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Myanmar’s Imagined Community: A Synopsis of the Rohingya Crisis 

 During my time abroad, I have formulated two hypotheses about my home country: 1) 

the distinction between Myanmar and Burma is more interesting to Myanmar elites (politicians, 

historians, academia) and to outside observers than to the general population; 2) Myanmar is not 

that well-known. Yet, if it is known, it is usually known for two things: almost half a century 

long military dictatorship or Aung San Suu Kyi, the Nobel Laureate, who fought for democracy. 

Recently though, Myanmar has become more famous—infamous to be accurate. The history of 

dictatorship and the struggle for democracy stepped down from their roles as the landmarks of 

Myanmar. Instead, the United Nations has given Myanmar, and specifically the Rohingya Crisis, 

a new trademark: “textbook example of ethnic cleansing” (UN News, 2017). Since the Rohingya 

outbreak affects Myanmar’s identity and representation and since I feel connected to Myanmar, 

the political seems personal to me. Yet, at the same time, I feel like an outsider, as I live in the 

middle region of Myanmar, unaffected by the conflict. I do not have a formulated argument 

about the Rohingya Crisis. Instead, in this paper, I attempt to understand the Crisis by exploring 

multiple factors involved in the Crisis.  

Background and Timeline of Rohingya Crisis 

The Rohingya crisis happens in the Rakhine State, Myanmar’s northern state, bordering 

Myanmar and Bangladesh. The current wave of the Rakhine conflict began in June 2012 (Hunt, 

2017). The unrest was triggered by the alleged rape of a Buddhist girl by three Muslims and the 

then lynching of ten Muslims in retaliation (Associated Press in Sittwe, the Guardian, 2012). 

These two incidents were followed by gunshots, burning homes, and the fleeing of people 

(Associated Press in Sittwe, the Guardian, 2012). Thousands of people were internally 

displaced; schools, banks, and most shops were closed (Associated Press in Sittwe, the 
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Guardian, 2012). Official records stated that about 4,100 people lost their homes and had to seek 

for a refuge in different places including Buddhist monasteries, schools, and police headquarters 

in other towns (Associated Press in Sittwe, the Guardian, 2012). Outside reports nonetheless 

claimed that the outbreak made about 150,000 people homeless and caused about 200 deaths 

(BBC News, 2014; Hunt, 2017). To control the situation, the government declared a state of 

emergency and reinforced the police force (Fuller, 2012).  

Despite this effort, the outbreak not only continued in Rakhine State but also spread even 

across middle regions of Myanmar. In March 2013, a riot between Burmese Buddhists and 

Burmese Muslims took place in Meiktila, leaving behind more than 40 deaths; the entire 

neighborhoods, where Muslims formed the majority of the residents, were razed (BBC News, 

2014). In August 2013, Muslim-owned houses and shops were burned in Kanbalu in the middle 

region, as the police refused to hand over a Muslim man accused of raping a Buddhist woman 

(BBC News, 2014). More casualties followed in Mandalay in June 2014, again because of the 

alleged accusation of a rape (BBC News, 2014). Worse yet, in Rakhine, in October 2012, the 

violence engulfed nine more townships and became the military’s coordinated campaign to 

involuntarily relocate or remove Rakhine’s Rohingya population (Human Rights Watch, 2013); 

in January 2014, an alleged accusation that Rohingyas killed a Rakhine policeman sparked yet 

another attack (Hunt, 2017). Thus, the violence in Rakhine did not subside but grew.  

The outbreak seemed to accelerate, in its frequency and intensity, starting from 2016, and 

erupted in 2017. In October 2016, the state media reported the attack of about 300 Rohingya men 

in Rakhine State that killed nine police officers; the attack was conducted by the Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (Arsa), the major Rohingya insurgent group in Rakhine State (Hunt, 

2017). Tatmadaw, the Myanmar military, cracked down the attack, resulting in about 87,000 
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Rohingya Muslims fleeing to Bangladesh (Bhatia, 2017; Hunt, 2017). On August 25, 2017, the 

state media again reported that twelve security officers were killed by Arsa. Tatmadaw 

responded aggressively to the attack, launching what they called as “clearance operations” (Hunt, 

2017; Wright and Berlinger, 2017); this again resulted in another influx of the migration of 

Rohingya to Bangladesh (Hunt, 2017). Incidences of police deaths and ambush attacks continued 

in 2018 (Agence France-Presse, the Guardian, 2018). As of December 2018, more than 720,000 

Rohingya Muslims have arrived in Bangladesh (Agence France-Presse, the Guardian, 2018).  

Rohingya Muslims and Citizenship 

The term “Rohingya” itself is politically loaded. Myanmar civilian government rejects 

this term “Rohingya,” the term used by the group to self-identify (Marszal, 2016). People who do 

not want to accept the term use another term “Bengali” to implicate that the Rohingya are 

foreigners—immigrants from Bangladesh (BBC News, 2017). This term “Bengali” also makes a 

political statement that Rohingya Muslims do not share national and cultural identities with the 

rest of Myanmar (BBC News, 2017).   

Rohingya Muslims have had a long history in Myanmar, specifically in the Rakhine 

State, formerly known as the Arakan State. The last Rakhine Kingdom was founded in 1430 and 

is situated on the border of Myanmar and Bangladesh (Hunt, 2017). In 1785, the Rakhine 

kingdom became under Burmese control (Human Rights Watch, 2013; Hunt, 2017). The Rakhine 

State is home to Rohingya Muslims and the Rakhines, a predominately Buddhist ethnic group 

(Hunt, 2017). During the colonial era from 1824 to 1948, the Muslim community in Rakhine 

expanded; the population doubled from 1880s to 1930s, since the cultivation labor was largely 

filled by Muslim workers from neighboring Bengal (Hunt, 2017). In 1948, shortly after 

Myanmar's independence, a Muslim rebellion erupted in Rakhine, demanding equal rights and an 



 SIN 4 

autonomous area; the rebellion was nonetheless defeated (Hunt, 2017). The rights for the 

Rohingyas, along with all other ethnic groups in Myanmar, have been restricted under the 

military regime that started in 1962 (Hunt, 2017). In 1978 and 1991, the then government held 

campaigns that pushed more than 200,000 Muslims into Bangladesh (Hunt, 2017). 

Despite some Rohingya’s long history of presence in Myanmar, most Rohingyas do not 

have citizenship. The 1982 New Citizenship Law in Myanmar identified 135 national ethnic 

groups in Myanmar; the Rohingyas are not one of them (BBC News, 2017). Rohingyas were not 

included in 2014 when Myanmar conducted its first census in more than three decades (Hunt, 

2017; Zin, 2015). Nor were they allowed to participate as either candidates or voters in 2015, 

Myanmar’s first democratic elections since the end of military rule (Hunt, 2017). Despite their 

presence in Myanmar, Rohingyas are rendered stateless. And the Rohingya crisis is not a recent 

problem, but a problem deep-rooted in Myanmar’s colonial and political history. 

The Role of Religion and Politics in the Crisis 

Religious interpretations have been used to politicize this violence. The monk called U 

Wirathu is the infamous religious figure that plays an influential role in the violence, specifically 

in spreading hatred against Muslims (Barron, 2018). Using rhetorics and Facebook, U Wirathu 

spearheaded disinformation campaigns and incendiary speech, garnering his own support base on 

the social media platform (Barron, 2018). U Wirathu indeed garnered support from certain 

groups of the general population, thus triggering more divide in the already divided community 

(Barron, 2018). The council of Myanmar’s most senior monks, the State Sangha Maha Nayaka, 

banned U Wirathu from “delivering sermons across Myanmar for one year from March 10, 2017 

to March 9, 2018” (The Strait Times, 2017); the council condemned U Wirathu on the grounds 

that he “repeatedly delivered hate speech against religions to cause communal strife” (The Strait 
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Times, 2017). Despite the ban and despite all communal strife his hate speech caused, U Wirathu 

himself seemed to pride his role as the Buddhist “bin Laden” of Myanmar and continued 

spreading hatred right after the ban (Agence France-Presse, 2018, October 14; Barron, 2018; 

South China Morning Post, 2018). 

The conflict is as much—and indeed even more—about the current political power 

struggle as it is about religion and past history. Certain human rights group claim that Myanmar 

military “systematically planned a genocidal campaign to rid the country of Rohingya Muslims” 

(Beech, 2018). For instance, the notorious monk Wirathu is a military ally, although the 

speculations about whether the military controlled Wirathu’s actions were not answered (Agence 

France-Presse, South China Morning Post, 2018; Barron, 2018). Min Zin1, a comparative 

political scientist and an expert in Myanmar’s politics, asserts that the military is pulling the 

strings behind the conflict for its political advantage (Zin, 2015). While this is not to say that 

there is no implicit bias—indeed there is—against Rohingya Muslims, the military, at the very 

least, uses this outbreak for its advantage: to discredit the current civilian government, especially 

the image of Aung San Suu Kyi (Zin, 2015).  

Indeed, the military’s strategic mission can be claimed successful. Myanmar’s civilian 

government is condemned. Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, the formerly well-known figure of 

democracy and the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, faces pressure both domestically and 

internationally, both from nationalists and human rights advocates: the international community 

and the domestic rights advocates see a cruel irony and a lack of moral leadership in Daw Aung 

                                                
1 Min Zin specializes on civil-military relations, democratization, contentious politics, ethnic conflicts and civil war 
with a focus on Myanmar. He is a founding member and the Executive Director of the Institute for Strategy and 
Policy - Myanmar, which is an independent, non-partisan, and non-governmental think tank which promotes 
democratic leadership and strengthen civic participation in Myanmar. Retrieved from 
https://www.ispmyanmar.com/author/minzin/ 
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San Suu Kyi’s inaction (Kuhn, 2018); on the other hand, she faces the risk of losing considerable 

support from Burman Buddhists, who are swayed by anti-Muslim rhetorics (Coclanis, 2018). 

Additionally, in the current democratic administration, the military still controls major defense 

roles and 25% of the seats in the parliament. While this scenario should not be an excuse for the 

government’s inaction, it acknowledges the complex political situation that Myanmar is currently 

at—the situation that the civilian government should not put itself into.  

The Role of the International Community 

The Rohingya crisis has crossed borders and drawn serious attention from the 

international community. The Western community including the United Nations (UN) General 

Assembly, the European Union (EU), the United Kingdom (UK), the United States (US), and 

non-state actors pressured the Myanmar so-called democratic civilian government to take actions 

(Zeya, 2018). In late 2017 and early 2018, the pressure has moved toward targeted sanctions 

(Malley, January 2018): after February 2018, the EU set to impose sanctions on Myanmar 

security officials (Norman & Emont, 2018); the US also imposed sanctions on Myanmar security 

forces.  

In the eastern and southeastern parts of Asia, Bangladesh, which currently provides 

refugees a shelter, claims that Bangladesh is “totally committed to the principle of non-

refoulement and voluntary repatriation” (Ellis-Petersen, Rahman, & Safi, 2018); as of November 

2018, Rohingya refugees are not willing to go back to Myanmar (Ellis-Petersen et al., 2018). 

India, however, does not seem as willing to accept the Rohingya refugees: about 180,000 

Rohingya refuges are in India, and India recently arranges to send back these asylum seekers, 

which the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) condemns (PTI, 2019). 

China, on the other hand, positions themselves as an ally for Myanmar civilian government, 
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supporting the civilian government’s current standing (Bhaumik, 2017; Reuters, 2018). Despite 

various international pressure, access to the Rakhine State is nonetheless restricted to the 

international community as well as to the independent local media.  

Advisory Board’s Recommendations on Rohingya Crisis 

 Myanmar civilian government, however, sought guidance from the UN General 

Assembly to understand and mitigate the Rohingya Crisis. The Advisory Commission on 

Rakhine State was established in 2016 with six Myanmar and three international members and 

chaired by Kofi Annan, the former Secretary General of the UN and 2001 Nobel Prize Laureate 

(Overview, 2017). After one year of investigation, on August 23, 2017, the Commission handed 

the report to Myanmar authorities (News Release, 2017). The Commission made the following 

recommendations (Overview, 2017): 

• Freedom of Movement: The Commission called for the freedom of movement of all 

people—especially Muslim IDPs—regardless of their religion, ethnicity, or citizenship 

status. The Commission also called for the measures to prohibit informal restrictions and 

corruption. 

• Communal Participation and Representation: To promote representation of 

“[u]nderrepresented groups, including other ethnic minorities, stateless and displaced 

communities,” the Commission recommended that the direct election of local 

administrative bodies by the local communities, the inclusion of women in these 

decision-making positions, and the simplification of registration process for civil society 

organizations (CSOs).  

• Internally Displaced People (IDPs): For IDPs, the Commission called for a 

comprehensive strategy to make sure that the return/relocation is “is voluntary, safe, and 
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takes place in a dignified manner.” Before relocation, the Commission suggested that the 

government ensures dignified living conditions in camps, including improved shelter, 

water and sanitation, education, and access to livelihood opportunities. 

• Cultural Development: The Commission recommended the government to declare 

Mrauk Oo, an ancient kingdom in Rakhine State, as a candidate for UNESCO World 

Heritage and to recognize and protect “historic, religious and cultural sites of all 

communities in Rakhine State.” 

• Inter-communal Cohesion: The Commission recommended the government to create an 

environment conducive for dialogue, including vocational training, infrastructure 

projects, cultural events, and youth community centers at all levels of township, State, 

and the Union. 

• Security of All Communities: The Commission proposed “a calibrated response that 

combines political, development, security and human rights approaches” to potential 

radicalization. The commission called for the training of the police force and the 

reinforcement of the police force also with women and minorities to indeed represent the 

community.  

• Bilateral Relations with Bangladesh: The Commission recommended that Myanmar 

and Bangladesh strengthen bilateral ties in order to secure the border and address shared 

challenges.  

• Implementation of Commission’s Recommendations: The Commission recommended 

that the Myanmar Government establish a mechanism to effectively implement the 

Commission’s recommendations. The Commission called for a ministerial level 
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appointment that will be an integral part of the Central Committee on Implementation of 

Peace and Development in Rakhine State (Overview, 2018). 

Recent Updates on Rohingya Crisis  

 The following comprises a few highlights in moving, hopefully forward, in mitigating the 

Rohingya Crisis:  

• As mentioned before, as of December 28, 2018, more than 720,000 Rohingya Muslims 

left Myanmar to seek for refugee (Malley, December 2018). 

• To stop U Wirathu, the infamous monk, from spreading hatred on the social media 

platform, Facebook wiped his account in February 2018 (Barron, 2018).  

• In addition to sanctions from EU and US, the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

deliberated whether it had the jurisdiction to prosecute Myanmar officials (Norman & 

Emont, 2018) and launched a preliminary investigation in September 2018 (Wintour, 

2018). 

• At the end of 33rd ASEAN summit in Singapore on November 15, 2018, the incoming 

chair of ASEAN, Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha of Thailand, hinted that ASEAN, as a 

regional bloc, can play an important role in addressing the humanitarian crisis in Rakhine 

State in a constructive, tangible, and sustainable manner (Kipgen, 2018). 

Myanmar’s Imagined Community 

In his famous contribution “Imagined Communities,” Benedict Anderson (1983) claims 

the nation as an imagined political community—imagined as both inherently sovereign and 

limited (49). It is imagined because the sense of nation is built upon the image of their 

communion in citizens’ minds, not in the actual meeting or hearing of fellow citizens (49). It is 
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limited because even the largest nation has its own boundary (50). Anderson (1983) also claims 

the following:  

[A nation] is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual 

inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 

conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity that 

makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many millions of people, not 

so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited imaginings” (50). 

 Anderson claims, and I agree, that a nation is an imagined community, a fraternity, 

despite inequality and exploitation that may exist—and that indeed exist. Yet, regarding 

Myanmar’s identity politics, the long history of civil war, and specifically this Rohingya crisis, I 

wonder the following:  

1. What happens to the sovereignty of one imagined community when the extent of the 

conflict is no longer confined to the national community but instead expands to the global 

imagined community? 

2.  What happens when this fraternity, at least some members of it, denies certain other 

members brotherhood, despite shared geography and history?  

3. If possible at all, what does it take to eliminate implicit biases, reinforced by political 

setups, and reconstruct the image of the communion?  
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