
This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Why are Rohingya Muslims being forced to flee
Myanmar?

Rohingya refugees from Myanmar walk toward Teknaf in Bangladesh. Photo by Ismail Ferdous for the Washington Post

The United Nations' top human rights official criticized the country of Myanmar. A military

campaign against a minority group of Muslims in the country has escalated recently.  

The United Nations, or U.N., is made up of representatives from nearly every country. Though the

United Nations has limited ability to take action, the criticism could be enough to sway Myanmar's

leaders. 

Treatment Called A Form Of "Ethnic Cleansing"

Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein is the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. He called the

treatment of the Rohingya Muslims a "textbook example of ethnic cleansing."

Ethnic cleansing is the killing or removal of a particular group from a country. 

Al-Hussein said Myanmar's military and Buddhist villagers are terrorizing the Rohingya. The

military is emptying and burning the Muslims villages in the state of Rakhine and attempting to
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drive the villagers out of the country.

400,000 Have Fled To Bangladesh In The Past Month

Even after repeated mistreatment since the late 1970s, 1.1 million Rohingya remained in

Myanmar. More than 400,000 have fled to neighboring Bangladesh in the past month alone. New

arrivals in Bangladesh are building settlements near established camps where hundreds of

thousands of Rohingya refugees already live. Most are women, children and the elderly.

Conditions are unpleasant. Food is scarce. Aid agencies find it difficult to gather the people and

energy needed to help. The monsoon rain is torrential.

The country of Myanmar is also known by its former name, Burma. The name was changed by

military rulers in 1989. 

The human disaster has captured the world's attention, but it has also caused confusion. Didn't

Myanmar, also known as Burma, just undergo a transition to democracy? Isn't it led by Nobel

Peace Prize-winner Aung San Suu Kyi? Why are Buddhists, a religious group known for seeking

enlightenment and fair treatment, treating Muslims so violently?

How Did We Get Here?

The mass exit of the Rohingya from Myanmar has connections to events that took place centuries

ago.

The coast of what is now Myanmar's Rakhine state was the center of what was once called the

Kingdom of Arakan. Arakan is a name that has since morphed into Rakhine and Rohingya.

Rakhine describes the native people there. Rohingya describes the Muslim people. 

Muslims lived in Arakan both as traders and as slaves captured from nearby Bengal, which is now

Bangladesh. Over time, these Muslims developed a unique language. 

The Rohingya Muslims, however, have always been seen as outsiders by the Arakanese. Natives

believe that the Muslims take their jobs. Sometimes the rivalry between the Muslims and the

Arakanese has turned violent.

After past bouts of fighting, many Rohingya would return and resettle. This time around, the

Myanmar government has warned that only Rohingya with clear ties to Myanmar will be allowed

back. 

Government Does Not Recognize Ethnic Group

The Rohingya are intensely unpopular in Myanmar. The government's official position is that the

Rohingya ethnic group doesn't even exist. Instead, they are referred to as "Bengali," a link to a

foreign land that many have never stepped foot in. Myanmar doesn't recognize the Rohingya as

citizens, limiting their access to services like education and health care. 

The state has found further reason for an anti-Rohingya campaign in recent attacks on police and

army posts by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army. Experts say this group, known as ARSA, is

made up of 1,500 fighters or less, and that it has received money from Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

ARSA claims to be defending the Rohingya. 
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Aung San Suu Kyi is an important figure in Myanmar. She won a Nobel Peace Prize for her efforts

to bring about change in the country. 

Suu Kyi canceled her trip to the U.N. General Assembly, the yearly meeting of all U.N. member

countries. She instead gave a speech in Myanmar. 

For many years, people in Myanmar did not have many freedoms. The country was run by the

military. In 2010, things began to change. Elections were held and people were able to vote. 

At the time, the world praised Suu Kyi for years of dedication to change. President Barack Obama

and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited her in Myanmar. Suu Kyi won a free election by a

landslide.

President's Power Limited Under Constitution

Myanmar's constitution prevented Suu Kyi from becoming president, though. She could not

become president because she has a foreign-born husband and children. 

While Suu Kyi is considered Myanmar's unofficial leader, the military still controls the country.

The military has significant power in parliament and several other important government

agencies. That means the military could replace Suu Kyi if they felt she was interfering with their

plans. 

Brutal Military Campaign Against Muslim Group

The military has long wanted to expel the Rohingya. It calls them "illegal immigrants." According

to eyewitnesses, the military campaign against the Rohingya population has been brutal. 

At least 176 Rohingya villages have been emptied across three townships, or counties, of Rakhine:

Maungdaw, Buthidaung and Rathedaung. 

"Leave, or we will kill you all," an armed group of Rakhine Buddhist civilians told the Rohingya of

one village.

In some cases, that threat has been carried out. Muslim refugees fled a village burned by soldiers.

"We were all watching what the military did. They slaughtered them one by one," said Soe Win, a

10th-grade teacher.

Treacherous Journey For Those Fleeing Country

Those who have survived the attacks in the villages face explosives planted along the border,

presumably aimed at killing escapees. Others make the treacherous crossing of the Naf River,

which separates Myanmar from Bangladesh. 

One group gathered on the banks of the Naf, gazing back at the smoke rising from the fields they

once called home. They are doubtful of what lies ahead.


