.40

Further	reports	by	UN	officials	stress	that	they	are	denied	access	to	the	Rohingyas	and
that	the	community	is	facing	systemic	persecution	and	denial	of	civil	and	human	rights.41
The	regime	has	shown	itself	to	be	unwilling	to	properly	investigate	ethnic	attacks	against
the	Rohingyas,42	 especially	 in	 instances	where	 the	military	was	 involved.	 This	 in	 itself
removes	 one	 of	 the	 barriers	 for	 the	 case	 of	 genocide	 to	 be	 heard	 at	 the	 International
Criminal	Court,43	as	 the	host	nation	can	be	seen	as	 incapable	of	 taking	action	within	 its
own	jurisdiction.

At	the	moment,	the	situation	in	Rakhine	can	be	described	as	almost	a	textbook	case	of
pre-genocide.44	 All	 that	 is	 missing	 is	 a	 final	 trigger	 which	 could	 come	 from	 conflict,
economic	 crisis,	 natural	 disaster	 or	 political	 events.	This	 is	 likely	 to	 start	 a	massacre	of
those	Rohingyas	still	living	in	urban	areas	(such	as	around	Sittwe)	and	villages	and	then
those	held	in	the	various	prison	camps	dotted	around	the	state.

Summary
Organising	a	genocide	is	not	easy.	Even	people	who	are	prejudiced	against	other	ethnic	or



religious	groups	are	often	not	prepared	to	engage	in	violence	or	to	sanction	mass	murder.
Thus	 regimes	 or	 other	 actors	who	would	 pursue	 such	 a	 policy	 need	 to	move	 relatively
slowly,	building	a	consensus	for	their	plans	by	drawing	on	existing	narratives	and	testing
the	 limits	 of	 acceptable	 behaviour.	 This	 involves	 both	 domestic	 opinion	 and	 the	 likely
reaction	 of	 other	 governments.	 Even	 once	 hatred	 and	 social	 exclusion	 has	 become
acceptable,	there	is	a	large	step	left	to	take	towards	genocide.	For	that,	there	is	a	need	to
fuse	the	capacity	of	the	state	with	the	indifference	or	active	support	of	the	population,	and
add	silence	or	complicity	from	the	international	community.	In	the	end,	every	genocide	(as
opposed	to	instances	of	ethnic	conflict)	has	happened	due	to	state	policy,	and	only	when
that	state	believes	it	can	get	away	with	it	in	the	face	of	domestic	and	international	opinion.



6

CURRENT	SITUATION

In	Myanmar	 the	 preconditions	 for	 genocide	 are	 now	 firmly	 in	 place.	 Racism	 has	 been
normalised	among	the	ethnically	Burman	population	and	the	Rohingyas	have	already	been
subject	 to	 communal	 violence,	 state	 oppression	 and	have	 been	 forced	 into	 both	 internal
and	external	exile.	Anti-Rohingya	sentiment	has	been	deliberately	stoked	up	by	a	series	of
regimes	 since	 Burma	 gained	 independence.	 And	 most	 of	 the	 waves	 of	 anti-Rohingya
violence	have	either	been	orchestrated	by	the	state	or	have	seen	the	officials	of	 the	state
acting	in	close	cooperation	with	other	ethnic	or	religious	groups.

A	 powerless	 minority	 is	 the	 victim	 of	 effective	 ethnic	 cleansing,	 in	 an	 environment
where	 they	 are	 hated	 by	 their	 neighbours	 and	 actively	 discriminated	 against	 by	 state
authorities.	The	situation	is	stark.	Rohingya	human	rights	activist	Tun	Khin	has	said,	‘We
fear	we	will	be	wiped	out’.	Given	the	importance	of	preparing	the	ground	for	genocide,	in
terms	of	creating	a	particular	set	of	social	attitudes,	his	conclusion	should	be	a	warning	to
the	 world:	 ‘in	 the	 case	 of	 inhumanity	 and	 injustice,	 no	 one	 should	 be	 silent.	 What’s
happening	to	us	requires	a	serious	kind	of	humanity—this	is	a	very	important	moment	for
Rohingya’.1

There	has	been	no	improvement	since	2004	when	Barbara	Harff	argued	that	Myanmar
was	 the	 state	 in	 the	world	most	 at	 risk	 of	 genocide.2	 Indeed,	with	 the	 recent	waves	 of
violence,	 the	 situation	 has	 palpably	 worsened.	 According	 to	 United	 to	 End	 Genocide,
‘nowhere	 in	 the	 world	 are	 there	 more	 known	 precursors	 to	 genocide	 than	 in	 Burma
today’.3	The	Early	Warning	Project	identified	Myanmar	in	2015	as	the	state	in	the	world
most	at	risk,4	above	countries	such	as	Sudan,	Nigeria	and	the	Democratic	Republic	of	the
Congo,	which	all	receive	more	international	attention.

The	attitude	of	 the	Myanmar	state	 towards	 its	Rohingya	minority	has	already	crossed
many	of	the	lines	from	ethnic	conflict	 towards	genocide.	The	way	the	state	thinks	about
this	minority	is	also	fundamentally	racist,	and	more	than	that,	the	Rohingyas	are	now	seen
to	 be	 an	 existential	 threat	 to	 the	 chosen	 religious	 identity	 of	 the	 state.	The	 events	 since
2012	can	be	seen	as	 testing	the	limits	of	what	 is	deemed	acceptable	both	by	Myanmar’s
society	 and	 the	 wider	 international	 community,	 and	 are	 comparable	 to	 the	 build	 up	 to
genocide	we	have	seen	in	the	other	examples	discussed.	As	such,	it	seems	the	only	thing
missing	is	a	trigger	for	outright	genocide.

Potential	triggers
The	situation	could	escalate	for	any	number	of	reasons,	some	even	apparently	unrelated.



One	 could	 be	 an	 unexpected	 natural	 disaster,	 leaving	 the	 regime	 under	 pressure	 and
desperate	to	find	a	scapegoat.	Equally,	there	will	be	repeats	of	the	2015	exodus	by	sea	of
both	willing	refugees	and	those	forced	to	flee.	It	is	not	impossible	that	neighbouring	states
could	 close	 their	 borders,5	 partly	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 force	 Myanmar	 to	 face	 up	 to	 its
responsibilities	towards	its	own	population.	The	situation	for	the	Rohingyas	is	now	so	bad
that	 anything	 from	natural	 disaster	 to	 loss	 of	 food	 supplies	 to	 the	 regime	 lashing	out	 at
external	pressure	could	set	off	a	genocide.

What	 is	 clear	 is	 that	 the	 return	of	 limited	democracy	 since	2010	has	done	nothing	 to
reduce	the	risks.	This	section	starts	with	the	dynamics	around	the	2015	election.	In	part,
this	allows	us	to	explore	just	how	marginal	the	position	of	the	Rohingyas	now	is	and	thus
the	extent	to	which	almost	any	political,	environmental	or	economic	shock	could	act	as	the
trigger	for	genocide.

Build	up	to	the	2015	elections
As	we	have	seen,	each	electoral	cycle	in	Myanmar	since	1990	has	seen	a	further	reduction
in	 the	 rights	 of	 the	 Rohingyas.	 They	 were	 able	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 elections	 between
independence	and	military	 rule,	with	 some	 limits,	 and	ethnic	Rohingyas	were	elected	 to
parliament	(and	continued	to	serve	in	parliament	even	after	the	imposition	of	military	rule
in	1962).	In	1990,	despite	the	loss	of	many	rights	in	the	intervening	period,	a	number	of
Rohingyas	 were	 still	 allowed	 to	 vote	 and	 stand	 for	 elections,	 and	 even	 won	 seats.
Disgracefully,	 the	NLD	and	 its	Rakhine	allies	 then	cooperated	with	 the	military	 to	have
these	victories	 annulled.	Even	 in	2010,	 some	Rohingyas	had	 the	 right	 to	vote	 and	 three
were	elected	from	Rakhine.6	One	of	these,	Shwe	Maung,	stood	for	the	USDP.	To	properly
understand	the	risks	of	the	2015	electoral	cycle	we	need	first	 to	look	at	how	the	lead	up
was	 used	 to	 complete	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the	Rohingyas	 from	civic	 life	 in	Myanmar,	 then
consider	 the	 wider	 political	 dynamics	 in	 Myanmar	 as	 a	 whole,	 and	 then	 move	 on	 to
consider	the	very	specific	dynamics	within	Rakhine.	There	is	a	risk	that	tensions	at	either
national	or	regional	level	could	be	the	final	trigger;	however,	the	complete	exclusion	of	the
Rohingyas	in	effect	means	that	either	the	authorities	reverse	their	recent	decisions	or	the
situation	 will	 escalate	 into	 forced	 deportation	 and/or	 mass	 murder.7	 In	 effect,	 this	 has
created	 a	 situation	 in	 which	 anything	 can	 be	 the	 final	 trigger,	 since	 any	 safety	 nets	 or
alternative	power	structures	have	been	destroyed.

Exclusion	of	the	Rohingyas

The	 lead	 up	 to	 the	 2015	 elections	was	marked	 by	 an	 escalation	 of	 the	 exclusion	 of	 the
Rohingyas.	As	a	group,	they	have	been	left	with	no	place	in	civic	Myanmar,	many	have
been	 forced	 into	 internal	 camps,	 their	 last	 vestige	 of	 official	 documentation	 has	 been
stripped	away	and	there	were,	for	the	first	 time	ever,	almost	no	Muslim	candidates	from
any	ethnic	group,8	including	those	outside	Rakhine,	standing	for	parliament	in	2015.9

A	key	step	in	bringing	this	situation	about	was	the	census	conducted	in	2014,	when	the
Rohingya	ethnic	group	was	not	included,	and	was	expected	to	self-identify	as	foreigners.
David	Mathieson	of	Human	Rights	Watch	has	 expressed	 severe	 concerns	not	 just	 about
the	conduct	of	the	census	but	also	the	complicity	of	the	UN	and	other	donors:



The	exclusion	of	the	Rohingya	from	the	census	was	a	betrayal	of	the	very	principles	and	purpose	of	conducting	the
census,	 and	 the	 international	 donors	 and	 UN	 agencies	 who	 were	 involved	 are	 complicit	 in	 this	 exclusion.	 The
Rohingya	have	the	right	to	self-identify	and	should	be	accorded	the	rights	of	citizens.	The	census	[in]	refusing	to	do	so
doesn’t	 solve	 the	 problem	 of	 stateless	 Rohingya,	 it	 exacerbates	 it	 and	 the	 government	 shouldn’t	 be	 caving	 to
extremists	and	their	racist	agendas.10

The	2014	census11	saw	the	deliberate	exclusion	of	the	Rohingyas,	as	they	were	forced
to	choose	to	register	either	as	‘Bengalis’	or	be	excluded.	Even	the	official	version	of	the
census	report	shows	the	reality	in	Rakhine.	One	third	of	the	population	were	declared	as
‘not	enumerated’	and	nowhere	in	the	glossy	state	publications	can	the	casual	reader	find	an
explanation	 for	 this	 remarkable	 outcome.	 The	 relatively	 small	 numbers	 excluded	 in
Kachin	 and	Kayin	States	 reflects	 ongoing	 armed	 conflict	 in	 those	 areas,	 something	 that
clearly	is	not	the	case	in	Rakhine.

6.	2014	Census	Results12

State/Region Total Male Female
Union 51,419420 24,821,176 26,598,244
Union	(enumerated) 50,213,067 24,225,304 25,987,763
Union	(not	enumerated) 1,206,353 595,872 610,481

Kachin 1,689,654 877,664 811,990
Kachin	(enumerated) 1,643,054 854,633 788,421
Kachin	(not	enumerated) 46,600 23,031 23,569

Kayah 286,738 143,461 143,277

Kayin 1,572,657 775,375 797,282

Kayin	(enumerated) 1,502,904 739,234 763,670
Kayin	(not	enumerated) 69,753 36,141 33,612

Chin 478,690 230,005 248,685
Sagaing 5,320,229 2,518,155 2,802,144
Tanintharyi 1,406,434 700,403 706,031
Bago 4,863,455 2,324,214 2,539,241
Magmay 3,912,711 1,814,993 2,097,718
Mandalay 6,145,588 2,919,725 3,225,863
Mon 2,050,282 986,454 1,063,828

Rakhine 3,188,963 1,529,606 1,659,357
Rakhine	(enumerated) 2,098,963 992,906 1,106,057
Rakhine	(not	enumerated) 1,090,000 536,700 553,300
Yangon 7,355,075 3,517,486 3,837,589
Shan 5,815,384 2,908,259 2,907,125
Ayeyawady 6,175,123 3,010,195 3,164,928
Nay	Pyi	Taw 1,158,367 565,181 593,186

The	 Rohingyas	 were	 removed	 from	 the	 electoral	 register	 whether	 they	 accepted	 the
state-imposed	 designation	 of	 ‘Bengali’	 or	 refused	 to	 answer.13	 Accepting	 the	 state
designation	as	 ‘Bengali’	was	 tantamount	 to	accepting	 the	 loss	of	any	right	 to	 live	 in	 the
country	of	 their	 birth.	Refusing	 to	 accept	 this	 designation	meant	 the	 regime	 confiscated
any	remaining	identity	cards	and	tried	to	force	all	those	who	now	lack	identification	into
the	internal	refugee	camps.	A	recent	report	has	noted	that	this	has	‘led	many	Rohingya	to
believe	 that	 there	 is	 little	 hope	 for	 their	 future	 in	 Myanmar’.14	 An	 ASEAN	 report15
believes	that	this	complete	exclusion	from	the	civic	life	of	their	own	country	has	led	many
Rohingyas	 to	 conclude	 they	 are	 being	 forced	 out	 of	Myanmar.	Naturally,	 a	 government



spokesman	managed	 to	 justify	 this	exclusion:	 ‘They	are	holding	household	cards	stating
that	they	are	Bengali	even	though	they	self-identified	themselves	to	be	Rohingya,	which	is
not	allowed,	so	we	did	not	accept	that	and	instead	classified	them	as	“unidentified”’.16

However,	 the	destruction	of	 the	 last	vestiges	of	 their	participation	 in	civil	 life	has	not
just	 been	 a	 product	 of	 the	 census.	 The	 persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 continues	 to	 be	 a
factor	 in	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 USDP,	 the	 NLD	 and	 the	 extremist	 Buddhist
organisations.	For	example,	in	late	2013	the	USDP	had	supported	the	idea	that	the	holders
of	so-called	‘white	cards’	(that	is,	Rohingyas	who	lack	normal	citizenship)	would	be	able
to	 vote	 on	 constitutional	 reforms,	 but	 Buddhist	 nationalists	 immediately	 protested	 the
move	 and	 the	USDP	was	 forced	 to	 back	 down.	Thein	Sein	 later	 declared	 that	 all	white
cards	would	expire	in	March	2015	and	armed	groups	of	security	personnel	carried	out	the
removal	of	the	last	official	documents	from	the	possession	of	the	Rohingyas.	The	loss	of
the	last	identity	documents	is	critical	as	it	means	the	Rohingyas	are	no	longer	entitled	to
travel	or	work	outside	the	designated	refugee	camps.

In	addition,	Muslims	in	general	have	been	removed	from	the	electoral	process	by	a	re-
interpretation	of	electoral	law.	In	particular,	the	MaBaTha	and	969	Movement	have	forced
the	 regime	 to	 pass	 further	 discriminatory	 laws	 about	 citizenship	 and	 civil	 rights,	 for
example	restricting	marriage	between	Buddhists	and	other	religious	groups.17	Not	only	do
the	 new	 laws	 add	 to	 the	 wider	 repression	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 but,	 under	 pressure,	 the
government	has	removed	more	than	100	possible	Muslim	candidates18	from	the	electoral
list.	Among	 them	was	 Shwe	Maung,	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 his	 parents	were	 not	 citizens.
This	effectively	eliminated	the	last	Rohingya	voice	in	parliament.	Tun	Min	Soe,	who	was
planning	 to	 run	 for	 the	 NLD,	 has	 also	 been	 rejected,	 a	 decision	 that	 provoked	 a	 mild
rebuke	 from	 the	 NLD,	 with	 their	 spokesman	 Nyan	 Win	 stating,	 ‘the	 rejection	 of
candidates	based	on	the	citizenship	of	their	parents	is	in	my	opinion	an	infringement	upon
the	equal	rights	of	citizens’.19

However,	 the	 electoral	 commission	 has	 cited	 two	 related	 laws	 in	 justification	 of	 its
decisions:	one	barring	people	from	running	for	office	if	 their	parents	were	not	Myanmar
citizens	 at	 the	 time	 of	 their	 birth;	 and	 another	 requiring	 candidates	 to	 have	 lived	 in	 the
country	for	the	past	ten	consecutive	years.20

Of	 course,	 the	NLD’s	 protests	would	 carry	more	weight	 if	Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi	 could
bring	herself	to	speak	out.	Even	in	late	June	2015,	she	was	still	ducking	this	issue,	arguing
that	‘the	protection	of	rights	of	minorities	is	an	issue	which	should	be	addressed	very,	very
carefully	and	as	quickly	and	effectively	as	possible,	and	 I’m	not	sure	 the	government	 is
doing	enough	about	 it’.21	 In	some	ways,	 that	may	count	as	progress,	given	her	previous
statements,	but	 it	 treats	 the	situation	of	 the	Rohingyas	as	 if	 it	were	a	 technical	academic
exercise,	a	problem	of	the	same	type	as	that	created	by	their	exclusion	from	the	designated
list	of	ethnic	groups	in	the	1947	Constitution.	Furthermore,	the	electoral	commission	is	not
just	 removing	 Rohingyas	 from	 the	 list	 but	 any	 Muslim	 candidates	 regardless	 of	 their
ethnicity.	The	2015	elections	were	unique	 in	Burma’s	post-colonial	history.	For	 the	 first
time,	 there	were	no	Rohingya	 candidates	 and	no	Rohingya	members	of	parliament,	 and
very	few	Muslims	from	other	ethnic	groups.	Even	under	the	worst	of	the	military	rule	this
did	not	happen.



The	forced	displacement	of	the	Rohingyas	into	internal	camps,	and	the	removal	of	their
last	vestige	of	democratic	rights22	has	led	some	observers	to	call	Myanmar	an	‘apartheid
state’.23	In	consequence,	the	Rohingyas	are	now	excluded	both	as	electors	and	in	terms	of
representation24	and	 they	are	an	easy	(and	shared)	 target	 for	all	 the	 represented	political
camps.	 The	 implication	 is	 clear:	 failure	 to	 gain	 any	 political	 voice	 to	 speak	 for	 their
interests	 in	 the	 2015	 elections	 means	 that,	 as	 a	 Rohingya	 activist	 put	 it,	 ‘the	 whole
Rohingya	will	be	a	sort	of	degraded	or	persecuted	community,	and	 that	cannot	continue
for	long’.25	The	inevitable	result	is	that	‘the	Rohingyas	will	disappear	from	Rakhine	State.
It	is	sure	Rohingya	will	disappear’.26

2015	elections:	wider	issues
In	terms	of	electoral	politics,	the	NLD	also	faces	significant	challenges	even	after	its	2015
victory.	 It	 needs	 to	 retain	 support	 among	 the	Burman	 ethnic	majority	 and	 this	 carries	 a
price	in	terms	of	the	policies	it	can	put	forward.	Some	observers	suggest	that	its	‘move	to
the	right	has	been	a	pragmatic	step	to	try	to	gain	a	majority,	by	promising	everything	to
everyone	 and	 making	 sure	 to	 bow	 to	 popular	 anti-Muslim	 sentiment’.27	 Indeed	 the
MaBaTha	has	openly	backed	the	USDP28	on	the	grounds	that	the	NLD	opposed	some	of
the	recent	anti-Muslim	laws	(in	particular	the	ban	on	inter-communal	marriages).	Before
the	 2015	 election,	 the	 NLD	 failed	 to	 break	 with	 its	 old	 allies	 despite	 this	 shift	 of
allegiance,	 for	 fear	 of	 undermining	 its	 electoral	 appeal.	 This	 has	 led	 to	 the	 situation
identified	by	Mark	Farmaner	of	the	Burma	Campaign	UK:
I	 think	 [Aung	 San	 Suu	Kyi]	 has	 seriously	miscalculated	 her	 response	 to	 anti-Muslim	 violence	 in	Burma,	 She	 has
ended	up	with	 the	worst	 of	both	worlds.	On	 the	one	hand,	 she	hasn’t	 spoken	up	 for	 an	oppressed	and	endangered
minority,	on	the	other	hand,	she’s	still	being	attacked	by	the	969	Movement	and	losing	support	because	there	remains
a	perception	that	she’s	friendly	to	Muslims.	Because	she	didn’t	take	a	firm	moral	stance	against	anti-Muslim	feeling
from	 the	 start,	 using	 her	 moral	 authority,	 she	 has	 opened	 the	 way	 for	 people	 like	 Wirathu	 to	 act	 with	 absolute
impunity.29

There	is	strong	evidence	to	suggest	that	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	personally	shares	some	of
the	views	of	the	Buddhist	hierarchy,	which	indicates	that	while	she	may	be	a	prisoner	of
her	allies	she	may	not	be	so	unhappy	with	the	consequences.	She	wrote	a	short	paper	in
1985	 praising	 the	 Burmese	 ‘racial	 psyche’	 and	 claiming	 that	 Buddhism	 ‘represents	 the
perfected	philosophy.	It	therefore	follows	that	there	[is]	no	need	either	to	develop	it	further
or	to	consider	other	philosophies’.30	If	 those	remain	her	views,	then	her	silence	over	the
persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 is	 not	 just	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	 pressures	 she	 faces,	 but	 an
indication	 that	 there	 is	 at	 least	 some	 ambiguity	 in	 her	 position	 over	 the	 right	 of	 the
Rohingyas	to	live	in	Myanmar.

This	 has	 affected	 the	 NLD’s	 approach	 in	 two	 ways.	 In	 a	 sense	 it	 has	 joined	 in	 the
consensus	that	the	Rohingyas	have	no	place	in	Myanmar.	The	NLD	calculates	that	there	is
no	political	benefit	to	standing	up	for	the	Rohingyas,	and	it	has	not	done	so.	Aung	San	Suu
Kyi’s	 spokesperson	 has	 even	 used	 the	 word	 ‘Bengalis’	 to	 refer	 to	 Rohingyas,	 which
indicates	her	public	position.	In	addition,	after	the	white	card	declaration	in	2015	(which
removed	 the	 final	 form	 of	 state	 identification	 held	 by	 the	 Rohingyas),	 the	 NLD,	 in
compliance	with	 a	 legal	 requirement,	 expelled	 about	20,000	members	 from	 the	party	 in
order	to	comply	with	the	new	law.31	Many	of	these	had	joined	the	NLD	in	2000	and	held



membership	 cards	 with	 ‘Rohingya’	 as	 their	 ethnic	 identity.32	 In	 addition,	 the	 NLD	 has
accepted	the	banning	of	individual	candidates	from	the	wider	Muslim	community.

So	 far	 the	 NLD	 has	 found	 it	 convenient	 to	 remain	 silent	 on	 the	 question	 of	 the
Rohingyas	and	anti-Muslim	violence.	Even	when	 it	has	met	with	civil	society	groups	 to
oppose	the	recent	ban	on	marriages	between	Burmese	women	and	Muslim	men,33	this	has
been	presented	as	an	issue	around	women’s	rights	rather	than	religious	discrimination—an
accurate	and	valid	response	but	one	that	deliberately	misses	the	reason	why	the	laws	were
introduced.	 Other	 than	 this,	 the	 NLD	 seems	 unprepared	 to	 do	 much	 beyond	 vaguely
condemning	inter-communal	violence	and	discrimination.

Despite	this,	many	Rohingyas	still	hope	that	the	NLD’s	electoral	success	in	2015	might
change	their	situation	for	the	better.34	There	is	some	evidence	that	many	plan	to	flee	if	the
situation	 in	 the	camps	does	not	 improve	 (as	 is	discussed	 further	below).	But	 the	NLD’s
victory	provides	 some	hope,	with	 some	Rohingyas	believing	 that	 the	party	might	 try	 to
reduce	current	levels	of	persecution.	This	attitude	of	limited	hope	has	been	summed	up	by
Kyaw	Min	 (who	was	 the	 leader	of	 the	mainly	Rohingya	Democracy	and	Human	Rights
Party	before	being	banned	from	standing):	 ‘I	would	not	say	 that	 I	am	disappointed	with
her	 because	 she	 has	 to	 operate	 in	 this	 country	with	 the	mood	 here	 now.	 I	 am	 sure	 that
things	 will	 be	 better	 for	 us	 if	 the	 NLD	wins	 the	 elections’.35	Whether	 or	 not,	 without
external	pressure,	 the	NLD	either	can	or	wants	to	make	changes	is	an	issue	discussed	in
the	next	chapter.

It	 is	 not	 just	 the	Muslim	 community	 that	 the	 NLD	 abandoned	 in	 the	 2015	 electoral
cycle.	 Their	 list	 of	 candidates	 included	 only	 one	 prominent	 representative	 of	 the
generation	who	took	part	in	the	1988	uprising.36	In	addition	to	the	low	number	of	female
candidates,	this	supports	a	fear	that	the	NLD	is	seeking	to	ensure	its	parliamentary	ranks
include	very	few	who	would	oppose	a	post-election	deal	with	 the	USDP.37	This	may	be
pragmatic:	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	 is	desperate	 to	have	the	bar	on	her	being	president	 lifted,
and	 the	 NLD’s	 policies	 may	 be	 designed	 to	 lessen	 the	 risk	 of	 a	 post-election	 coup.
However,	they	increase	the	chances	that	the	post-election	government	in	Myanmar	will	be
unable	to	deepen	the	democratic	process	and	amend	those	parts	of	the	2008	Constitution
that	embeds	the	power	of	the	military,	as	they	have	lost	some	key	voices	who	would	have
pressed	for	more	radical	change.

As	well	as	the	systematic	discrimination	that	stripped	the	Rohingyas	of	their	last	voting
rights	during	the	run	up	to	the	2015	elections,	the	complex	political	interaction	discussed
above,	 between	 the	 USDP,	 the	 NLD	 and	 the	 Buddhist	 extremists,	 has	 the	 capacity	 to
destabilise	the	entire	regime.	As	we	have	seen,	the	USDP	courts	the	MaBaTha,	and	even
the	actions	of	the	NLD	are	sometimes	influenced	by	extremists’	sectarian	interpretation	of
what	 it	means	 to	 be	Burmese.	 If	 this	 does	 lead	 to	 even	more	 violence	 in	Rakhine,	 it	 is
possible	 that	 the	 international	 community	 may	 be	 forced	 to	 take	 note.	 The	 USDP	 has
continued	to	pass	even	more	discriminatory	legislation	and	Thein	Sein	has	boasted	about
his	role	in	removing	the	Rohingyas	from	civic	life	and	in	passing	the	new	laws.38

The	final	risk	is	what	the	USDP	and	the	military	will	do	given	their	decisive	electoral
defeat,	since	every	time	they	have	contested	relatively	fair	elections	(1990,	2012,	and	now
2015)	 they	 have	 lost	 badly.	 It	would	 appear	 that	 some	 factions	 in	 the	USDP	have	 been



preparing	for	life	after	the	election	by	looking	for	a	compromise	with	the	NLD39	(in	this
respect	it	is	worth	recalling	that	since	2008	the	USDP	has	been	guaranteed	a	large	block	of
seats	 regardless	 of	 votes	 gained).40	 An	 alternative,	 as	 some	 have	 suggested,	 is	 a	 grand
alliance	of	Thein	Sein,	Shwe	Mann	(in	effect	leaders	of	the	two	factions	in	the	USDP)	and
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi.	This	is	not	so	implausible,	as	part	of	such	a	deal	could	be	the	lifting	of
the	legislation	that	currently	prevents	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	from	becoming	president.41

An	 alternative	 of	 course	 is	 that	 the	 military	 decides	 on	 a	 coup	 in	 order	 to	 cling	 to
power42	and	safeguard	its	control	over	the	economy.43	If	so,	and	if	it	wishes	to	retain	its
current	 international	 links,44	 it	will	need	an	excuse	 that	 is	more	 than	 just	 sour	grapes	at
losing	an	election.45	Its	real	motive	will	be	to	retain	its	economic	status	and	this	means	it
may	 only	 need	 a	 reason	 that	 is	 acceptable	 to	 those	 whose	 sole	 concern	 is	 their	 own
investments	in	Myanmar.46	Also,	as	we	have	seen,	the	military	are	often	quite	content	with
a	degree	of	civil	unrest,	as	that	in	turn	creates	a	need	for	them	to	step	in	as	‘the	only	real
guarantors	of	the	nation’.47

Therefore	 unrest	 in	 Rakhine	 may	 well	 suit	 their	 plans.48	 A	 renewed	 outbreak	 of
violence,	perhaps	triggering	a	major	refugee	crisis,	could	easily	be	presented	as	a	situation
needing	an	urgent	and	unconstitutional	response.	In	this	respect	it	is	worth	noting	that	the
2008	Constitution	 is	 relatively	unusual—it	actually	contains	clauses	 that	specify	when	it
can	 be	 suspended.49	 Thus,	 triggering	 violence	 in	 Rakhine	 might	 present	 an	 ideal
opportunity	for	the	military	to	retain	power.	If	numerous	Rohingyas	die	or	flee	as	a	result,
that,	to	the	military,	would	be	a	price	well	worth	paying.

This	brings	us	back	to	the	specific	dynamics	within	Rakhine.

2015	elections:	dynamics	in	Rakhine
As	noted	earlier	in	this	book,	the	political	dynamics	in	Rakhine	are	different	from	the	rest
of	 the	country.	 In	part,	 there	 is	 a	greater	degree	of	direct	military	 rule,	 and	 the	notional
opposition	 to	 the	 USDP	 is	 not	 the	 NLD	 but	 regional	 and	 ethnically-based	 parties.	 The
Rakhine	confessional	parties	have	regularly	divided.	In	1988	they	were	the	Arakan	League
for	 Democracy	 (ALD)	 but	 by	 2008	 most	 members	 had	 left	 to	 form	 the	 Rakhine
Nationalities	 Development	 Party	 (RNDP).	 The	 name	 was	 subsequently	 changed	 to	 the
Rakhine	National	Party	(RNP)	and	is	currently	the	Arakan	National	Party50	(ANP).	These
transitions	have	been	complicated	as	at	each	stage	some	members	have	opted	to	retain	the
old	name,	reflecting	different	geographical	and	economic	power	bases	within	Rakhine.	In
particular,	 a	party	calling	 itself	 the	RNDP	contested	 the	2015	elections—this	effectively
split	 the	 ethnic	Rakhine	 vote,	 significantly	 reducing	 the	 parliamentary	 representation	 of
the	Rakhine	ethnic	parties.

The	 ANP	 is	 proving	 to	 have	 volatile	 internal	 politics,	 as	 leaders	 of	 the	 previous
incarnations	of	 the	party	all	push	 for	power	and	 influence.51	 Its	predecessor,	 the	RNDP,
was	 heavily	 implicated	 in	 the	 2012	 and	 2013	 massacres52	 and	 regularly	 called	 for	 the
expulsion	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 (a	 platform	 the	 original	 ALD	 promoted	 during	 the	 1990
elections).	The	stated	platform	of	the	ANP	is	to	‘represent	the	interests	of	Rakhine	people
in	Rakhine	(Arakan)	state	and	the	Yangon	region’.53	 In	other	words,	 it	 is	a	self-declared



ethno-centric	party.

At	the	time	of	the	2012	violence,	the	ANP	demanded	that	‘Bengalis	must	be	segregated
and	settled	in	separate,	temporary	places	so	that	the	Rakhines	and	Bengalis	are	not	able	to
mix	together	in	villages	and	towns	in	Rakhine	state’.54

The	ANP	has	produced	electoral	 leaflets	with	 the	slogan	 ‘Love	your	nationality,	keep
pure	 blood,	 be	 Rakhine	 and	 vote	 ANP’.55	 The	 elimination	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 from	 the
electoral	 roll	 potentially	 increased	 the	 number	 of	 seats	 the	 ANP	 could	 have	 won.56	 In
effect	 this	 reduced	 the	electoral	contest	 in	 the	Rakhine	 to	a	 fight	 for	 the	ethnic	Rakhine
vote	 between	 the	 ANP,	 the	 RNDP	 and	 the	 NLD.	 The	 ANP	 makes	 much	 both	 of	 its
Buddhist	heritage	and	of	 the	fact	 that	Rakhine	has	been	left	as	a	poor	and	impoverished
province	 by	 the	 ethnic	 Burmese	 governments	 that	 have	 ruled	 since	 independence.	 The
NLD	is	described	by	 the	ANP	as	being	 ‘pro-Muslim’	and	sympathetic	 to	 the	Rohingyas
while	 the	 USDP	 is	 seen	 to	 embody	 years	 of	 state	 neglect.57	 In	 this	 sense	 the	 NLD	 is
suffering	for	standing	up	to	 the	Buddhists	extremists	over	 the	recent	 laws	banning	inter-
marriage	between	Muslims	and	Buddhists.58	As	a	result,	when	she	visited	Rakhine	as	part
of	the	campaign,	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	deliberately	avoided	the	regions	where	the	Rohingyas
lived	and,	of	course,	avoided	any	mention	of	their	plight.

Despite	its	advantages,	infighting	within	the	ANP,	combined	with	an	electoral	challenge
from	the	rump	of	the	RNDP,	seems	likely	to	reduce	its	influence	in	the	next	parliament,	as
many	Rakhine	will	probably	opt	to	vote	for	the	USDP	or	NLD	instead.59	Whether	or	not
this	 is	good	news	 for	 the	Rohingyas	 is	 less	clear.	 It	 is	quite	 likely	 that,	 in	an	attempt	 to
shore	up	waning	support,	the	party	will	become	even	more	extreme,	as	Aye	Maung	seeks
to	 achieve	 his	 goal	 of	 becoming	 minister	 of	 Rakhine	 State.60	 In	 advance	 of	 the	 2015
elections	 it	was	 hard	 to	 know	whether	 him	 succeeding	 in	 this	 aim	 (and	 thus	 having	 no
constraint	 on	 his	 actions	 by	 the	 state	 administration)	 or	 failing	 (and	 perhaps	 seeking	 to
create	support	by	agitating	for	further	violence	and	forced	deportations)	would	have	been
the	worse	outcome	for	the	Rohingyas.	In	the	event,	he	lost	his	seat	in	parliament,	making
the	 future	 stability	 of	 Rakhine	 even	 less	 certain.	 One	 possibility	 is	 that,	 having	 been
defeated	electorally,	the	extremists	will	seek	to	bolster	their	support	by	further	attacks	on
the	Rohingyas.

Alternatively,	this	defeat	may	indicate	that	many	Rakhine	have	turned	their	backs	on	the
extremists.	At	the	moment,	the	chief	minister	of	Rakhine	State,	Maung	Maung	Ohn,	is	not
an	ethnic	Rakhine	(something	that	has	annoyed	the	extremists)	and	has	played	a	small	but
important	 role	 in	 controlling	 the	 Rakhine	 extremists.61	 Again,	 this	 points	 to	 the
complexities	 of	 the	 situation,	 but	 also	 to	 just	 how	much	 the	 current	 persecution	 of	 the
Rohingyas	is	a	political	construct.	They	are	still,	as	they	have	been	since	the	late	1960s,	a
target	of	convenience.

This	is	reflected	in	how	the	NLD	presents	the	violence	in	Rakhine.	Sometimes	it	argues
that	 it	 is	an	unfortunate	side	effect	of	 the	move	 to	democracy,	 in	which	 long-suppressed
tensions	 can	 come	 to	 the	 surface.	 In	 other	 instances	 they	 are	 willing	 to	 declare,	 ‘The
Rohingyas	 are	 not	 our	 citizens’.62	 Equally,	 while	 the	 NLD	 has	 a	 long	 history	 of
collaboration	 with	 the	 ALD/RNDP/ANP	 within	 Rakhine,	 in	 2015	 it	 found	 itself	 in
electoral	competition	with	them	as	it	sought	to	maximise	its	vote	outside	Burman	ethnic



areas.	Perhaps	 to	 its	 frustration,	 it	 found	 that	 its	old	allies	 in	 the	RNDP/ANP	were	now
seeking	 to	 portray	 the	 NLD	 as	 pro-Muslim	 simply	 because	 it	 stood	 up	 to	 some	 of	 the
worst	of	the	recent	legislation	(and	that	on	the	basis	of	women’s	rights,	not	discrimination
against	 non-Buddhist	 communities).	 Equally,	 as	 noted	 earlier,	 the	 NLD	 has	 lost	 the
backing	of	the	MaBaTha	over	this	stance.

Other	risks
Even	if	the	2015	electoral	cycle	passes	without	significant	violence	against	the	Rohingyas,
the	 simple	 reality	 is	 they	have	been	pushed	 to	 the	margins	of	 life	 in	Myanmar.	The	 last
vestiges	of	civic	engagement	have	been	stripped	away	in	the	course	of	the	2015	election
campaign	at	a	national	 level,	and	powerful	 regional	politicians	vie	with	each	other	as	 to
who	can	produce	the	most	extreme	statements.

The	 most	 likely	 risk	 after	 the	 electoral	 cycle	 is	 complete	 is	 of	 a	 renewed	 refugee
crisis,63	but	there	are	other	potential	triggers	for	further	violence.	One	is	the	possibility	of
acts	of	terrorism	and	another	is	the	impact	of	a	new	major	natural	or	health-based	disaster.

A	new	refugee	crisis
At	the	moment,	it	is	clear	that	only	two	things	are	preventing	a	renewal	of	the	outpouring
of	refugees	from	earlier	in	2015.	Some	Rohingyas	are	still	hoping	for	positive	changes	in
the	aftermath	of	the	elections,	but	for	many	it	is	a	case	of	waiting	until	the	seas	are	calm
enough	to	cross.64	In	October	2014,	it	was	estimated	that	some	13,000	Rohingyas	fled	by
way	of	the	sea,	and	there	is	every	reason	to	believe	that	this	time	the	number	will	be	much
higher.	Many	 are	 now	 determined	 to	 join	 relatives	 who	 fled	 in	 earlier	 periods,	 but	 for
others	the	calculation	is	simple.	The	risk	of	death	or	enslavement	at	sea	is	now	no	worse
than	the	prospects	of	staying	in	Myanmar.65	Quite	simply,	there	are	plenty	of	Rohingyas
who	share	the	view	that	‘I	will	take	a	risky	boat	journey	again	as	I	consider	that	dying	in	a
boat	journey	is	better	than	staying	in	miserable	conditions	in	the	camps	with	no	access	to
health	care	and	employment	opportunities’.66

Since	many	Rohingyas	are	now	effectively	confined	to	 the	camps,	 they	can	no	longer
even	 travel	 to	make	 arrangements	with	 the	 people-smuggling	 gangs.	However,	 this	 has
been	resolved	by	the	simple	expedient	of	the	smugglers	setting	up	‘offices’	in	the	refugee
camps.	 A	 report	 for	 Human	 Rights	 Watch,	 which	 documents	 the	 appalling	 levels	 of
poverty	and	lack	of	services	in	the	camps,	noted:
In	the	midst	of	these	appalling	conditions,	we	encountered—rather	incongruously—a	tent	filled	with	high	tech	phone
and	video	equipment.	A	young	mother	was	sitting	inside	and	calling	a	relative	in	Malaysia,	asking	him	to	send	money
so	that	she	could	care	for	her	sick	mother.	He	had	apparently	left	by	boat	some	years	previously.	We	asked	about	these
boats	 leaving	Burma,	and	whether	others	 in	 the	camp	were	keen	to	go	 too.	Some	nodded.	But	others,	seemingly	 in
charge	of	 the	 tent,	were	evasive	and	hostile,	and	we	 judged	 that	we	should	not	stay	 long.	We	 later	heard	 from	UN
officials	that	people	smugglers	are	very	active	in	the	camps.67

Effectively,	it	makes	no	difference	if	the	next	major	refugee	crisis	is	triggered	by	post-
election	 violence,	 deliberate	 expulsion	 organised	 either	 by	 the	 military	 or	 the	 Rakhine
extremists,	or	as	the	final	response	of	people	driven	beyond	despair	by	the	denial	of	every
reasonable	expectation	of	a	citizen	of	a	state.	It	will	happen	unless	the	persecution	of	the



Rohingyas	is	stopped.68	As	even	some	in	the	NLD	have	noticed,	the	series	of	steps	taken
in	the	run	up	to	the	elections—including	the	removal	of	the	white	cards,	the	deeply	flawed
census	and	the	discriminatory	election	laws—leave	the	Rohingyas	with	no	place	in	their
own	 country.69	 This	 is	 a	 defining	 indictment	 of	 the	 claims	 that	Myanmar	 is	 making	 a
transition	 to	 being	 a	 normal	 democratic	 country,	 and	 indicates	 both	 the	 government’s
contempt	 for	 its	 obligations	 under	 international	 law	 and	 the	 failure	 of	 the	 international
community	in	promoting	serious	reform.

When	 the	next	 refugee	crisis	occurs,	 the	 regional	ASEAN	states	will	bear	 its	brunt.70
The	 traditional	movement	of	 refugees	 in	May	and	June	2015	only	came	 to	 international
attention	 because	 Indonesia	 and	Malaysia	 closed	 their	 borders.	Historically	ASEAN,	 as
with	many	regional	collections	of	post-colonial	states,	has	stressed	the	importance	of	non-
interference	 in	 the	 internal	 affairs	 of	 its	 member	 states.	 But	 this	 time	 there	 is	 growing
awareness	 that	a	problem	that	has	 the	capacity	 to	destabilise	 the	 region	 is	 the	deliberate
result	 of	 Myanmar’s	 domestic	 policies.	 In	 early	 2015	 ASEAN	 parliamentarians	 have
concluded	that	there	is	‘a	high	risk	of	genocide,	war	crimes,	and	crimes	against	humanity’
in	 Rakhine,	 and	 later	 added	 that	 ‘The	 situation	 …	 has	 only	 deteriorated	 since.
Disenfranchisement,	 combined	with	 economic	 depression,	 lack	 of	 access	 to	 livelihoods,
and	dire	humanitarian	conditions,	will	drive	 increasing	numbers	of	Rohingya	 to	 flee	 the
country’.71

It	is	now	quite	clear	that	there	will	be	further	refugee	crises	unless	Myanmar	reduces	the
persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas.	 Such	 crises	 will	 be	 marked	 by	 significant	 payments	 to
people	smugglers,	violence,	death	and	slave	labour	(or	at	best	unprotected	labour)	in	the
wider	 region.	Neighbouring	 states	 can	mitigate	 the	worst	 of	 this	 by	 abiding	 by	 the	UN
conventions	on	protection	of	refugees,	but	the	blame	lies	squarely	with	the	policies	of	the
Myanmar	 government.	But	meeting	 obligations	 under	 the	UN	 conventions	 is	 not	 just	 a
matter	for	the	ASEAN	nations.	Australia	persists	in	refusing	to	accept	any	refugees	from
Myanmar72	either	directly	or	as	part	of	a	wider	programme	of	resettlement.

Terrorism
A	regular	motif	in	the	extremist	Buddhist	narrative	is	the	alleged	close	links	between	the
Rohingyas	and	states	such	as	Saudi	Arabia,	or	armed	jihadist	groups	such	as	Al-Qaeda	or
ISIS.73	 So	 far,	 there	 is	 no	 evidence	 that	 such	 links,	 if	 they	 exist,	 have	 led	 to	 jihadist
violence	 within	Myanmar.	 A	 local	 Rohingya	 group,	 the	 Unity	 for	 Peace	 Network,	 has
taken	 the	 step	 of	 issuing	 a	 strict	 interpretation	 of	 what	 is	 meant	 by	 jihad,	 the	 role	 of
mosques	 and	 certain	 Koranic	 verses.74	 This	 might	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 deliberate	 attempt	 to
remove	 the	 justifications	 often	 used	 by	 violent	 jihadist	 movements	 that	 their	 acts	 are
justified	by	the	Koran	and	Hadith.

However,	 the	 plight	 of	 the	Rohingyas	 is	 now	desperate	 and	 there	 has	 to	 be	 a	 serious
question	as	to	how	much	longer	the	Rohingyas	will	wait	for	 intervention	on	their	behalf
before	they	decide	that	any	intervention	on	their	behalf	will	do—even	one	from	Al-Qaeda
or	ISIS.	So	far,	any	such	interventions,	even	if	they	are	truly	linked	to	Islamist	extremism,
have	been	very	rare.	But	the	potential	for	further	violence	and	the	intrusion	of	forces	with
no	 interest	 in	 compromise	 is	 very	 real,	 and	 this	 is	 starting	 to	worry	 some	neighbouring



states	who	have	substantial	numbers	of	Rohingya	refugees.75

This	 of	 course	 relates	 to	 the	 regular	 outflow	 of	 refugees	 from	 Myanmar,	 as	 many
Rohingyas	who	have	escaped	 live	 in	 appalling	conditions	 in	 their	new	countries.76	This
creates	a	further	set	of	risks.	Left	to	make	a	living	as	best	they	can,	some	Rohingyas	have
become	 involved	 in	 running	 illegal	 businesses	 and	 criminal	 networks.77	 For	 those	who
have	 fled	 to	 India,	 they	 are	 also	 vulnerable	 to	 being	 targeted	 by	 a	 number	 of	 Islamist
terrorist	 groups	 seeking	 to	 exploit	 any	 Muslim	 grievance,	 including	 Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT),	 Jama’atul	 Mujahideen	 Bangladesh	 (JMB),	 and	 the	 Harkat-ul-Jihad	 al-Islami
(HuJI).	It	should	be	noted	that	some	of	these	groups	quite	deliberately	offer	humanitarian
aid	 in	 circumstances	where	 state	 or	 international	 bodies	 have	 failed,	 thus	 building	 up	 a
client	network.

Any	Rohingyas	who	are	 radicalised	by	 these	groups	pose	a	 risk	 to	 their	host	country,
which	further	undermines	 the	 limited	status	of	Rohingyas	who	have	 fled	as	 refugees.	 In
addition,	even	 though	 there	 is	no	evidence	 this	has	happened,	 there	 is	a	 risk	 they	might
return	to	Myanmar.	Given	widespread	suspicion	of	the	Rohingyas,	and	widespread	belief
that	they	are	funded	by	Saudi-backed	extremists,	any	sustained	terrorist	campaign	would
inevitably	set	off	a	new	round	of	inter-communal	violence.	Unlike	in	2012,	this	time	the
Rohingyas	are	mostly	isolated	from	the	rest	of	society	and	are	already	held	in	camps.	The
likelihood	of	mass	murder	is	all	too	obvious.

A	natural	disaster
Other	possible	triggers	include	a	national	crisis	with	its	roots	in	an	environmental	or	health
problem.78	Such	a	crisis	 is	perfectly	possible,	especially	given	the	pressures	 that	climate
change	has	already	put	on	the	region.	We	have	seen	how	Cyclone	Nargis	may	have	played
a	part	in	encouraging	the	military	regime	to	allow	a	return	to	limited	democracy	in	2008.
A	similarly	destructive	cyclone	could	badly	undermine	Myanmar’s	economy	and	leave	the
regime	looking	for	scapegoats	to	divert	popular	anger.

The	impact	of	Cyclone	Komen	in	the	summer	of	2015	points	to	the	risks.79	This	was	a
major	 storm	but	not	particularly	unusual	 in	either	 its	 strength	or	 the	 storm	 track	 (unlike
Cyclone	Nargis,	 which	 fortunately	 appears	 to	 have	 been	 a	 once-in-a-generation	 storm).
Komen	 led	 to	 widespread	 flooding	 and	 around	 fifty	 deaths	 across	Myanmar.	 However,
given	the	poor	construction	of	the	refugee	camps,	the	Rohingyas	were	particularly	affected
both	in	terms	of	loss	of	life	and	destruction	of	their	few	remaining	items	of	property.	The
practical	 issue	 is	 that	 each	 storm	 threatens	 to	 further	 destabilise	 the	 situation,	 and	 each
time	the	Rohingyas	suffer	due	to	being	held	in	poorly	built	refugee	camps.



7

WHAT	CAN	BE	DONE?

The	 previous	 chapter	 argued	 that	 the	 build	 up	 to	 the	 2015	 elections	 excluded	 the
Rohingyas	 from	any	vestige	of	 civic	or	political	 life	 in	Myanmar,	 leaving	 them	without
any	 official	 documents	 and	 increasingly	 held	 in	 what	 are	 becoming	 permanent	 refugee
camps.	Unless	 something	happens	 to	 reverse	 this	 trend,	 it	 is	 highly	 likely	 that	 the	mass
refugee	flows	of	previous	years	will	be	repeated	whenever	the	weather	systems	allow	safe
passage	on	the	Andaman	Sea.

As	we	 saw	 in	Chapter	5,	 peace-time	genocides	 are	 exceptionally	 rare.	Rwanda	 is	 the
most	recent	and,	crucially,	in	that	case	the	outside	world	ignored	all	the	warnings	and	only
reacted	after	the	events.	This	forces	a	practical	question:	just	what	can	the	outside	world
do	to	prevent	genocide	in	Myanmar?

The	 ideal	 response	 is	 clear.	 Stand	 up	 to	 the	 regime;	 demand	 they	 abide	 by	 the	 UN
Charter	on	citizenship	and	nationality;	insist	that	those	directly	implicated	in	the	2012	and
2013	 violence	 in	 Rakhine	 face	 charges	 of	 preparing	 for	 and	 inciting	 genocide	 at	 the
International	 Criminal	 Court.	 Rohingyas	 living	 in	 the	 camps	 have	 indicated	 far	 more
modest	 demands:	 citizenship;	 the	 right	 to	 return	 to	 their	 homes;	 and	 freedom	 of
movement.1

Few	observers	are	so	confident	as	to	identify	a	single	simple	solution	to	a	problem	that
has	been	allowed	to	escalate	over	more	than	forty	years.	Some	have	proposed	steps	that	a
given	 organisation	 might	 be	 able	 to	 undertake.	 So	 ASEAN	 parliamentarians	 have
proposed	that	the	issue	of	Myanmar’s	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	be	a	permanent	item
on	the	agenda	of	future	meetings,2	not	least	since	the	refugee	crises	now	present	a	problem
for	 all	 states	 in	 the	 region.	 Linked	 to	 this,	 they	 suggest	 offering	 practical	 help	 to	 build
better	community	relations	 in	Rakhine	and	 to	ensure	 that	all	ASEAN	members	abide	by
their	international	duties	towards	refugees.

One	 solution	 that	 has	 some	 support	 among	 those	 concerned	 for	 the	 fate	 of	 the
Rohingyas	is	the	de	facto	partition	of	Rakhine,	with	the	northern	region	created	as	a	semi-
autonomous	region	with	its	own	governance.3	To	assist	 in	 this,	and	to	make	it	easier	for
the	Myanmar	authorities	to	agree,	there	would	be	a	need	to	offer	substantive	economic	aid.
This	might	also	enable	Myanmar	to	return	to	the	essentially	federal	structure	envisaged	by
General	Aung	San	in	the	period	immediately	after	independence.4

In	effect,	 arguments	 for	 a	degree	of	 internal	partition	are	based	on	 the	 logic	 that	 it	 is
more	 feasible	 to	 target	 the	 Rakhine	 local	 politicians	 than	 to	 directly	 challenge	 the
Myanmar	 regime.	 As	 we	 have	 seen,	 the	 charge	 of	 inciting	 genocide	 is	 probably	much



easier	to	apply	to	them	than	to	the	state	authorities.5	If	such	individuals	were	to	be	charged
and	 threatened	 with	 financial	 embargos	 and	 travel	 bans,	 this	 might	 have	 two	 desirable
outcomes.	 First,	 those	 who	may	 have	 been	 involved	 in	 the	 2012	 violence6	 would	 face
justice.	Second,	it	might	help	both	the	NLD	and	the	USDP	if	the	extremist	leadership	of
the	 ANP	 was	 to	 be	 directly	 charged	 by	 the	 international	 community.	 Removing	 such
individuals	might	help	create	the	basis	for	a	gradual	return	to	some	normality	in	Rakhine.

A	further	strand	of	action	proposed	by	a	number	of	observers7	is	to	improve	the	level	of
external	 monitoring	 in	 Rakhine.	 Not	 only	 might	 it	 help	 reduce	 violence	 if	 the	 current
culture	of	impunity	was	broken,	but	the	ability	to	counteract	rumours	has	been	found	to	be
critical	 in	 other	 situations	 with	 substantial	 ethnic	 tension.	 As	 we	 have	 seen	 in	 earlier
chapters,	many	of	the	more	violent	episodes	have	followed	on	from	rumours	being	spread
and	believed.	The	effective	separation	of	the	Rohingyas	from	the	wider	community	makes
this	more	likely.	After	all,	if	you	never	encounter	a	Rohingya	in	the	course	of	your	normal
life	it	is	easier	to	believe	they	are	rich,	funded	by	the	Saudis,	buying	Buddhist	women	as
wives	and,	of	course,	stock-piling	arms.8	In	this	context,	the	ability	of	external	voices	to
challenge	rumours	may	just	be	the	key	step	that	prevents	an	outbreak	of	localised	violence
becoming	a	more	generalised	massacre.

This	argument	broadly	suggests	 the	outline	of	a	possible	solution.	 In	effect:	 target	 the
Rakhine	extremists	and	ignore	the	complicity	of	the	regime	in,	and	the	silence	of	the	NLD
over,	 the	 persecution	 of	 the	 Rohingyas.	 Use	 the	 removal	 of	 some	 of	 those	 stoking	 the
violence	 to	 pursue	 practical	 steps	 such	 as	 the	 gradual	 return	 of	 the	 Rohingyas	 to	 their
original	villages.	 If	aid	 is	delivered	 to	Rakhine	 to	offset	 the	under-development	 that	has
harmed	both	 communities,	 relative	 prosperity	may	 also	 help	 to	 reduce	 the	 risk	 of	 inter-
communal	violence.	In	effect,	 it	 is	an	argument	for	pragmatism	over	fundamental	rights,
but	 the	 current	 situation	 is	 so	dangerous	 that	 something	needs	 to	be	done	 to	 reduce	 the
level	of	persecution.	However,	even	pragmatism	must	have	its	limits	and	a	key	measure	is
the	 acceptance	 that	 the	 Rohingyas,	 like	 everyone	 else	 in	 the	 world,	 are	 entitled	 to
citizenship	in	the	country	of	their	birth.9

Broadly,	 this	 line	 of	 thought	 identifies	 three	 key	 actors	who	 can	 help	 to	 bring	 about
these	 changes.	 One	 is	 the	 international	 community,	 the	 second	 is	 the	 International
Criminal	Court	and	the	third	is	Myanmar’s	fractured	civic	society.	The	rest	of	this	chapter
discusses	how	each	can	contribute	to	helping	find	a	solution.	It	is	easy	to	be	pessimistic,
and	many	observers	are,10	but	the	world	has	to	take	note	and	needs	to	use	what	pressure	it
can	 to	 force	 the	 regime	 to	 accept	 that	 all	 its	 citizens	 are	 entitled	 to	 fundamental	 human
rights.

The	importance	of	external	pressure
This	 book	 has	 challenged	 the	myth	 that	 the	Myanmar	 regime	 is	 isolated	 and	 cannot	 be
influenced	by	external	pressure.	It	is	clear	the	generals	would	prefer	for	their	international
partners	to	refrain	from	critical	comment	and	are	acutely	suspicious	of	anything	that	looks
like	 direct	 foreign	 intervention;	 but	 that	 is	 not	 the	 same	 as	 saying	 they	 are	 immune	 to
pressure.	 A	 regular	 theme,	 as	 we	 have	 noted,	 is	 that	 they	 have	 often	 had	 links	 with
multiple	 regimes	which	 have	 slightly	 conflicting	 interests	 in	Myanmar.	 Their	 ability	 to



balance	their	competing	external	suitors	has	proved	useful	in	allowing	them	to	trade,	earn
money	and	buy	weapons	with	a	minimum	of	interference.

In	 the	 period	 when	 Burma	 was	 notionally	 a	 socialist	 state,	 the	 regime	 was	 adept	 at
avoiding	close	links	with	either	the	Soviet	Union	or	China	while	at	the	same	time	building
its	 relations	 with	 North	 Korea	 and	 remaining	 an	 active	 member	 of	 the	 Non-Aligned
Movement.	Since	the	return	to	partial	democracy	it	appears	as	if	it	is	trying	to	balance	the
US,	 China,	 India	 and	 its	 ASEAN	 partners11	 while	 still	 keeping	 its	 North	 Korean	 links
intact.	However,	 its	 ability	 to	effectively	 threaten	any	one	of	 its	partners	with	 favouring
the	others	does	not	amount	to	completely	ignoring	international	influence.

We	have	some	evidence	that	it	set	up	the	inquiry	into	the	violence	in	Rakhine	in	order	to
ensure	that	President	Obama’s	visit	went	ahead.	A	recent	US	State	Department	report	on
ethnic	Rakhine	involvement	in	organising	the	exodus	of	Rohingya	refugees	has	led	to	the
arrest	and	trial	of	a	few	low-level	smugglers.12	Equally,	although	the	regime	attempted	to
defy	its	ASEAN	partners	over	the	May–June	2015	refugee	crisis,	in	the	end	it	took	steps	to
meet	their	demands.13

Thus	 there	 is	 scope	 for	 international	 leverage	 on	Myanmar.	 The	 state	 needs	 foreign
investment	and	even	 though	 its	 first	 instinct	will	often	be	 to	 reject	any	such	pressure	as
foreign	 intervention	 in	 domestic	 affairs,	 it	 will	 eventually	 respond	 to	 it.	 International
opinion	 is	critical,14	 should	we	be	willing,	but	 it	 is	 important	 to	choose	 the	 right	 issues.
Each	of	the	genocides	considered	in	Chapter	5	happened	when	either	the	few	states	with
leverage	simply	did	not	care	(Turkey	in	1915,	the	USSR	in	1941–3),	the	state	had	become
so	isolated	that	such	pressure	no	longer	had	any	effect	(Nazi	Germany	after	1942),	or	the
wider	international	community	did	not	want	to	face	up	to	its	responsibilities	(Rwanda).	We
must	not	repeat	the	mistakes	of	the	past.

My	suggestion	is	that	the	wider	world	needs	to	focus	on	two	key	issues.	The	first	is	to
ensure	 that	 the	 Rohingyas	 regain	 proper	 citizenship.	 This	 simple	 step	 is	 going	 to	 be
fundamental	 to	proving	 to	 the	world	 that	 the	Myanmar	 regime	 is	no	 longer	complicit	 in
planning	genocide.15	Secondly,	external	powers	must	stop	treating	the	persecution	of	the
Rohingyas	 as	 a	 secondary	 concern.	 Unless	Myanmar’s	 rulers	 change	 policy,	 there	 is	 a
serious	risk	of	destabilising	the	entire	region	as	well	as	of	outright	genocide.	As	has	been
repeated	 throughout	 this	 book,	 the	 potential	 influence	 of	 external	 powers	 is	 critical	 in
defusing	 the	 current	 situation.	 It	 is,	 in	 the	 short-term,	 unlikely	 that	 any	 foreign	 state	 or
international	body	will	force	Myanmar	to	grant	citizenship	to	the	Rohingyas,	but	pressure
must	be	maintained.

An	 interview	 with	 a	 senior	 Rohingya	 politician	 (barred	 from	 standing	 in	 the	 2015
elections)	 speaking	under	conditions	of	 anonymity,	 indicated	 that	 some	 in	Myanmar	are
clear	as	to	both	importance	of	international	pressure	and	its	limits:
It’s	 very	 crystal	 clear	 Myanmar	 government	 is	 harassing,	 and	 it’s	 very	 clear	 international	 community	 is	 giving
pressure	consistently	…	And	it’s	very	clear,	as	well,	Myanmar	government	is	not	caring.	And	finally,	it’s	very	crystal
clear	 that	Rohingyas	are	suffering	more	and	more,	more	and	more	each	day.	Finally,	Myanmar	government	created
such	 an	 environment,	 so	 that	 Rohingya	will	 not	 enjoy—Rohingya	 could	 not	 stay	 over	 there,	 because	 their	 social,
economic	life	was	damaged.	They	are	not	allowed	to	move	freely.

…



US	government	should	give	a	warning	to	them.	This	diplomatic	warning;	it’s	not	like	war.
They	say,	 ‘You	have	 to	do	 these	 things—enough	 is	enough—within	a	 time	frame.’	Very
simple.	We	 are	 not	 demanding	 anything.	We	 are	 just	 demanding—what	we	 need	 is	 not
new	thing,	just	to	restore	our	previous	rights.	We	just	simply	want	to	enjoy	normal	rights.
And	ethnic	name	 is	 totally	blocked	 for	 us.	 It’s	 nothing	 concerned	with	 the	government.
That’s	it.	We	want	to	be	part	of	the	union,	we	want	to	be	the	good	citizen,	and	we	want	to
have	our	better	socioeconomic	life,	with	simple	living,	with—starting	with	our	own	land.
If	Myanmar	government	deny,	please	make	sanction,	start	with	economic	sanction	again,
which	was	lifted	before	by	blah,	blah,	blah,	because	of	this	Aung	San	Suu	Kyi.16

In	this	respect,	it	is	clear	that	some	Rohingyas	believe	that	Western	indulgence	of	Aung
San	Suu	Kyi	 is	feeding	into	 the	regime’s	overall	belief	 that	 it	will	 face	no	real	pressure,
and	is	thus	steadily	preparing	the	ground	for	the	day	when	an	attempt	at	mass	expulsion	of
the	 Rohingyas	may	 occur.	 Those	 who	 support	 the	 Rohingyas	 believe	 that	 in	 1978	 and
1994	there	was	a	reduction	 in	 the	 level	of	persecution	due	 to	 the	economic	weakness	of
the	 regime	 and	 some	 external	 pressure,	 specifically	 from	 the	 Organisation	 of	 Islamic
Cooperation	(OIC).	This	grouping	has	continued	to	support	the	Rohingyas	and	to	call	on
the	international	community	to	meet	its	responsibilities.17	But	the	regime	now	feels	much
stronger,	 with	 potentially	 tragic	 consequences:	 ‘if	 the	 international	 community	 keeps
supporting	Myanmar	country,	if	they	become	a	bit	stronger,	my	gosh,	they	will	kill	us	like
in	Rwanda’.18

Past	pressure	from	the	OIC	and	other	bodies	is	credited	with	forcing	Myanmar	to	accept
a	 partial	 return	 of	 refugees	 in	 1978	 and	 1994	 from	Bangladesh	 and	Malaysia.	We	have
seen	that	pressure	from	the	US	and	ASEAN	has	led	Myanmar	to	take	limited	conciliatory
steps.	 The	 evidence	 is	 that	 to	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 it	 has	 been	 attempted,	 international
pressure	 has	 worked	 to	 alleviate	 conditions	 for	 the	 Rohingyas.	 This	 surely	 is	 a	 strong
argument	in	favour	of	stepping	up	this	pressure.

There	 are	 four	 main	 external	 players	 in	 Myanmar:	 the	 UN,	 the	 US,	 China	 and	 the
ASEAN	group.	Each	offers	something	different.

The	UN	has	been	warned	repeatedly	as	to	how	bad	the	situation	is19	and	indeed	it	has
continued	to	publish	highly	critical	reports.20	But,	as	ever,	its	impact	is	limited,	in	part	by
the	enduring	politics	of	the	Security	Council	(in	this	case	it	is	most	likely	that	China	and
Russia	would	back	the	Myanmar	military),	and	also	by	the	fact	that	it	has	multiple	roles	in
Myanmar.	Some	observers	were	afraid	that	the	UN’s	criticism	of	the	conduct	of	the	census
was	muted	due	to	fear	that	its	other	humanitarian	efforts	would	be	evicted	from	Rakhine21

—as	 happened	 to	 MSF	 recently.22	 However,	 consistent	 pressure	 matters	 and	 while
criticism	annoys	the	Myanmar	authorities23	it	is	clear	that	they	do	take	some	steps	to	avoid
overt	criticism.

The	US,	and	to	a	much	lesser	extent	the	EU,	are	important	influences.	Both	have	been
generally	tolerant	of	the	regime24	(especially	the	EU),	and	both	seem	to	hope	that	in	some
way	 the	military	are	 allies	of	 the	move	 towards	democracy,25	which	 they	 seem	 to	 think
will	alleviate	the	situation	of	the	Rohingyas.	So	far,	the	Western	powers	have	sometimes
scolded,26	sometimes	chided27	Myanmar	but	the	pressure	is	inconsistent.	Both	the	US	and



their	allies	have	found	it	easier	to	talk	about	relaxing	sanctions	so	as	to	reward	progress28
—to	 the	 extent	 that	 the	only	 sanctions	 the	EU	 retains	 are	 related	 to	direct	 arms	 sales—
rather	 than	 consider	 just	 what	 progress	 has	 actually	 occurred.	 But	 simply	 ignoring	 the
plight	of	 the	Rohingyas	and	emphasising	 trade	 links	 is	 a	deeply	 flawed	approach.	 If,	or
perhaps	more	accurately	when,	Rakhine	descends	into	extreme	violence,	many	firms	that
have	 invested	 substantively	 will	 be	 deeply	 embarrassed	 and	 may	 well	 lose	 their	 new
assets.29	 Economic	 progress	 is	 not	 an	 alternative	 to	 human	 rights;	 it	 fundamentally
depends	on	the	acceptance	of	human	rights.

China	 is	 often	presented	 as	 being	 indifferent	 to	 the	governance	of	 the	 states	where	 it
invests	 and	 where	 it	 has,	 in	 its	 terms,	 strategic	 interests.	 It	 seems	 that	 it	 prefers
authoritarian	partners30	and	that	it	can	be	ruthless	in	its	pursuit	of	its	self-interests.31	But	it
is	also	a	pragmatic	regime.	It	has	recently	started	a	dialogue	with	the	NLD,32	presumably
in	the	expectation	that	the	latter	will	take	a	role	in	the	government	after	the	2015	elections.
It	 is	 unlikely	 that	 China	 would	 pressure	Myanmar	 over	 the	 wider	 issue	 of	 democratic
reforms,	but	it	might	be	less	tolerant	if	unrest	in	Rakhine	threatened	its	vital	infrastructure
projects.

Finally,	ASEAN	has	reversed	its	usual	posture	of	non-interference.	The	refugee	crises
provoked	 by	 persecution	 in	 Rakhine	 have	 become	 serious	 problems,	 especially	 for
Malaysia	 and	 Indonesia.	 Senior	 members	 of	 ASEAN	 are	 effectively	 now	 calling	 for
permanent	 external	 monitors	 to	 be	 based	 in	 Rakhine	 in	 order	 to	 minimise	 the	 level	 of
violence	and	exclusion	suffered	by	the	Rohingyas.

In	addition	to	those	states	with	influence,	a	number	of	important	individuals	have	called
for	 action,	 including	 the	 Pope,33	 the	 Dalai	 Lama34	 and	 Ban	 Ki	 moon.35	 Words	 are	 of
course	 cheap,	 and	 action	 much	 harder,	 but	 no	 one	 can	 claim	 the	 world	 has	 not	 been
warned	about	the	realities	of	modern	day	Myanmar.	And	the	regime	is	very	aware	of	the
negative	 impact	of	external	comment,	and	worried	enough	 to	want	 to	 find	ways	 to	stem
the	flow	of	information.36	Indeed,	large	sections	of	the	recommendations	from	the	official
report	 on	 the	 2012	 massacres	 in	 Rakhine	 are	 focused	 on	 the	 need	 for	 better	 news
management	to	reduce	the	amount	of	international	criticism.37

Reference	to	the	International	Criminal	Court
A	related	issue	is	the	need	to	deal	with	what	has	happened	so	far.	Many	observers	argue
that	what	has	been	done	in	Rakhine	since	2012	already	constitutes	genocide.38	There	have
been	several	 failed	attempts	 to	bring	a	case	at	 the	 International	Criminal	Court	 (ICC)	at
The	Hague.39	At	 the	moment,	 there	 is	no	means	of	 justice,	or	even	access	 to	 the	 justice
system,	 for	 the	 Rohingyas	 in	 Myanmar.	 The	 ICC	 is	 the	 court	 of	 last	 resort	 for	 the
prosecution	of	crimes	against	humanity40	 and	 its	 jurisdiction	 includes	both	 the	 crime	of
genocide	 and	 more	 general	 ‘crimes	 against	 humanity’.41	 Although	 Myanmar	 is	 not	 a
signatory	to	the	2002	Rome	Statute,42	which	means	it	cannot	(even	if	it	wished)	refer	itself
(this	usually	happens	when	a	new	regime	is	dealing	with	past	abuses),	and	though	the	ICC
is	unlikely	to	receive	a	referral	from	the	UN	Security	Council	acting	under	Chapter	VII	of
the	Charter	of	the	United	Nations,	it	can	still	commence	its	own	investigation	if	it	is	made



aware	of	a	possible	case.43

The	importance	of	using	the	ICC	cannot	be	over-emphasised.	So	far,	known	powerful
individuals	have	been	responsible	for	the	steady	build	up	of	hatred	against	the	Rohingyas
and	 the	 increasing	 incarceration	 of	 an	 entire	 ethnic	 group	 inside	 what	 are	 effectively
prison	camps.	The	threat	of	legal	action,	not	on	the	basis	of	future	actions,	but	in	terms	of
what	has	already	been	done,	would	be	a	powerful	statement	that	these	individuals	are	not
immune	from	being	held	accountable	for	 their	actions.	In	 this	respect,	 it	 is	essential	 that
the	ICC	calls	for	the	prosecution	of	named	Rakhine	leaders.

Domestic	pressure
Finally,	groups	and	individuals	are	active	in	Myanmar	who	reject	the	logic	and	claims	of
the	extremists.	While	the	regime	fears	a	US-inspired	‘colour	revolution’,44	acknowledging
the	 existence	 of	 these	 dissenting	 groups	 is	 important.	 Sometimes	 such	 challenges	 will
happen	over	a	specific	 issue	for	reasons	not	 immediately	connected	with	the	Rohingyas.
For	example,	the	opposition	of	many	Buddhist	women’s	groups	to	the	recent	marriage	bill
was	framed	in	terms	of	women’s	rights	and	freedom,	rather	than	particularly	in	terms	of
the	clear	attempt	 to	break	some	of	 the	few	remaining	 links	between	Myanmar’s	Muslim
minorities	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 population.	 In	 consequence,	 these	 activist	 groups	 forced
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi	to	oppose	the	legislation	limiting	the	rights	of	Buddhists	and	Muslims
to	marry—on	the	grounds	that	 this	was	a	direct	attack	on	women’s	rights.45	This	in	turn
has	 led	 to	 the	 Buddhist	 and	 Rakhine	 extremists	 claiming	 that	 the	 NLD	 is	 now	 a	 pro-
Muslim	party.

While	it	is	clear	that	both	the	USDP	and	the	NLD	have	links	to	the	Buddhist	extremists,
there	is	evidence	that	the	regime,	the	USDP	and	the	NLD	sometimes	feel	they	are	being
pushed	 too	 far	by	 the	MaBaTha,	 the	969	Movement	 and	 the	Rakhine	 ethnic	 extremists.
Sometimes	this	is	due	to	a	fear	of	provoking	an	international	response,	but	at	other	times	it
is	connected	with	simple	human	decency.	During	the	worst	of	this	spring’s	refugee	crisis,
Nyam	Min,	an	NLD	spokesman,	published	a	bold	and	strongly-worded	statement:	‘If	they
are	not	accepted	(as	citizens),	they	cannot	just	be	sent	onto	rivers.	Can’t	be	pushed	out	to
sea.	 They	 are	 humans.	 I	 just	 see	 them	 as	 humans	who	 are	 entitled	 to	 human	 rights’.46
Given	the	studied	ambiguity,	if	not	actual	indifference,	of	most	NLD	comments	about	the
Rohingyas,	 this	 is	 remarkable.	 Subsequent	 events,	 in	 terms	 of	 voter	 registration	 and
candidate	selection	for	the	elections,47	suggest	this	is	not	indicative	of	a	fundamental	shift.
However,	 at	 least	 some	 in	 senior	 positions	 in	 the	 NLD	 have	 worked	 out	 that	 the	 only
possible	end	point	to	the	complete	separation	of	the	Rohingyas	from	civil	society	is	mass
murder	or	forced	removal.	If	the	party	cannot	support	this	then	it	may	have	to	accept	that
the	current	 level	of	persecution	needs	 to	be	eased.	Again,	 international	pressure	may	be
important	in	this	regard.

The	more	those	who	do	not	share	the	extremists’	ideology	are	forced	to	think	about	its
inevitable	consequences,	the	more	likely	it	is	they	will	have	to	stop	being	complicit.	This
is	 important,	 because	 as	 we	 have	 discussed	 earlier,	 there	 is	 an	 authoritarian	 and
discriminatory	element	to	Theravada	Buddhism.	This	is	not	unique	to	that	belief	system,
and	 is	 a	 significant	 problem	 for	many	 of	 the	world’s	 contemporary	 religions.	However,



other	faiths	are	having	to	find	ways	to	challenge	their	own	extremists,	and	it	is	important
this	also	takes	place	within	Myanmar.

Conclusions
Despite	 the	 grim	 situation	 there	 is	 much	 that	 can	 be	 done,	 both	 domestically	 and
internationally,	to	help	the	Rohingyas	and	hopefully	avoid	a	genocide—but	a	real	will	to
take	action	is	needed,	rather	than	the	continuation	of	‘business	as	usual’	in	the	hope	that
nothing	actually	happens	in	Rakhine	to	make	us	complicit	through	inaction	in	a	repeat	of
the	genocide	in	Rwanda.	Practically,	this	involves	creating	a	minimum	set	of	demands	and
seeking	 to	 hold	 the	 Myanmar	 authorities	 to	 them.	 Some	 international	 bodies,	 such	 as
ASEAN,	 are	 already	 creating	 pressure,	 as	 they	 are	 suffering	 directly	 from	 the
consequences	of	the	persecution	of	the	Rohingyas.	It	is	not	enough	for	foreign	powers	to
hide	behind	the	ready	belief	that	nothing	they	can	say	or	do	will	influence	the	regime.	In
this,	 the	 lesson	 from	 Rwanda	 is	 clear:	 international	 silence	 will	 be	 interpreted	 as
international	 disinterest—removing	 one	 of	 the	 few	 barriers	 now	 standing	 between	 the
Rohingyas	and	genocide.



CONCLUSION

This	 book	 has	 argued	 that	 Myanmar	 stands	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 genocide	 and	 that	 the
persecution	of	the	Rohingyas	has	been	quite	deliberately	constructed	by	the	state	since	the
early	1960s.	The	return	to	relative	democracy	has	seen	the	Rohingyas’	situation	deteriorate
rather	than	improve,	and	again	this	reflects	the	deliberate	policy	of	the	Myanmar	elite.1	In
order	 to	 understand	 why	 this	 has	 happened	 it	 is	 useful	 to	 summarise	 some	 of	 the	 key
arguments	advanced	in	the	previous	chapters.

First,	 the	NLD	 and	 the	USDP/military	 share,	 at	 an	 elite	 level,	 the	 same	 background.
Their	differences	can	be	 traced	back	 to	 the	debates	before	and	after	 independence	about
whether,	and	to	what	extent,	the	new	country	should	be	inclusive	of	all	who	lived	there	or
should	only	be	for	ethnic	Burmans,	or,	slightly	more	generously,	for	those	who	accepted
Buddhism.	Senior	leaders	of	the	NLD	share	the	background	of	their	notional	opponents.
Aung	San	Suu	Kyi’s	father	was	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	independence	movement	and	her
mother	was	a	minister	 in	 the	post-independence	civilian	governments.	The	NLD’s	vice-
chairman	was	in	charge	of	the	army	until	he	was	sacked	after	leading	a	failed	coup.	Others
have	similar	personal	backgrounds.

Second,	the	NLD	claims	to	sit	in	the	Burmese	(and	indeed	Indian)	political	tradition	of
being	both	a	mass	movement	and	an	elite	organisation.	In	the	period	before	independence
this	 saw	 nationalists	 in	 both	Burma	 and	 India	 try	 to	 fuse	 together	 a	 combination	 of	 an
educated	 elite,	 armed	 revolt	 and	 mass	 street	 protests.	 After	 1988	 the	 elite	 in	 the	 NLD
effectively	joined	up	with	the	students	and	the	Buddhist	monks	who	were	leading	protests.
However,	 they	 made	 little	 direct	 connection	 with	 the	 peasantry	 or	 the	 small	 Burmese
working	class	and	gained	almost	no	support	among	Burma’s	many	ethnic	minorities.

The	 USDP	 is	 clearly	 an	 artificial	 political	 force	 designed	 to	 give	 the	 generals	 an
electoral	vehicle.	It	has	real	power	due	to	its	control	over	the	army	and	the	country’s	main
economic	resources,	but	 it	 lacks	popular	appeal.	Every	time	the	generals	have	allowed	a
relatively	open	election,	they	have	gained	very	few	votes.	A	practical	problem	is	that	they
too	 are	 reliant	 on	 the	 Buddhist	 hierarchy	 if	 they	 wish	 to	 shore	 up	 their	 economic	 and
military	power	with	some	degree	of	popular	appeal.	Equally,	as	with	the	NLD,	they	have
little	or	no	popular	support	outside	the	Burman	ethnic	group.	However,	it	is	now	clear	that
they	 are	 using	 the	 extremists	 in	 the	MaBaTha	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 channel	 popular	 support
away	from	the	NLD	and	towards	the	USDP.

Third,	 the	 two	main	 parties	 have	 effectively	 become	Burman	 ethnic	 parties.	 In	most
ethnically-dominated	 areas	 of	Myanmar	 local	 groups	 have	 their	 own	 electoral	 vehicles,
whatever	 level	of	discrimination	 they	 face.	 In	Rakhine,	 the	 ethnically	Rakhine,	who	are
also	 all	Buddhist,	 have	 followed	 this	 pattern	 and	 this	 creates	 a	 basis	 of	 support	 for	 the
RNDP/ANP.	One	threat	to	the	RNDP’s	electoral	dominance	there	has	come	from	the	splits



within	the	Rakhine	political	elite	over	the	share	of	the	spoils.2	There	is	one	ethnic	group	in
Myanmar	not	only	lacking	its	own	political	party	but,	due	to	all	the	changes	put	in	place
for	 the	 2015	 elections,	 now	 completely	 denied	 both	 the	 vote	 and	 the	 possibility	 of
members	of	its	community	being	elected	as	part	of	the	other	political	parties.3	For	the	first
time	since	independence,	the	parliament	in	Myanmar	has	no	Muslim	members,	from	any
ethnic	group.

Practical	 politics	 in	Rakhine	has	 been	 reduced	 to	 the	 dispute	 between	 the	RNDP	and
ANP,	 with	 the	 NLD4	 and	 the	 USDP	 seeking	 to	 gain	 their	 own	 electoral	 base	 in	 the
province.	 In	 fighting	 for	 the	 votes	 of	 the	 Buddhist	 Rakhine	 community,	 none	 of	 these
parties	will	gain	if	they	publicly	moderate	their	views	about	the	Rohingyas.5	The	result	is
that	none	will	do	so:	having	rigged	the	electoral	system	to	exclude	the	Rohingyas,	all	the
parties	can	compete	about	is	being	most	likely	to	be	the	most	brutal.

Fourth,	 this	 leads	on	to	a	consideration	of	 the	nature	of	Buddhism	in	Myanmar.	Since
the	 1990s,	 the	 monks,	 monasteries	 and	 religious	 schools	 have	 become	 increasingly
important	in	the	lives	of	many	Burmese.	They	provide	a	social	security	network	and	offer
education	 for	 those	unable	 to	afford	 formal	schooling.	This,	combined	with	 their	 role	 in
the	1988	and	2007	uprisings,	has	given	the	monks	a	great	deal	of	moral	authority.	It	also
meant	that	as	a	political	force	they	were	able	to	act	as	the	link	between	the	NLD,	with	its
elite	and	student	base,	and	the	mass	of	Burmese	people.

One	major	 problem	 in	Western	 responses	 to	 Buddhism	 is	 to	 see	 it	 as	 an	 essentially
benign	 religion	 and	 as	 a	 uniform	 confessional	 group.	 Thus,	 to	 many,	 Buddhism	 is	 the
Dalai	Lama	speaking	out	about	oppression	and	for	peace,	and	representing	Tibet	against
Chinese	 domination.	 Equally,	 it	 has	 connotations	 of	 yoga,	 meditation	 and	 the	 modern
psychological	technique	of	‘mindfulness’.	All	these	images	are	valid	but	they	are	not	the
complete	story.

Theravada	Buddhism	had	split	 from	Indian–Tibetan	Mahayana	Buddhism	by	 the	 fifth
century	 AD	 and	 took	 root	 in	 three	 states—today’s	 Sri	 Lanka,	 Myanmar	 and	 Thailand.
Buddhism	 places	 emphasis	 on	 religion’s	 role	 in	 the	 wider	 polity,	 besides	 individual
devotion.	The	 state	 should	 support	Buddhist	 institutions	and	 the	Buddhist	hierarchy	and
seek	to	drive	out	or	minimise	non-Buddhist	influences.	It	was	partly	this	mindset	that	led
the	Burmese	kings	to	conquer	Arakan	in	the	1780s.

In	 effect,	 the	 Theravada	 tradition	 has	 potentially	 a	 very	 exclusive	 model	 of	 the
acceptable	social	 structure.	At	 the	 least,	any	non-Buddhists	are	accorded	 less	value,	and
quite	often	this	can	lead	to	ethnic	tensions	(where	ethnicity	and	religion	overlap).	It	is	no
accident	 that	 Buddhism	 is	 closely	 associated	 with	 violent	 inter-ethnic	 tensions	 in	 Sri
Lanka	 and	 Thailand	 as	 well	 as	 in	 Myanmar.	 This	 creates	 several	 major	 problems	 for
resolving	the	situation	in	Myanmar.	First,	several	prominent	Buddhist	groups	are	actively
driving	 the	 anti-Muslim	 violence,	 and	 second,	 if	 for	 slightly	 different	 reasons,	 both	 the
NLD	and	 the	USDP	 are	 dependent	 on	 the	 approval	 of	 the	Buddhist	 hierarchies.	Within
Rakhine	the	situation	is	made	more	extreme	by	the	disenfranchisement	of	the	Rohingyas
and	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 both	 the	 NLD	 and	 the	 USDP	 are	 competing	 with	 ethnic	 and
Buddhist	confessional	parties	for	the	votes	of	the	Rakhine.

Add	on	over	forty	years	of	telling	the	majority	of	people	who	live	in	Myanmar	that	the



Rohingyas	are	really	citizens	of	another	country	and	have	no	place	in	Myanmar,	and	this
leads	to	a	significant	problem.	In	effect,	as	some	in	the	NLD	have	finally	acknowledged,6
the	situation	is	now	so	bad	that	the	only	outcomes	are	to	ease	the	level	of	persecution	or
for	it	to	slip	into	outright	genocide.

This	 presents	 a	 worrying	 picture.	 There	 are	 few	 internal	 factors	 that	 will	 enable
Myanmar	to	step	back	from	the	now	complete	exclusion	of	the	Rohingyas	from	civil	life.
If	genocide	is	to	be	averted,	this	exclusion	must	be	reversed,	and	for	this	to	happen	there
has	to	be	systemic	international	pressure	on	the	regime.
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GLOSSARY

969	Movement A	loose	organisation	of	extremist	Buddhist	monks,	which	grew	out	of	the
1988	popular	revolt	and	is	now	responsible	for	much	of	the	anti-Muslim
violence

Arakan The	traditional	name	for	Rakhine,	the	region	that	now	forms	the	westernmost
province	of	Myanmar.	Excepting	spells	when	it	was	ruled	by	Muslim
kingdoms,	it	was	an	independent	kingdom	until	the	1780s

Arakan	League	for	Democracy	(ALD) Ethnic	Rakhine	party	formed	to	contest	the	1990	elections.	Called	for	the
expulsion	of	the	Rohingyas	and	were	close	allies	of	the	NLD

Arakan	National	Party	(ANP) Latest	incarnation	of	the	Rakhine	ethnic	party,	formed	in	2013	from	a	merger
of	existing	parties

Burmese	Independence	Army Main	armed	force	of	the	anti-British	nationalist	movement.	Originally	funded
and	trained	by	the	Japanese

Burmese	Road	to	Socialism Official	ideology	of	the	military	regime	between	1962	and	1988
Burma	Socialist	Programme	Party
(BSPP)

Formal	(civilian)	governing	party	from	1974–88

Committee	Representing	the	People’s
Parliament

Shadow	parliament	created	by	the	NLD	and	other	opposition	parties	after	the
1990	elections

Cyclone	Nargis Highly	destructive	storm	that	struck	Burma	in	2008.	Some	have	argued	it
helped	provoke	unrest	which	in	turn	forced	the	military	to	concede	a	new
round	of	democratic	elections

Democracy	and	Human	Rights	Party A	mainly	Rohingya	party	formed	to	contest	the	2011	and	2015	elections.	All
its	candidates	were	banned	from	standing	in	2015

Kaman A	Muslim	confessional	ethnic	group	from	Afghanistan	who	settled	in	Arakan
after	1600	AD

Kuomintang Chinese	army	opposed	to	Mao,	active	in	northern	Burma	in	the	period	from
1948–56

MaBaTha	(The	Patriotic	Association	of
Myanmar)

Important	extremist	Buddhist	organisation	formed	officially	in	2014,	perhaps
with	the	active	support	of	the	military.	Very	influential	in	Myanmar’s
religious	education;	active	in	demanding	laws	to	limit	the	rights	of	Muslims;
often,	along	with	the	969	Movement,	implicated	in	anti-Muslim	violence

Mahayana	Buddhism One	of	the	major	strands	within	Buddhism,	common	in	Tibet,	Nepal	and
India.	The	Dalai	Lama	belongs	to	this	tradition

Mayu The	northernmost	district	within	the	province	of	Rakhine
Mon A	Khmer	ethnic	group	living	in	southern	Burma.	Important	for	bringing

Theravada	Buddhism	to	the	region
Mrauk-U	Dynasty Rulers	of	Arakan	from	1300–1800	AD
Myanmar The	name	given	to	Burma	in	1989
National	League	for	Democracy	(NLD) Main	democratic	opposition	movement	to	the	regime
National	Unity	Party	(NUP) Replaced	the	BSPP.	Formed	to	contest	the	1990	elections	by	the	generals
Pagan	Kingdom An	important	Tibetan–Burmese	dynasty

which	unified	the	Irrawaddy	Valley	region	from	1000–1300	AD
Pan	Zagar A	civil	society	movement	that	is	challenging	the	narrative	of	the	Buddhist

extremists
Rakhine Either	refers	to	(a)	a	mostly	Buddhist	ethnic	group	that	moved	to	the	province

of	Arakan	after	1000	AD;	or	(b)	the	modern-day	name	given	to	the	old



province	of	Arakan	after	Burma	became	independent	in	1948
Rakhine	Nationalities	Development	Party
(RNDP)

Successor	to	the	ALD,	heavily	implicated	in	the	2012	massacres	of
Rohingyas	and	has	called	for	the	expulsion	of	the	Rohingyas	from	Myanmar

Saffron	Revolution Name	given	to	the	2007	popular	uprisings
Shan A	largely	Buddhist	ethnic	group,	have	been	in	revolt	against	the	Burmese

regime	since	at	least	the	early	1960s
Tatmadaw Name	used	by	the	military	to	describe	itself
Theravada	Buddhism One	of	the	main	strands	of	Buddhism,	also	popular	in	Sri	Lanka	and

Thailand,	where	it	is	also	often	associated	with	inter-confessional	and	inter-
ethnic	strife

Union	Solidarity	and	Development	Party
(USDP)

Political	party	formed	by	the	military	to	contest	elections	since	2010

White	Cards The	last	form	of	official	documentation	held	by	the	Rohingyas.	These	were
confiscated	by	the	regime	in	2015
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