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FOREWORD
“Faith and Development in Focus: Myanmar” was 
inspired by the special social, political, and economic 
challenges facing this country as it passes through a 
complex transitional phase. Religious institutions have 
long played central roles in peoples’ lives and in efforts 
to provide basic services in Myanmar. Further, the 
country is embroiled in complex conflicts that involve 
significant religious dimensions. Thus for those in 
Myanmar and outside who engage in different facets 
of development work, an appreciation both for the 
religious landscape and for its links to development 
challenges is especially critical.

In partnership with WFDD, PaRD and GIZ have 
supported a series of four country reports, of which 
Myanmar is one. The central premises of PaRD’s 
mandate are to support its members’ work to advance 
sustainable international development, with religious 
dimensions clearly highlighted. More broadly, the 
aim is to advance the efforts of the development 
community to understand and work in partnership 
with faith-inspired organizations. The studies 
explore these issues for a series of critical countries, 
with a view to demonstrating the significance of 
the intersections between faith and development 
and highlighting their pertinence for national and 
international development strategies.  

The report provides an overview of faith-inspired 
development work within Myanmar’s broader 
political, religious, and development contexts. 
Reflecting primary and secondary research, 
including a literature review and interviews, it 
sets out Myanmar’s development challenges and 
the strategic and operational approaches of the 
government and its partners (international and 
national, public and private). The purpose is to 
provide up-to-date information that might encourage 
interaction and collaboration among local faith-
inspired organizations, international NGOs, and 
other development bodies currently operating in and 

around Myanmar, as well as those in the planning 
phase of projects there. 

Several features set Myanmar apart from other 
countries. The strong linkage between peacebuilding 
and development work is an inescapable feature of 
the challenges facing Myanmar. This is critical for 
different parts of the country but also has significant 
regional implications. These include transnational 
religious influences and the direct impact of forced 
migration within and beyond Myanmar’s borders. The 
deeply embedded role of Buddhism in Myanmar’s 
history, culture, and institutional framework present 
special assets and challenges, as do the specific 
tensions involved in relationships with non-Buddhist 
communities, including Muslims in particular. 
Religious attitudes shape social attitudes in many 
areas, for example around gender dynamics, in 
important ways.

We hope that a solid base of information—
recognizing diversity and the immense cumulative 
impact of religious actors, from education to climate 
change adaptation—will challenge an all-too-
common narrative of an inherent opposition between 
religion and development and can help open doors to 
new kinds of dialogue about Myanmar’s significant 
and complex development challenges. 
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MAP OF MYANMAR

Source: United Nations, June 2012
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TIMELINE: KEY EVENTS IN  
MYANMAR’S HISTORY 
 1287 Mongols under Kublai Khan conquer Pagan. 
 1531 Toungoo dynasty reunites territory as Burma. 

 1755 King Alaungpaya founds the Konbaung dynasty. 

 1784 Burmese conquer the Arakan kingdom (Mrauk-U) and take the emerald Buddha 
(now in Mandalay).

 1824-1826 First Anglo-Burmese war ends with the Treaty of Yandabo; Burma cedes the Arakan 
coastal strip, between Chittagong and Cape Negrais, to British India.

 1852 Britain annexes lower Burma, including Rangoon, following the second  
Anglo-Burmese war.

 1885-1886 Britain captures Mandalay after a brief battle; Burma becomes a province of  
British India. 

 1937 Burma becomes a British crown colony, separate from India, and administered by the 
Burma Office under the Secretary of State for India and Burma. 

 1942 Japan invades and occupies Burma (with some help from the Japanese-trained Burma 
Independence Army, which was later transformed into the Anti-Fascist People’s 
Freedom League [AFPFL]).  

 1945 Britain liberates Burma from Japanese occupation with help from the AFPFL,  
led by Aung San. 

 1947 Aung San and six members of his interim government assassinated by political 
opponents led by U Saw, a nationalist rival. U Nu, foreign minister in Ba Maw’s 
government, asked to head AFPFL and the government.  

 1948 Burma gains independence and U Nu named as prime minister. 

 Mid-1950s U Nu, with Jawaharlal Nehru, Sukarno, Josip Broz Tito, and Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
co-found the Movement of Non-Aligned States.

 1958-1960 Caretaker government, led by Army Chief of Staff General Ne Win, forms following 
a party split in ruling AFPFL party. 

 1960 U Nu’s party faction wins decisive victory in elections; his promotion of Buddhism  
as the state religion and his tolerance of separatism angers the military. 

 1961 U Thant, Burmese diplomat, becomes third secretary general of the United Nations, 
serving until 1971.  

 1962 U Nu’s faction is ousted in military coup led by General Ne Win, who abolishes 
the federal system and inaugurates “the Burmese Way to Socialism,” nationalizing 
the economy and forming a single party state with the Socialist Programme party. 
Independent newspapers are banned. 
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 1962-2011 Military junta rules Burma/Myanmar. 
 1974 New constitution comes into effect, transferring power from the armed forces to a 

People’s Assembly headed by Ne Win and other former military leaders. 
 1975 Opposition National Democratic Front formed by regionally-based minority groups, 

who mount guerilla insurgencies. 
 1981 Ne Win relinquishes presidency to San Yu, a retired general, but continues as 

chairman of the ruling Socialist Programme party.

 1982 Law designates people of non-indigenous background as “associate citizens” and in 
effect bars such people from public office.  

 1987 Currency devaluation, which wipes out many people’s savings, triggers  
anti-government riots. 

 1988 State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) forms.

 1989 SLORC declares martial law and thousands are arrested, including advocates for 
democracy and human rights. Burma renamed Myanmar, and the capital Rangoon 
becomes Yangon. National League for Democracy (NLD) leader Aung San Suu Kyi 
put under house arrest.  

 1990 Opposition NLD wins landslide victory in general election; military ignores result. 
 1991 Aung San Suu Kyi awarded Nobel Peace Prize.  
 1992 Than Shwe replaces Saw Maung as SLORC chairman, prime minister, and  

defense minister. 
 1995 Aung San Suu Kyi released from house arrest. 

 1996 Aung San Suu Kyi attends first NLD congress since her release. Many  
delegates arrested.  

 1997 Myanmar admitted to Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN).  
SLORC renamed State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). Pro-democracy 
supporters released. 

 1999 Aung San Suu Kyi rejects ruling council conditions to visit husband Michael Aris, 
who dies in the United Kingdom.    

 2000 September: Ruling council lifts restrictions on movements of Aung San Suu Kyi and 
senior NLD members. 

  October: Secret talks begin with ruling council.

 2001 February: Myanmar army and Shan rebels clash on Thai border. 
 2002 Aung San Suu Kyi released from house arrest in May but taken into “protective 

custody” after clashes between government and supporters. 

 2003 Khin Nyunt becomes prime minister. Talk of “road map” to democracy.

TIMELINE (cont.)
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 2004 January: Government and Karen National Union agree to end hostilities. 
  May: Constitutional convention begins, boycotted by NLD.

  October: Khin Nyunt replaced as prime minister, placed under house arrest.

 2005 November: Seat of government moves to Nay Pyi Taw. 

 2007 August: Public dissent sparked by fuel price hikes, many arrested. Government 
declares constitutional talks complete. Buddhist monks hold anti-government 
protests. Aung San Suu Kyi makes her first appearance since 2003.

 2008 January: Bomb blasts, which state media blame “insurgent destructionists.”
  April: New constitution published.
  May: Cyclone Nargis hits Irrawaddy delta, with a death toll as high as 134,000. 

Referendum on constitution proceeds. Junta renews Aung San Suu Kyi house arrest. 
Secretive trials and arrest of political activists occur.

  December: Government signs deal with consortium to pipe natural gas into China.

 2009 UN envoy Ibrahim Gambari meets Aung San Suu Kyi. U.S. State Department 
official Stephen Blake visits. UN resumes staffing of Myanmar office.

  May: Aung San Suu Kyi arrested for violating terms of house arrest.
  August: Aung San Suu Kyi stands trial, sentenced to three years imprisonment, which 

is commuted to 18 months of house arrest.

  October: Aung San Suu Kyi begins talks with military leaders.

 2010 November: Military backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)  
claims victory in first election in 20 years. NLD barred from participating.  
Aung San Suu Kyi released.

 2011 March: Thein Sein sworn in as president of nominally civilian government 

  August: President Sein meets Aung San Suu Kyi in Nay Pyi Taw. 

  September: President Sein suspends construction of Chinese-funded Myitsone 
hydroelectric dam.

  November: U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton visits; US offers to improve 
relations if democratic reforms continue.

 2012 January: Government signs ceasefire with rebels of Karen ethnic group.

  April: Partly free by-elections held. NLD candidates sweep parliamentary by-
elections; EU suspends non-military sanctions for a year.

 2013 Muslim and Buddhist riots in Meiktila.

TIMELINE (cont.)
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TIMELINE (cont.)

 2014 Government announces release of 3,000 prisoners. Government withdraws temporary 
voting rights from Muslim Rohingyas.

 2015 March: Draft ceasefire agreement signed between government and 16 rebel groups. 

  November: NLD party wins 80% of unreserved seats in federal parliament, and thus 
has enough seats to form a government.

 2016 Htin Kyaw sworn in as president.

 2017 August: Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attack police posts in Rakhine, 
triggering mass retaliation and exodus of Rohingya.

  November: Pope Francis visits.

 2018 March: President Htin Kyaw resigns, replaced by Win Myint. 

  September: UN report accuses Myanmar’s military leaders of carrying out war crimes 
and crimes against humanity. Two Reuters journalists sentenced to prison.

 2019 May: Second Religions for Peace Advisory Forum occurs. 

  May: Reuters journalists released.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
MYANMAR
Myanmar is emerging from long decades of military rule and 
deliberate policies that isolated the people and its leaders from 
many aspects of global affairs. From 2010 to 2011, a complex 
transition to democratic politics and rule (still very much in 
process) inspired hope among citizens and many international 
partners, and spurred an extended period of strong economic 
growth. However, continuing conflicts along borderlands 
(affecting a significant part of the country) with deep historical 
roots reflect unresolved questions about national identity and 
approaches to ethnic and religious groups that are not part of 
the majority Buddhist and ethnic Bamar communities. Violent 
conflicts and expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Muslims 
from Rakhine State (the Rohingya) that escalated after August 
2017 has gravely threatened relations with many nations. 
The overall picture is thus mixed and uncertain. Encouraging 
economic indicators and natural assets favor long-term prosperity, 
and Myanmar benefits from strong ties to some allies, notably 
China. In contrast stand tenuous relationships with other regional 
neighbors and partners and multilateral institutions, a legacy of 
low human development, weak public institutions, and a grave 
humanitarian crisis in Rakhine State. 

Myanmar’s government and partners are embarked on ambitious 
development and peacebuilding efforts, in part to make up for 
lost time but also to actualize the country’s unrealized potential. 
Official development programs feature inclusion as a central 
goal to address wide disparities among regions, urban and rural 
communities, and women and men. Investment in infrastructure 
and productive sectors is pushed as a goal, as is raising standards 
of education and health care. The focus, especially of Myanmar’s 
partners, on peacebuilding as a prerequisite for sustainable 
development reflects concern about the society’s deep divisions.

Myanmar’s religious institutions play essential roles in 
determining the paths the nation will follow. This is because 
they are central to many dimensions of national life. Further, 
the currents of religious nationalism and deeply held religious 
identities that are distinctive features of contemporary Myanmar 

The famous one-legged rowers of Inle Lake.  
Photo Credit: Flickr user Jennifer Stahn@2014
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are crucial factors in the politics that govern choices about the paths the nation will 
follow. 

This report explores aspects of Myanmar’s religious landscape in relation to national 
development and peacebuilding challenges. It highlights the important and complex 
roles of faith and faith actors, ranging from the community to international levels, in 
responding to the various challenges that Myanmar faces. These range from bolstering 
personal and community resilience, leading on social protection, responding to 
emergencies, advocating for social and political change, and working to build peace.

In this highly religious nation, understanding how religious institutions and beliefs 
intersect with different sectors, public and private, is essential in quite obvious ways. 
It is, however, especially difficult. Myanmar’s religious landscape is complex and 
fractured in important ways, and robust knowledge is uneven. Quite different “truths” 
are often taken for granted. Distinguishing the religious from the non-religious may 
seem straightforward where, for example, the work of Buddhist monks is involved, but 
religious beliefs and understandings permeate politics and social life in ways that often 
cannot be disentangled. Religious beliefs, ethnic identification, ancient grudges, political 
ambitions and power politics, geography, and regional forces are intertwined. Thus, 
understanding and appreciating religious roles is often elusive. The report represents a 
beginning effort to map some of the practical issues involved. 

The Rakhine State/Rohingya crisis has focused international attention on religious 
tensions in Myanmar because most of the hundreds of thousands who fled to 
Bangladesh are Muslims and because of often shocking anti-Muslim sentiments 
expressed publicly by prominent Buddhist leaders. This history and associations of 
the Buddhist tradition with non-violence has made the current Buddhist nationalism 
and extremism in Myanmar especially jarring. But the activism of what is a minority 
of Buddhist leaders has profound effects on popular attitudes and fuels tensions and 
conflicts where religious identities and beliefs are involved. 

The focus on the Rohingya crisis combines with quite long-standing concerns about 
the welfare of different religious communities, especially Christians, that are involved 
in conflicts in Myanmar’s borderlands. Tensions involving practical matters around 
citizenship, freedom of speech and movement, and discrimination, as well as violence, 
are framed as violations of freedom of religion and belief (FoRB) by some states. 
Responses to these concerns have included interreligious and intrareligious initiatives 
(the latter focused within Buddhist communities) by various global, regional, and 
national bodies. Religious actors are often engaged in regional conflict resolution efforts.

The depth of anxiety and fear reflected in widely held anti-Rohingya sentiment that 
spills over to other Muslims and (to a lesser extent) all non-Buddhists is a central reality 
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and concern. Attention focuses on the reluctance of Myanmar’s leaders to address the 
issue, the strong-arm tactics of the military that exacerbate polarization and security 
fears, and Buddhist linking of nationalism with Buddhist identity (positive) and anti-
other, especially Muslim (negative). The deep roots of antipathy and discrimination 
must be understood if they are to be addressed. Under Ne Win, for many decades as the 
economy faltered, anti-foreign/-Muslim ideology was used as a way to stay in power. 
This included indoctrination in schools and military academies. The lasting effects of this 
history and present social media-fueled anxiety has led many Burmese to believe that 
their race and religion are under threat.

Myanmar’s religious landscape is an important part of complex and changing regional 
forces across Southeast Asia. These notably include majority-minority dynamics sparking 
tensions and the rise of extremist forces. Identity-related incidents in one country ripple 
across the region; examples include Buddhist alliances linking Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, and Bangladesh. 

Suggested next steps include:

• A continuing exploration of practical ways to link peacebuilding and 
development analysis and work in more purposeful ways that include explicit 
efforts to engage religious actors. 

• Wider appreciation is needed of how to translate the obvious rule that 
“context matters” into specific actions. Given Myanmar’s diversity, emergency, 
development, and peace efforts need to be analyzed, understood, and tailored 
to specific contexts. This can be termed a “zoom-in” and “zoom-out” approach, 
suggesting that analysis and programs need to look both to the national and 
broader regional context and to specific local realities. Development efforts need 
to be designed and implemented with an eye to their impact on social cohesion 
and specifically consider religious and ethnic factors, both actual and perceived.

• Both historically and at present, the significant roles of religious institutions in 
emergency and humanitarian activities deserve more analysis and focus. Where 
government support has remained limited, faith actors often are the community 
focal points for emergency, social, and development needs (e.g. Cyclone Nargis, 
Kachin and Karen States). 

• The challenges of linking religious and development approaches are tied to 
broader challenges Myanmar faces in defining and clarifying the roles of civil 
society institutions, which have multiplied but operate with some uncertainties 
as to status and role.

• Important issues center on changing relationships between women and men, 
including efforts to reduce restrictions on women’s participation in political, 
economic, and social affairs, as well as to address widespread violence. Work of 
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faith actors to mitigate and respond to sex trafficking within their communities 
and to gender-based violence offers examples of what can be achieved, for 
example by expanding training and family support. 

• Religious roles in education merit further research and analysis. Various 
initiatives offer ways to address important challenges in restoring the national 
reputation for educational excellence. Teaching about religion at different levels 
can contribute to social cohesion or it can fuel suspicion and discord; a review of 
approaches is well worthwhile.

• Faith involvement in the health sector also merits further research and action. 
Faith-inspired actors have worked to fill the many gaps in government health 
systems. Faith actors can draw on their experience in addressing health care 
to advocate for sound national policies within a framework of universal health 
coverage (UHC) and especially the goal of leaving no one behind. 

• Exploring faith roles in environmental protection, microfinance, and agriculture 
could offer useful insights into the underlying problems and ideas for program 
design. Engaged Buddhists are well known for their work in promoting 
environmental protection projects that are designed in line with Buddhist 
teachings. Myanmar’s development strategies include heavy emphasis on 
exploiting natural resources, including mineral resources and forest products. 
Engaging with activists to work toward sustainable policies and program 
designs that respect core human rights principles will be important both for 
peacebuilding and for social cohesion.

• Working for viable and human rights-based solutions to the Rakhine State/
Rohingya crisis has critical importance for Myanmar’s future. Current ideas 
on the table that focus on voluntary repatriation from Bangladesh and 
implementing proposals from the Kofi Annan report show little progress. Fresh 
and innovative ideas are vitally needed.



CHAPTER 1:  
INTRODUCTION
Myanmar1 is at a historic stage in its development. At the time 
when Myanmar became an independent state (1948), it was the 
most prosperous country in the region, noted for high levels 
of education. Then, decades of deliberate isolation and internal 
conflicts followed, stymying social and economic progress. Recent 
developments have changed both perceptions and realities. A 
new constitution in 2008, parliamentary elections in November 
2010, and contested by-elections in April 2012 heralded a 
transition from military to civilian rule and an ongoing series 
of far-reaching political and economic reforms. These brought 
hope for a new era of peace and democracy. New partnerships 
have developed, and investment levels have increased. 
Continuing conflicts and political tensions have, however, stalled 
many promising starts. The future thus carries considerable 
uncertainties.

This report on the roles that faith institutions play related to 
Myanmar’s contemporary development challenges is one of 
four country reviews prepared in partnership with Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH (GIZ) 
and the International Partnership on Religion and Sustainable 
Development (PaRD). It provides pertinent background and 
highlights areas that merit in-depth review and dialogue for 
national and international development partners. 

The World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD) undertakes 
country studies because religious factors are significant in many 
situations, but are often overlooked or poorly understood by 
development actors. Each country’s setting varies considerably, 
and particular sensitivities often surround religious, political, 
and ethnic identities and institutions. Our underlying 
hypothesis is that a nuanced exploration of religious dynamics 
and perspectives—purposely linked to the development 
work undertaken by religious communities, faith-inspired 
organizations, and non-religious entities—can offer fresh insights 
and, thus, support better outcomes and processes. Prior country 
reports cover: Cambodia (2010), Bangladesh (2015), Senegal 
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(2016), Guatemala (2017), Kenya (2017), Nigeria (2018), and Tanzania (2019). Reports 
on the Philippines and Lesotho are forthcoming.

Myanmar was selected for review for two main reasons. First, development challenges 
there are of great interest to national and international development partners and 
a focused exploration of religious dimensions could offer fresh insights into them. 
Second, religious tensions, especially involving Buddhist nationalism and various forms 
of extremism—and further compounded by the interplay between ethnic and religious 
identities—present major obstacles to social harmony and stability and thus should be 
taken into account when designing and implementing policy and programs. These issues 
also have regional dimensions, affecting relationships with neighboring countries. 

The task of situating development against a religious backdrop is especially complex 
for Myanmar. Long-running conflicts where religious and ethnic identities are tightly 
intertwined, the ongoing political transition, and vast development challenges following 
the decades of economic and social isolation make it difficult to confine the review solely 
to more classic development topics. More than in prior country reviews that WFDD 
has undertaken, issues of peacebuilding must be inextricably part of an exploration 
centered on development. Further, while religious institutions are not centrally and 
explicitly involved in most analysis and discussions about Myanmar’s development, 
there is growing interest in their roles at the regional and broader geopolitical levels. 
Several actors—cutting across academic, policy, and implementing organizations—are 
researching and engaging with religious topics related to conflict. These include notably 
the U.S. Institute of Peace, Harvard University’s Ash Center, Harvard Divinity School, 
the Peace Research Institute of Oslo, and ETH Zurich (Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology). Religions for Peace (RfP), the leading global interreligious organization, is 
supporting an interreligious forum with the aim of contributing to peace and stability in 
Myanmar, with development topics on the agenda. Notwithstanding this work, there are 
noteworthy gaps in knowledge, understanding, and effective practice. These relate to how 
development agendas (government and partner) are affected by various factors, including 
social justice and protections, women’s rights, and children’s welfare. 

The WFDD country review process starts with a thorough review of available 
documentation about the country’s faith2 landscape and development strategies, 
approaches, and programs. The goals are to (1) summarize in accessible forms relevant 
information and studies that provide context, (2) avoid duplication, and (3) identify 
potential topics that merit further analysis. WFDD consults with various specialists 
before conducting interviews and, where feasible, fieldwork. Documents prepared serve 
a diverse audience with the overall purpose of providing information and insights 
that might improve policy and practice across the complex intersecting faith and 
development sectors. The review of available information relating both to Myanmar’s 
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religious history and development prospects highlights its diversity, as well as significant 
gaps in knowledge. Since the 2011 political transition, the government has launched 
a series of national and sectoral development plans, many of which explicitly address 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) agenda. In support and 
response, various development agencies (the World and Asian Development Banks, 
United Nations agencies, bilateral governments, Asia Foundation, Proximity Designs, 
and others) have undertaken extensive development reviews and stepped up their 
operations. While several reviews touch on aspects of religious roles (notably as they 
revolve around conflicts and efforts to address fractured social cohesion), overall, solid 
information about religious institutions’ work in forms that can support development 
policies, strategies, and program implementation is quite limited. 

Plans and evaluations on development work rarely address in detail the roles and work of 
the many faith-inspired NGOs, especially their work at community level. Yet, religious 
factors and social and political change are tightly interwoven. They run through many 
topics, even the most technical. Many aspects of identities (ethnic, religious, class, 
region) are quite intensely contested and these identities matter for development, for 
example when they color the distribution of state support and also repression. Given 
the complex religious factors involved (Buddhist-Muslim tensions, above all), much 
analysis has focused on Rakhine State and the Rohingya crisis that erupted in full force 
in August 2017. Available material includes analyses that are meticulous and factual, but 
also others that are less so.  

This report focuses on selected topics: education, health, disaster preparation and relief, 
peace processes and broader peacebuilding, aid distribution, gender and human rights 
more broadly, livelihoods, natural resources/environmental management, and social 
cohesion. A continuing theme is the wide diversity of activities and ways that religious 
beliefs and institutions intersect with development activities, from national-level policy 
to community practice.   

The report’s five chapters include introductory comments, followed by an overview of 
the challenges and opportunities in Myanmar’s development, including its national 
development strategy, bilateral and multilateral aid partnerships, NGO involvement, and 
governance structure. Chapter three focuses on religious demography and related issues. 
Chapter four explores the specific contributions of international and local religious 
organizations in key sectors of development work. The concluding chapter briefly 
summarizes the report’s findings, areas for further research, and possible next steps for 
development work.     

Using terms such as “religious” and “faith-inspired” when describing groups and their 
engagement in social and economic matters is always complex. There is no single, 
universally applicable definition of religion, faith, or spirituality; each term is the subject 
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of much debate among scholars of religion and religious people alike. The particular 
context of Myanmar raises further questions about the nature of religion, notably as 
it is conceived by Western scholars and practitioners, and many terms used in the 
report carry special sensitivities and particular usage. Political implications are largely 
unavoidable. Terminology issues are explored in Appendix 1.

BOX 1.1: INSIGHTS INTO SOME DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF MYANMAR3 

An Asia Foundation-led survey explored aspects 
of well-being in five Myanmar cities. The overall 
conclusion highlights sizable disparities in well-
being among cities, between rich and poor, young 
and old, men and women, and Buddhist and non-
Buddhist. Overall self-reported personal well-being 
is high (27% of people reported being completely 
happy). Among the findings are:

Myanmar shows high levels of social trust 
compared to other countries (48% versus 33% in 
Thailand, 39% in Singapore, 24% in Pakistan). But, 
when asked whether most people of other religions 
could be trusted, the proportion agreeing dropped 
significantly. Overall women tended to be less 
trusting of others than men, and older respondents 
more trusting than younger generations.

Responding to questions about personal identity, 
by more than 10 percentage points Buddhists were 
the most likely to cite religion as one of the two 
most important factors in their sense of identity. 
63% of Buddhists included religion in their top two 
while 52% of Muslims did.

Very high levels of civic engagement are reported: 
Roughly 60% reported volunteering at least every 
few months, and 92% said they contributed to 

charity at least every few months. This applied for 
all income groups.

Life satisfaction is generally high: Most people 
find their lives worthwhile, are happy, and in good 
health.

Personal well-being is closely tied to income and 
education.

Men report better health and lower anxiety, while 
women report better life satisfaction and are more 
likely to say their life is worthwhile.

Most respondents said wealth inequality is a 
problem. Economic uncertainty is widespread but 
differs by income group. Two-thirds responded that 
wealth inequality is a problem.

Many respondents said health care is difficult to 
afford.

Asked if they had given a bribe in the past month, 
10% responded that they had. The perceived level 
of corruption was high across all cities.



CHAPTER 2: MYANMAR’S 
DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES 
AND PARTNERSHIPS
POLITICAL CLIMATE 
Economic and social development challenges for Myanmar 
today are closely connected to the political context. Myanmar’s 
political systems reflect an explicit transitional period. Institutions 
and power dynamics are thus mixed and fluid. The transition 
from decades-long military rule to a semi-democracy, where 
the military (Tatmadaw) exercises substantial formal power, 
began in 2010. The military ceded control to a nominally civilian 
government the following year, but it was not until the 2015 
elections and 2016 installation of a government led by Aung San 
Suu Kyi that the transition to democracy took clear institutional 
form.4 Legislators and the president serve five-year terms; the 
next general election is to take place in late 2020, for more than a 
thousand seats in national and subnational legislative bodies. 

Myanmar’s national government is comprised of executive, 
legislative, and judicial branches. 

Although the president heads the executive branch, this position 
has been largely ceremonial since the transition to democracy, 
with Aung San Suu Kyi effectively leading the government in 
her role as state counsellor—Aung San Suu Kyi is barred from 
assuming the presidency because her sons are British citizens.5 
The national legislature (Assembly of the Union or Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw), follows a parliamentary system composed of a 224-
seat House of Nationalities (Amyotha Hluttaw) and a 440-seat 
House of Representatives (Pyithu Hluttaw). Three-fourths of 
the members in each chamber are elected directly, while the 
remaining fourth is appointed by the military.6 The House of 
Representatives, together with the 11-member National Defense 
and Security Council, elects the president.7 The judicial branch is 
headed by the Constitutional Tribunal, which rules on matters of 
constitutional interpretation.8
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With Myanmar’s remarkable geographic diversity and the conflicts that affect many of 
the peripheral regions, issues of territorial administration are especially significant for 
development programs. Myanmar is divided into a variety of subnational administrative 
structures, including seven states (roughly drawn along ethnic lines), seven regions, 
five self-administered zones, and one self-administered division; these are further 
subdivided into districts, townships, urban wards, towns, and village tracts.9 Despite 
slight differences in constitutional status between states/regions and self-administered 
zones/divisions, their governance structures are roughly equivalent.10 Each has a 
unicameral legislature, or hluttaw, composed of directly elected and militarily appointed 
representatives (as in the national legislature, military appointees make up a fourth of 
all members); hluttaws appoint the chief minister, who heads the executive branch and 
selects civilian ministers from among members of the hluttaw.11 

A complex political climate likewise is an important backdrop for development. Political 
party lines can be exceedingly complex in Myanmar, partly due to a low barrier of entry 
for new political parties. Underlying ethnic and religious factors play important, if 
often difficult to discern, parts. Hundreds of recognized political parties have electoral 
hopes. Many parties distinguish themselves along ethnoreligious lines. There are four 
national parties centered on national platforms. The National League for Democracy 
(NLD) represents center-left and social democracy, and is led by Aung San Suu Kyi. 
The Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) draws on Burmese nationalism 
and in many respects the far-right. The National Unity Party (NUP), previously Burma 
Socialist Program Party (BSPP), is socialist, left to far-left. The National Democratic 
Force (NDF), which represents liberal democracy, regulated free-market economy, and 
notably stresses the further development of civil society in Myanmar, failed to win any 
parliamentary seats in 2015. Further, the military representation in the legislature is a 
major force. Today, 23 parties are represented in the Assembly of the Union. 

Myanmar has been more deeply affected by subnational conflict than any other country 
in Asia. There are at least 20 major ethnic armed organizations (EAOs) as well as 
hundreds of smaller splinter groups and government-affiliated militia.

NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT
Understandings of what is meant by “development” vary among different actors, and 
these perceptions can be especially significant when the question is explored through 
various religious lenses. Perhaps more than in most countries, in Myanmar fundamental 
questions inextricably linked to governance and social norms appear to affect the way 
these agendas are framed. Very different approaches to “development” as an aspiration 
for the nation’s future and associated processes could be identified. For purposes of this 
report, however, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) framework 
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and its articulation by Myanmar’s government and major development partners offer 
a starting point and suggest practical insights into a discussion of contemporary 
development agendas.

Table 2.1: Myanmar’s Basic Development Indicators 
Indicator Current Status (Year)
Population 53.7 million (2018)12

Area (sq. km) 676,57813

Population growth rate (%) 0.6 (2018)14

Urban population (% of total) 30.6 (2018)15

Population aged 0–14 years (% of total) 26.3 (2018)16

Life expectancy at birth (years) 66.7 (2017)17

GNI per capita, Atlas method (current US$) 1,310 (2018)18

UNDP Human Development Index Rank 148 of 189 (2017)19

Corruption Perceptions Index Rank 132 of 180 (2018)20

Myanmar’s strategic location at the crossroads of Asia, alongside its rich and diverse 
physical and human resources, are vital assets and point to a promising future. However, 
the legacy of years of neglect of critical sectors, particularly education and infrastructure, 
and of isolation—physical, economic, and intellectual—has stymied development, 
leaving behind wide disparities among regions and social groups, in addition to notably 
weak governance structures and rule of law. Years of conflict and continuing internal 
social and political tensions have sapped resources and complicate international relations. 
Thus Myanmar today faces especially large development challenges. 

Myanmar’s long-term economic outlook is positive. Robust recent economic 
growth—6.4% GDP growth in 2017/2018 and 5.9% in 2016/2017 to reach an 
estimated per capita GDP of US$1,310—makes Myanmar the fourth fastest-growing 
economy in South and Southeast Asia.21 The World Bank has forecast that the economy 
will grow by 6.2% in 2019 and faster still in the following year. The advantages of 
abundant natural resources, strategic location, a young population, and a sizable market 
are significant. Wide-ranging economic opportunities include agriculture, industry 
(manufacturing and mining), and services (travel and tourism, transportation). Features 
of Myanmar’s economy include the substantial role of agriculture (26% of GDP) and 
active exploitation of natural resources (forestry, mining).

Despite this promising underlying situation and the allure of Myanmar’s opening to 
a democratic transition from 2011, recent social and economic development progress 
has been mixed. Social development challenges are reflected in Myanmar’s Human 
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Development Index (HDI).22 Myanmar falls in the medium human development 
category, ranking 148 out of 189 countries and territories worldwide.23 It faces large 
social challenges, notably in access to education, health care, limited employment 
opportunities, and gender imbalances. Obstacles to progress include endemic corruption 
(Transparency International’s 2018 corruption perceptions index ranked Myanmar 
132 of 180, with 180 being the most corrupt),24 protracted subnational conflicts,25 and 
limitations on civil rights and liberties (the Freedom House 2018 report considers 
Myanmar “partly free”).26 Since 1999, the U.S. Department of State has designated 
Myanmar as a Country of Particular Concern (CPC), defined as “having engaged in 
or tolerated particularly severe violations of religious freedom,” under the International 
Religious Freedom Act.27 

Myanmar is one of the world’s most disaster-prone countries, and hazards include floods, 
cyclones, earthquakes, landslides, and droughts. In the last 20 years, it has been one of the 
countries most affected by climate change, ranking third out of 184 countries in the 2019 
Global Climate Risk Index and twelfth out of 191 countries on the INFORM Index for 
Risk Management.28 Humanitarian needs are thus acute and emerge frequently, derailing 
development and accentuating poverty in the most affected areas.

The most important concerns—as defined both by Myanmar actors and international 
observers and partners—center on inclusive development; vulnerabilities in the financial 
sector; challenges in addressing humanitarian crises, especially in Rakhine State; weak 
governance structures; and persisting conflicts. Significant regional disparities affect the 
urban and central areas where the majority Burmans live, and rural areas, where ethnic 
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and religious minorities are concentrated. Zones where conflicts have been most acute 
and protracted are essentially inaccessible by government and development partners.

The Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan 2018–2030 (MSDP)—with a cross-
cutting focus on equity and inclusion—aims to promote development, broadly defined, 
and to address persistent disparities.29 The MSDP is structured around three pillars, 
five goals, 28 strategies, and 251 action plans, which are aligned with the SDGs, the 12 
Point Economic Policy of the Union of Myanmar, and various regional commitments 
Myanmar has made as a member of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) Strategic 
Framework and the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). A central challenge is 
to ensure that rural communities benefit more from growing economic opportunities. 
As Myanmar’s population is still predominantly rural, true for most ethnic and faith 
minority groups, and for over 70% of its poor people, rural development for poverty 
reduction is a key priority. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES 30

Myanmar faces a formidable array of environmental challenges. These include urgent 
needs for institutional support and reform, enforcement against illegal extraction of 
resources, behavior change in all relevant stakeholders, institutional capacity building, 
funding of priority tasks, and improvements in data collection and analysis. A recent 
World Bank report details recommendations along these lines and concludes that if they 
are acted on, “then Myanmar can reverse the negative trends and lead its environment on 
a path toward a more sustainable future.”

Natural resources, particularly commercial teak exports, have traditionally played a 
major economic role in Myanmar. Colonial Burma’s economy was oriented around 
the extraction and export of natural resources, particularly teak, oil, and rubies. During 
the colonial era, Burmese teak accounted for up to 85% of global teak production and 
by the end of the nineteenth century provided approximately 45% of net government 
revenues for the whole of British India. Myanmar’s forests also form some of the world’s 
most critically important biodiversity “hotspots.” Formal GDP statistics, however, vastly 
underestimate the economic and social importance of natural resources. 

In more recent decades, forest and fisheries resources have declined dramatically. 
Between 1990 and 2015, forest cover declined at an average rate of 1.2% a year, a total 
loss numbering some 10 million hectares.31 In addition, from 2010 to 2015, Myanmar 
experienced the third largest absolute forest loss globally. Since 1980, marine fish stocks 
are estimated to have fallen by as much as 90% for pelagics and 50% for demersals. 
Large declines in many high-value species of freshwater fish are reported throughout the 
Ayeyarwady River Basin, which covers about 60% of Myanmar’s land area. 
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An important objective is to reduce Myanmar’s vulnerability to climate change and 
natural disasters. Natural disasters cause an average loss of US$2 billion per year (3% of 
the GDP). Forests reduce flood and landslide risk, and recent modeling has estimated 
that mangroves reduce the impact of natural disasters on the coast by an average of 
US$165 million per year. 

There are growing concerns around the impact of large-scale development, particularly 
from the mining sector. While the national economic transition has facilitated the 
entrance of more efficient machinery in the mining industry, increased activity has also 
intensified pressure on water resources and competition for land. Mining and other 
land concessions, including for agriculture, have led to deforestation, land degradation, 
deterioration of water quality, flooding and landslides, biodiversity loss, and depletion 
of inland and coastal fisheries. Myanmar’s abundant natural resources have played a 
significant part in fueling subnational conflicts. 

Acute environmental health issues are on the rise, caused by rapid urbanization and 
industrialization. In 2017, over 45,000 deaths in Myanmar were attributed to air 
pollution. Air pollution is a higher mortality risk factor in Myanmar than in other 
countries in the region: almost twice the average for Southeast Asia. 

DEVELOPMENT PARTNERSHIPS
As part of its ongoing political transition, the government has sought new partnerships, 
aiming at steady economic growth and active human development. With the transition 
from military rule to a mixed democracy, many new international partners—public and 
private, transnational and bilateral—have launched ambitious programs in Myanmar. A 
number of these partnerships face uncertainties that are related to conflicts, particularly 
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to the government’s handling of tensions in Rakhine State and the Rohingya crisis. 
Recent developments point to an increasing role for Chinese investment and influence, 
notably in strategic sectors that include transportation, power, and extractive industries.

Today, Myanmar is one of the world’s largest recipients of international development 
assistance. This marks a major change from the pre-2011 period: In 2010, Myanmar was 
the seventy-ninth-largest recipient of aid globally. It was the seventh-largest recipient 
of international aid in 2015, and the third-largest recipient per capita in the region—
behind only Cambodia and Laos. Strong hopes in and support for the transition, the 
history of underinvestment (Myanmar had the highest poverty rate in the region), and 
critical deficits in infrastructure and social services explain why many development 
agencies have made Myanmar a priority. Sustained, high engagement with the 
international community is expected, though the Rakhine/Rohingya crisis since 2017 
has led some partners to temper or withdraw their assistance.32

Six years into political and economic reform, Myanmar receives considerable 
international aid, which offers both considerable opportunity and significant risk. 
Myanmar’s distinct recent history of limited cooperation means that both the 
government and cooperation partners have had to forge new systems in order to work 
together (see Box 2.1).

An Asia Foundation report highlights distinctive features and challenges around external 
aid. Questions focus on how to ensure that aid reinforces the democratic transition and 
the peace process. The large and diverse body of aid providers, not all of them major 
contributors, puts special emphasis on the need for the government to define strategic 
directions. Aid volumes are small compared to the large national economy and to 
government expenditure, and need to be thoughtfully targeted for maximum impact.

A broad conclusion, however, is that millions of people across the country now benefit 
from better health, education, and infrastructure with the help of international 
development partners. Growing assistance provided through the government is helping 
to modernize the bureaucracy, ensure universal access to social services, and encourage 
practices of participatory, people-centered development. A noteworthy feature of 
development assistance is the significant focus on support for civil society. Another is the 
tendency of donors to focus aid on easily accessible areas in and around Yangon, to the 
neglect of Myanmar’s remote and rural populations. 
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BOX 2.1: SUPPORTING THE TRANSITION: UNDERSTANDING AID TO MYANMAR SINCE 201133 

The Asia Foundation report calls attention to three 
broad areas of aid policy:

1. Establishing a vision and strategy for Myanmar’s 
development. Limited comprehensive national 
development plans significantly limit the ability 
of development partners to contribute. Some 
framework that supersedes sectoral planning 
and gives all actors an understanding of relative 
priorities, and of important cross-sectoral issues 
such as gender, armed conflict, and ceasefire 
areas, is needed. It is legitimate for the new 
government to propose its own vision if it does not 
wish to use the existing National Comprehensive 
Development Plan, and all cooperation partners 
understand that developing an alternative 
would take time. Clarifying the government’s 
intentions regarding which sectoral plans are still 
applicable and where new policy would be drafted 
would facilitate more coordinated and strategic 
development cooperation.

2. Improving development cooperation around the 
peace process. While some cooperation partners 
have largely avoided conflict areas in Myanmar, 
violence and insecurity continue to affect large 
portions of the population and are a considerable 
constraint on development. Cooperation partners 
need to think strategically about how they intend 
to promote equitable improvements in living 
standards under these conditions, and what 
forms of development they are willing to support. 
Dedicated support for the peace process is 

important, but in the interim there needs to be 
closer collaboration between the development and 
the peace-and-security communities to improve 
understanding of how to provide assistance that 
supports peace.

3. Building common understanding and 
collaboration among all cooperation partners. 
For development cooperation to be coordinated 
and oriented toward the same strategic, national 
objectives, the many actors who now work in 
Myanmar need to talk with one another and 
engage in dialogue with the government together. 
Transaction costs for government are high when 
support is too fragmented, and this reduces 
the volume and quality of aid programming. 
Recognizing this, the government needs to 
exert pressure on all cooperation partners to 
work through common channels. OECD donors, 
particularly Western donors, who to date have 
played the leading roles in the formal coordination 
architecture, need to reach out to other cooperation 
partners—both informally and through dedicated 
formal mechanisms where possible. This may 
involve supporting third parties, such as NGOs, to 
convene dialogue that brings donors together. Yet, 
at the same time, cooperation partners who are 
currently disengaged need to recognize the hidden 
costs of not engaging with others, and that they 
will have greater impact by coordinating with other 
government and cooperation-partner initiatives.
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Figure 2.1: Myanmar Government Structures

Source: World Bank and the International Monetary Fund

BOX 2.2: GIZ IN MYANMAR34  

After a near 20-year hiatus, GIZ returned to 
Myanmar in 2012; today, its offices are located in 
Yangon. As the largest implementing organization 
for Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), GIZ 
employs over 200 national and international 
staff and operates over 20 active projects in 
Myanmar, accounting for over 94 million euros 
in commissions. Just under a quarter of these 
commissions are co-financed; the rest are financed 
by the BMZ. 

GIZ priority areas in Myanmar include sustainable 
economic development and rural development. 
Private sector growth, especially among small and 
medium-sized enterprises, is a top priority; GIZ 
programs improve access to banking services for 

businesses, bolster the long-term sustainability 
of the textile and garment industry, and provide 
vocational training programs for young adults, 
women, and internally displaced person (IDPs). 
GIZ’s rural development work addresses wide-
ranging issues of environmental and agricultural 
sustainability, including greater access to 
electricity in rural areas and the strengthening of 
the agriculture and aquiculture sectors to meet 
international quality and safety requirements. In 
light of Myanmar’s history of armed conflict, GIZ 
programs also focus on material needs and skills 
development among vulnerable groups—women, 
small children, and IDPs—in conflict areas, 
including Shan and Rakhine States. 
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Figure 2.2: Development Financing Trends in Myanmar (2000-2016)

THE RAKHINE/ROHINGYA CRISIS35

Long-standing tensions in Rakhine State sparked an acute crisis in August 2017. This 
crisis—termed by UN officials “classic ethnic cleansing”—remains unresolved, coloring 
Myanmar’s interreligious and development realities and prospects in many ways. Both 
state-led and intergroup violence forced over 700,000 people, mostly Muslims, to flee 
into neighboring Bangladesh in the months following August 2017, and the Muslim 
population that remains in Rakhine State face severe restrictions. More broadly Rakhine 
State is Myanmar’s second poorest with a long history of tensions with the central 
government. Its strategic importance accentuates the difficulty of working there for 
peace and development and of finding lasting solutions. International focus on the 
treatment of the Rohingya Muslims and on stalled efforts to address the situation 
are central factors affecting international relationships and strategic directions for 
development. Thus an appreciation of this complex topic and its religious dimensions is 
important. 

Centuries of history in this contested borderland are a sad backdrop for contemporary 
tensions and debates. The deep background involves complex relationships, at many 
levels, between Muslims and Buddhists in Myanmar. Two important facts are that 
Muslims have lived in the Rakhine area for many centuries and that colonial policies 
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and borders created or at least accentuated ethnic, religious, and social divides. Current 
tensions centered in Rakhine State can be traced back at least to World War II, when 
the retreating British armed Muslims in Rakhine State and in what is now Bangladesh 
to fight the advancing Japanese Army, which was allied then with Burma’s nascent army 
whose soldiers were mainly Buddhists. Civilians on both sides were killed in savage 
fighting in Rakhine State. Off-and-on tensions have erupted periodically since then, 
interspersed with periods of uneasy peace.

Citizenship rights have been a central and contentious issue since independence. Then, 
General Aung San supported a post-war constitution that provided that anyone who 
had lived in Myanmar for eight of the past 10 years or had at least one grandparent who 
was a member of the recognized “national races” (this included “Chittagong Rakhine” or 
“Chittagong Muslims”) was a citizen. Citizenship cards issued in the 1950s did not list 
race or religion, and Muslims were allowed to serve in the police, army, and parliament. 
Under General Ne Win, the citizenship law became more restrictive, and citizenship 
cards began to list race and religion. Rakhine Muslims, except for the Kaman group, 
were no longer recognized as citizens.36

The 1978 “Dragon King” operation expelled 150,000 to 250,000 Muslims from Rakhine 
State (the lower estimate comes from the Burmese government, the higher number from 
independent sources). Under international pressure, 180,000 returned—whether “extra” 
Muslims returned or not is disputed. However, citizenship for most Rakhine Muslims 
was withdrawn, though they were allowed to vote in 2010. After Ne Win’s rule collapsed 
in 1988, further cycles of expulsion or confinement followed, including in 1992, 2001, 
and 2009. In 2012, after riots were sparked by a suspicious rape of a Buddhist woman by 
out-of-area Muslims, many Muslims were placed in guarded camps or were allowed very 
limited movement in their townships. From 2016 to 2017, attacks on police and military 
outposts by Muslim insurgents were followed by violent and widespread reprisals from 
the military and Buddhist militias, resulting in the flight of over 700,000 Muslims 
into Bangladesh. They joined 400,000 exiles in Bangladesh who had fled during earlier 
episodes. 

The military and public refer to non-Kaman Muslims in Rakhine State as “kalar” (now 
used as a pejorative term meaning dark-skinned people from South Asia) or “Bengali”; 
many incorrectly believe that the entire group consists of illegal migrants from 
Bangladesh. Some, but not all, of the non-Kaman Muslim group refer to themselves 
as Rohingya. This term, rejected by the Myanmar authorities and public, has historical 
roots. For many Muslims still living in Rakhine State the priority issue is citizenship, 
mobility, and equal protection under the law. 

An explanation given for the raw tensions in Rakhine State is that the Rakhine 
Buddhists fear they could become a minority in their own land. This fear is part of a 
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widely held narrative but is far removed from demographic realities. The 2014 census 
reported 3.19 million people living in Rakhine State of which 2 million were Buddhist 
and 1.1 million, or 34%, were Muslim, including an estimate for those not enumerated. 
With the 2017 exodus of about 700,000 Muslims, roughly 400,00037 Muslims remain 
in the state’s total current population of 2.5 million, a ratio of 16%. Earlier surveys had 
established that Buddhist households had two to three children in Rakhine State, while 
Muslim households averaged four to five children. Commonly expressed fears among 
Rakhine Buddhists focus on threats of high birth rates of Muslims, migration from 
Bangladesh, and conversion of Buddhist women to Islam.38 

At a national level, the 2014 share of Muslims (including those not enumerated) at 
4.3% has changed little from the 4% recorded in the 1932 Census. Deducting 700,000 
expelled Muslims from the 2014 national total of 2.2 million Muslims, the remainder is 
1.5 million out of a current population of 53 million, resulting in a current Muslim share 
of the nation’s total population of 2.9% (versus 3.8% in 1891).

The most recent and significant effort to propose solutions was the Advisory Commission 
on Rakhine State chaired by former UN secretary general Kofi Annan that reported in 
August 2017.39 Its detailed recommendations are an important starting point, but with 
the dramatic events that followed its completion many recommendations are no longer 
feasible. Thus both specific ideas and overall frameworks need to be updated. 

LEFT  
Bus in Myanmar. 
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More than one million Rohingya exiles are now in Bangladesh, including those who 
arrived before 2016. The Bangladesh government does not recognize most as refugees, 
and bilateral agreements between Bangladesh and Myanmar anticipate repatriation. The 
situation and status are problematic for many reasons that include: awful conditions in 
crowded camps (the world’s largest), unwillingness of most refugees to go back under 
current conditions, Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) efforts to stop refugees 
from returning without UN forces in Maungdaw and Buthidaung townships ensuring 
safety, the antipathy of the Rakhine Buddhists and Burmese military, Myanmar public 
hostility toward the refugees, and the fact that most villages from which refugees fled 
no longer exist. Myanmar claims it will accept people back with modest proof of prior 
residence. Any who return, however, are likely to face severe movement restrictions. 
Under current Myanmar law, few refugees would qualify for citizenship as they have 
to prove that they, their parents, and their grandparents were born in what is now 
Myanmar, or belong to one of the recognized “national races” of Myanmar, which 
exclude the Rohingya. Enormous challenges to global humanitarian approaches are 
reflected in the reality of worldwide protracted, unsolved, and underfunded refugee 
situations. The massive humanitarian effort underway—with a large UN and NGO 
presence—and urgent appeals for humanitarian support (roughly US$ 1 billion for less 
than one year), is patently insufficient to meet needs. The exiles face hunger and rising 
food prices, disease, crises linked to monsoon rains, trafficking of women, recruitment by 
extremist groups, and crime. Bangladesh restricts exiles to the camps and adjoining areas. 
Tensions are mounting with local populations who suffer due to overcrowding, pressures 
on jobs and natural resources, and rising prices.

Meanwhile, Muslims who remain in Rakhine State live either in guarded camps or are 
confined to their rural township. Many should be able to qualify for citizenship under 
current law, but issuing citizenship cards proceeds very slowly and is said to require 
substantial payments. These people have very limited work, medical, and educational 
options, and no prospect of mobility. They are concerned about personal security. Many 
have attempted to take boats to Malaysia, a dangerous and costly option, suggesting how 
difficult life is for them within Rakhine State. 

The current refugee return policy is thus highly problematic. Many international 
actors hold simply that Myanmar should fix the problems or face sanctions: It created 
the problem and can and should solve it. There are, however, what many consider 
insurmountable obstacles to early repatriation that include government/military lack of 
will and deep hostility toward the exiles among the Rakhine State Buddhist population. 
This suggests an ongoing stalemate, with a cycle of decades of refugee camps, increased 
isolation, slower growth, more military influence, and less chance for democracy to 
develop. These outcomes favor an increased relative and absolute role for China, which 
has supported Myanmar. 
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An unvarnished summary of the current situation is that an overburdened Bangladesh 
wants the refugees to go home to Myanmar. The international Western/Islamic 
community supports this position and is reluctant to acknowledge its improbability, 
arising above all because conditions dictated by basic humanitarian principles of 
voluntary return cannot be met. Thus the tragic probability is for a protracted and 
dangerous refugee situation for a large stateless population (made up of a majority of 
children and women). Myanmar feels it is misunderstood and treated unfairly as it acts 
to fight the terrorism that, it argues, sparked the exodus. Various partners are seeking, 
without good options, to defuse the situation because conflict could destabilize the entire 
region and aggravate religious tensions, especially in neighboring countries. 



CHAPTER 3: MYANMAR’S 
RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE
MYANMAR WITHIN A REGIONAL 
CONTEXT: A RELIGIOUS LENS
Religious politics and dynamics in Myanmar are usefully 
understood in the broader regional context, which affects both 
internal and international relationships, including those involving 
development topics. While Asia’s remarkable religious diversity 
and intricate relationships among many different traditions 
are celebrated, sharp fault lines along religious lines are also a 
reality. These involve inter-community relationships, but political 
manipulation also contributes. The resulting tensions fuel several 
bitter conflicts whose geopolitical and social consequences 
include refugee and migration flows, as well as overt and latent 
disputes and violence. These conflicts are rarely solely fueled by 
religious differences; religion is a significant, if complex, factor 
in many cases. While religious matters have not traditionally 
been a focus for regional discussions—for example, within the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)—this is 
changing, with growing interest among ASEAN member states 
and its secretariat to advance related research, policy debates, 
capacity building, and actions.

A reason for the increasing focus on religious factors is that the 
region overall is witnessing rising intolerance, discrimination, and 
inter-communal violence, all of which tend to spill across national 
borders. Broader geopolitical forces come into play, including 
bilateral relations with the large regional powers, notably China 
and Japan. Minority communities are often identified as either 
ethnic or religious or both, and several are coming under fierce 
attack. A feature in several situations is that these minorities 
are viewed as belonging to a different nation-state, which fuels 
tensions around the crucial issue of citizenship and undermines 
national social cohesion. Social media use facilitates hate speech 
and the dissemination of false or distorted information that can 
undermine community harmony and inflame latent conflicts. A 
sharpening international focus on fighting terrorism colors both 
domestic and international affairs because it fuels suspicions and 
can translate into harsh security measures.

Schwedagon Pagoda in 
Yangon, Myanmar.  
Photo Credit: Flickr user 
James Seith Photography
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Overall, the population of Southeast Asia roughly includes some 250 million Muslims, 
205 million Buddhists, and 120 million Christians, alongside Hindu, Confucian, Taoist, 
and indigenous faith communities. With the exception of Singapore, in each South and 
Southeast Asian country, a majority of the population adheres to a specific religious 
tradition, which in turn colors national ethos and, in several cases, constitutional and 
governance structures. Religious identities, complex and multiple as in so many parts of 
the world, are often linked to or overlay ethnic identities. In Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Sri Lanka the majority is Theravada Buddhist and in Vietnam, Mahayana 
Buddhist. Bangladesh, Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia have Muslim majorities; 
Christians are in the majority in the Philippines and Timor Leste. Most national 
constitutions and laws guarantee freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) and in several 
countries, strong secular traditions are significant. But, in tandem or beneath the surface, 
substantial issues around the role of religious institutions and beliefs affect both national 
and international politics. 

Myanmar’s religious landscape thus should be viewed in relation to this regional picture. 
The regional dimensions have special significance on several important trends: rising 
Buddhist nationalism in/among Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and Thailand;40 the roles and 
impact of insurgent groups, which often work transnationally; international efforts 
to counter discrimination and violence, for example, on hate speech, recruitment to 
extremist organizations and viewpoints, and training; trafficking and other criminal 
patterns; and the repercussions of changing communications, notably social media, 
across borders. Development discourse is significantly colored by conflicts affecting 
Muslim minorities in the region overall. 

RELIGIOUS FACTS AND RELIGIOUS NARRATIVES 
FOR MYANMAR
Religious beliefs and institutions are widely viewed as central to understanding both 
personal and social identity and, thus, politics in Myanmar. Myanmar’s population is 
highly diverse; this applies for ethnicity (with 135 government-recognized ethnicities) 
and religious beliefs.41 This diversity contributes to a complex array of intra- and 
interfaith worldviews and perceptions of the “other.” Understandings of the central role 
of Buddhism—with 88% of the population adhering to Theravada Buddhism—are 
intertwined with narratives of the country’s history and ethos. In this central narrative, 
despite official commitments to pluralism and religious freedom, those practicing other 
faiths tend to be seen as “others.” 

The landscape of the different religious traditions is complicated by complex links 
with ethnic identities and geography. Various ethnic minorities are largely Christians 
(who represent some 6.2% of the population). They are of different denominations—



34     |    Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs at Georgetown University

mostly Baptists, Roman Catholics, and Anglicans—but with additional Protestant 
groups, particularly among the Chin, Kachin, and Karen ethnic communities. Islam, 
with 4.3%42 of the population as practicing Muslims, is predominately Sunni and 
concentrated among Indian, Malay, Bengali, and other ethnic minorities. Hinduism 
also has long roots in Myanmar’s history, and contemporary Hindus include segments 
of the ethnic Indian minority (0.5%). Judaism had a dynamic history in Myanmar, but 
today is practiced only by an estimated 25 persons, with one recently restored synagogue, 
Musmeah Yeshua, in Yangon. To complicate matters, many Bamar also practice a 
Burmese folk religion identified as nat worship with a recognized pantheon of 37 Great 
Nats (nats are named spirits and shrines that can be seen either as standing alone, or as 
part of Buddhist temples). Traditional indigenous beliefs are practiced widely among 
smaller ethnic groups in the highland region.

Trends in the relative size of different religious groups play a part in the narratives and 
rhetoric among Myanmar’s Buddhist nationalists that fuel inter-communal violence. 
These reflect widespread perceptions that the Muslim population is increasing and 
could potentially outnumber the Buddhist majority. Overall, faith identities appear to 
be relatively stable. Demographic data, including on religious identities, showed very 
little change between the 1973, 1983, and 2014 censuses, as well as in some additional 
surveys. Following the wave of Rakhine State violence that began August 2017, resulting 
in many deaths and large refugee movements, the total Muslim population has probably 
decreased since the 2014 census. 

RELIGION AND STATE
Constitutional provisions related to religion are complex, notably as to Buddhism’s 
position in relation to other religious traditions. Changing provisions in successive 
constitutions reflect unsettled questions about the role of religion in state and society. 
The complexities pertain to law and its application in practice, to state policy, and 
to societal attitudes. In practice, successive governments have restricted the rights 
of ethnic and faith minorities, as well as those of some Buddhists who are perceived 
to be challenging state authority; this has affected access to health care, education, 
employment, and livelihoods, as well as other resources. Citizenship is a critical issue, 
particularly for the Rakhine Rohingya Muslims, to whom it has largely been denied. 
These dynamics perpetuate grievances and simmering (or boiling) subnational conflicts, 
all of which hinder development at the community, state, and national levels.  

The 2008 constitution states that every citizen is equally entitled to freedom of 
conscience and the right to freely profess and practice his or her religious beliefs. 
Although the constitution designates no official state religion, it notes that the 
government “recognizes the special position of Buddhism as the faith professed by 
the great majority of the citizens of the Union.” The constitution “also recognizes 
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Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Animism as the religions existing in the Union at the 
day of the coming into operation of this Constitution.” 

Every citizen has the right to profess and practice his or her religion if this is not 
contrary to laws on security, law and order, community peace, or public order and 
morality. The constitution forbids “the abuse of religion for political purposes.” The law 
prohibits deliberate and malicious speech or acts intended to outrage or wound the 
religious feelings of any class by insulting or defaming its religion or religious beliefs. 
Injuring, defiling, or trespassing on any place of worship or burial grounds with the 
intent to insult religion are also prohibited. Myanmar is not a party to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Evolving approaches to the role of Buddhism in state and society lie behind changes in 
constitutional provisions on religion. In 1961, under the U Nu government, the third 
amendment to the 1947 Constitution of the Union of Burma declared Buddhism as the 
state religion. A fourth amendment, later in 1961, guaranteed the religious freedom of 
minority religions. After the 1962 coup led by General Ne Win, who ruled the country 
by decree until 1974, these provisions no longer applied. The new Constitution of the 
Socialist Republic of the Union of Burma did not give Buddhism a special position as 
the majority religion. 

The role of religion in politics has been a specific issue of concern. The law bars members 
of “religious orders” (such as priests, monks, and nuns of any religious group) from 
running for public office, and the constitution bars members of religious orders from 
voting. The government restricts by law the political activities and expression of the 
Buddhist clergy (sangha) and also bans any organization of Buddhist monks other 
than nine state-recognized monastic orders. Violations of this ban are punishable by 
immediate public defrocking and criminal penalties. The nine recognized orders submit 
to the authority of the SSMNC,43 the members of which are elected by monks. The 
Ministry of Religious Affairs’ Department for the Perpetuation and Propagation of the 
Sasana (Buddhist teaching) oversees the government’s relations with Buddhist monks 
and schools. Discriminatory approaches and persecution of some groups of monks has, 
at different times, been a significant issue.

All organizations, whether secular or religious, are required to register to obtain official 
status. This official status is required for organizations to gain title to land, obtain 
construction permits, and conduct religious activities. The Buddhist Sangha is, in theory, 
under the direct supervision of the State Sangha MahaNayaka Committee (MaHaNa 
or SSMNC), but the Department of Religious Affairs under the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs regulates ordinary Buddhist affairs. The Department of Religious Affairs also 
regulates the activities of minority religions to a degree. Another department in the 
ministry, the Department for the Promotion and Propagation of Sasana, is solely 
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responsible for Buddhist mission at home and abroad. Whether the State Sangha 
Mahanayaka Committee can be considered independent from government influence is 
open to question. 

“FOUR LAWS” 
Four laws passed in 2015 for the “protection of race and religion” remain in effect and 
present significant human rights challenges. The Buddhist Women Special Marriage 
Law stipulates notification and registration requirements for marriages between non-
Buddhist men and Buddhist women, as well as obligations to be observed by non-
Buddhist husbands and penalties for noncompliance.44 The Religious Conversion 
Law regulates conversion through an extensive application and approval process. 
The Population Control Law allows for the designation of special zones for which 
population control measures could be applied, including authorizing local authorities to 
implement mandatory three-year birth spacing. The Monogamy Law bans polygamous 
practices, which were already criminalized under the country’s penal code. 

Highlights from Harvard Divinity School Religious Literacy Project’s Country Profile, Myanmar (2017)45

BOX 3.1: RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY, STATE POWER, AND NATIONALISM IN MYANMAR

The relationship between political power and 
religious authorities has played a formative role 
in shaping understandings of politics, identity, 
and nationalism in Myanmar. Several key themes 
emerge from the country’s history, with implications 
on the present:

The Sangha as a political force in Burmese society: 
Since precolonial times, religious authority in 
Myanmar has been centralized in the Sangha, a 
collective term for Buddhist clergy. Political actors 
at various stages in the country’s history—whether 
precolonial era kings, anti-colonial activists, 
members of the military junta, or contemporary 
government officials—have sought the support of 
the Sangha to legitimize their claims to authority. 
They have done so in a variety of ways, from 
patronizing religious sites to instituting religious 
reforms in order to contain dissent. 

The Sangha as a challenge to state power: While 
state actors have frequently received the blessing 
of the Sangha, the latter have also been a potent 
voice for political opposition. Buddhist leaders have 
pushed back against unjust and corrupt leadership 
throughout Myanmar’s history, solidifying the 

Sangha’s anti-colonial reputation under the British. 
The Saffron Revolution of 2007, in which thousands 
of Buddhist monks publicly protested the military 
regime, is a recent example of such religiously 
inspired dissent. In its subsequent crackdown, the 
government cited precolonial kings who placed 
restrictions on the Sangha for political expediency. 
Today, the government regulates the Sangha 
through the State Sangha Mahanayaka Committee.  

The Sangha as an embodiment of ethnic 
and religious identity: The arrival of Christian 
missionaries and Bengali Muslim laborers 
under British colonial rule saw a flourishing of 
reactionary nationalist ideas. As the anti-colonial 
struggle gained ground, Burmese nationalism was 
increasingly cast in ethnic and religious terms: To 
be from Myanmar meant to be ethnically Bamar 
and Buddhist. The Sangha became seen as a 
stronghold of the anti-colonial, pro-nationalist 
stance. In contrast, ethnic and religious minorities 
were excluded from this dominant nationalist 
narrative, a legacy that continues to shape political 
developments today.     
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BUDDHISM: FAITH OF MYANMAR’S MAJORITY 
Buddhism, the faith tradition of the majority of Myanmar’s population, is closely woven 
into the country’s ethos. Buddhist institutions are important catalysts in political and 
broader civil affairs, including development and humanitarian response. 

Myanmar has a reputation as the most religious Buddhist country in South and 
Southeast Asia. Buddhism has ancient roots in Myanmar and is a deeply embedded 
part of traditions and culture. Daily lives reflect Buddhist practices in many ways 
and are visible in Myanmar’s architecture and rhetoric. Two significant indicators of 
the dominance of Buddhist traditions are the significant proportion of monks in the 
population (an estimated 400,000 to 500,000 monks) and income spent on practices and 
structures. The historic role of Buddhist institutions and teachings, including through 
traditional education, explains in large measure the strong influence of Buddhism in 
society; successive military and civil governments’ links to Buddhist institutions have 
also played a part. These institutions, through direct and deliberate control over the 
state-created SSMNC and nine traditional state-recognized monastic orders, also shape 
the ways in which Buddhist institutions and identities are understood and lived in the 
society.

Myanmar’s Buddhists chiefly follow the Theravada tradition. Buddhists are concentrated 
among the Bamar ethnic majority and the Shan, Rakhine, Mon, Karen, Zo, and 
Chinese ethnic minorities. The ethnic overlay, which also has geographic implications, 
complicates the identity links between religion and nation. The Buddhist ethos is 
especially prominent and visible in the central region, while the peripheral border 
areas have greater diversity and are also the sites of many conflicts. Monasteries in 
predominantly Bamar areas are central to cultural and social life, whether because 
people gravitate naturally to them or through some degree of social coercion. Buddhist 
authorities, as teachers, mediators, and respected community leaders, have an important 
influence in society: spiritually, socially, politically, and economically. 

The long historic roots of Buddhism in Myanmar, extending back many centuries, 
mean that it is fundamentally part of the national story. Buddhism, it is believed, was 
introduced to Myanmar’s population by missionaries sent by Indian emperor Ashoka 
in the third century BCE. For centuries, Buddhist beliefs and institutions were in 
practice somewhat fluid, influenced by Hindu practices and beliefs (which also had 
origins in India) and indigenous animism. Royal patronage of Burmese Buddhism 
included both financial and moral support; the monarchs’ legitimacy and authority were 
linked to and expanded by their role in forming and controlling the sangha institutions. 
Buddhist clergy selected and monitored by the monarchy influenced laws and social 
development—for example, on issues of education—from the royal court to village 
levels. Strong faith patronage and traditions established long ago continue to the present 
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day in a Theravada Buddhism that is also characterized by deep-rooted elements of the 
original animism, or nat (spirit) worship, and strands of Hinduism.

British colonial rule (1885–1945) shaped organizational realities and perceptions in 
ways that still mark institutions and consciousness today, contributing to social norms, 
institutions, and social tensions. The demise of the monarchy and changing roles of the 
monkhood, both pillars of Burmese society, were perhaps the colonial period’s most 
significant legacy. The British imposed a separation of the Buddhist sangha and the 
state, refusing pleas by the clergy and faith elders to continue the traditional relationship 
between the monkhood and the state. The sangha declined, in turn lowering the prestige 
of the clergy. Secular education and a new class of teachers deprived the sangha of one 
of its primary roles. Secular schools, many taught by foreign Christian missionaries, 
received financial support and taught lessons marked by criticism of Buddhism and 
its culture. The British eliminated the office of the patriarch of the Buddhist clergy. 
With the fight for independence in 1945, Buddhist clergy contested external Christian 
missions and rejected Christianity, as well as Indian influences, thus contributing to the 
rise of Bamar-inspired Buddhist nationalism. 

Since independence, the government has maintained a range of controls over and close 
monitoring of religious, and particularly Buddhist, institutions. Buddhism’s special 
position is promoted through the Ministry of Religious Affairs Department for the 
Perpetuation and Propagation of the Sasana. The government created and manages 
SSMNC, composed of government-appointed, high-ranking Buddhist clergy who 
oversee and closely regulate any violations of the Vinaya, the traditional regulatory 
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framework of Theravada Buddhist monks. The law regulates and oversees the monastic 
order and sets out a range of potential sanctions. Successive governments have used the 
SSMNC to curtail monks’ involvement in non-religious affairs that they perceive as 
encouraging opposition to the government. 

Historically and currently, official Buddhist institutions are closely linked to Myanmar’s 
education systems. The government has funded two state Sangha universities in 
Yangon and Mandalay that train Buddhist monks under the SSMNC’s purview. The 
International Theravada Buddhist Missionary University in Yangon opened in 1998, 
with the stated purpose “to share the country’s knowledge of Buddhism with the people 
of the world.” Buddhist doctrine remains part of the state-mandated curriculum in 
government-run elementary schools; students can opt out of instruction in Buddhism, 
but they are often required to recite a Buddhist prayer daily. There does not appear to be 
a centrally mandated exemption for non-Buddhist students. 

Buddhist clergy and teachings have, politically and socially, promoted steps toward 
inclusive democracy and exclusive nationalism. Buddhist clergy have collaborated with 
and supported broader civil society in demands for political and economic change. They 
played prominent roles in the 8888 nationwide popular pro-democracy protests of 1988, 
the 2007 Saffron Revolution, and the political transition that began in 2011. Some 
engage actively in interfaith dialogue and action, alongside civil society institutions, to 
advance a common peace and development vision, working to reconcile and/or counter 
deepening ethnic and faith identity conflict fault lines. 

In marked contrast, the 969 and Ma Ba Tha movements (see chapter 4) have inspired 
xenophobic, predominately Rohingya-focused Islamophobia. It was their proposal and 
promotion of the four 2015 laws that promote the “protection of race and religion.” 
These Buddhist nationalist movements, though disbanded by SSMNC, still enjoy at 
least some support from prominent military, civilian, and religious leaders, as well as 
segments of civil society who speak openly about the challenge of the “Western Gate”: 
a quite widely held fear that only Burmese society and Buddhism stand in the way of 
“hordes” of Muslims who seek to come through the mountains of northern Rakhine 
State to overwhelm Myanmar. Such nationalistic rhetoric has contributed to incitement 
and condoning of violence, particularly against Rohingya Muslims, in the name of 
protecting race and religion. 

The influence of Buddhism is thus wide and deep. Promotions to senior positions  
within the military and civil service are predominantly reserved for Buddhists. 
State media highlights support for Buddhist monks and institutions in many ways, 
for example, with government officials paying respect to Buddhist monks, offering 
donations at pagodas, officiating Buddhist ceremonies, and organizing donations and 
volunteers for Buddhist shrines. 
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CHRISTIANITY
European and American Christians came to the region that is now Myanmar as 
early as the sixteenth century. Baptist missionaries arrived in 1813, translated the 
Bible into Burmese, and opened the first Christian school in 1821. The Myanmar 
Baptist Convention was established in 1865, and in 1927, a divinity school—today the 
Myanmar Institute of Theology—was founded in Yangon. Christians today represent 
about 6% of Myanmar’s population. Christianity is the dominant faith among the 
Chin in Myanmar’s western region, with adherents among the Kachin and Naga ethnic 
minorities, which are geographically concentrated in the northwestern regions. About 
20% of the Karen ethnic group in the eastern region is Christian, though large numbers 
of Karen have fled the country due to religious and ethnic persecution by successive 
governments. Some ethnic Indians are also Christian. Rough estimates suggest that 
four-fifths of Myanmar’s Christians are Protestants, particularly Baptists of the 
Myanmar Baptist Convention, with Roman Catholics and Anglicans largely accounting 
for the remainder. 

Christians today play a variety of roles in Myanmar, notably through social development, 
the construction and operation of schools and hospitals, humanitarian aid to the 
displaced, and promoting freedom of religion. Various denominations and organizations 
are involved in peacebuilding, inspired by their faith traditions and in response to 
protracted subnational conflicts. 

Various ethno-religious antagonisms in Myanmar today have links to the history of 
Christianity. The British colonial administration favored Christian missionaries and their 
work, leaving lasting legacies—some positive (education traditions, for example) and 
some negative (inter- and intra-group tensions). Christians supported the British during 
the World War II Japanese occupation (1942–1945) and benefitted when the British 
regained control in 1945. After independence in 1947, different ethnic groups did not 
accept Burman Buddhist rule. The Chin, for example, saw conversion to Christianity 
as offering them more equal footing with Burman Buddhists. Armed rebellion by the 
Kachin has been infused with Christian nationalism. Simmering tension and military 
conflict between successive governments and the Karen minority has been accentuated 
by the Karens’ Christian roots and links. The history of education, notably the literacy 
that resulted from Christian mission schools, has contributed to hostility among the 
majority Buddhist population towards ethnic Christian minorities. Christian-inspired 
actors and organizations are direct providers of humanitarian aid, education, and health 
care primarily in areas where successive governments have limited development interest 
in and/or access to the areas, another factor that has set the areas apart and contributed 
to resentment and conflict. 
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Christians have not been prominent in protest movements opposing Myanmar’s 
military government. Christian clergy and adherents did not participate in the 2007 
Saffron Revolution protests alongside Buddhist monks. Some Christian groups fear that 
Burman Buddhists view them still as collaborators with Western colonialists who intend 
to interfere in Myanmar’s internal affairs; such perceptions undermine their legitimacy 
and mission endeavors within and among their own communities. 

Longstanding and intricate peace efforts focused on ethnic minorities are essentially 
stalled at present, notwithstanding subnational ceasefires between the government 
and ethnic armed groups. Largely Christian ethnic minorities report significant 
discrimination, including campaigns of forcible conversion to Buddhism; restrictions 
on church building and religious organizing; forced labor conscription; and killings, 
torture, rape, abductions, as well as other acts of violence by the Burmese military. 
International Christian-inspired organizations face strict monitoring and sometimes ad 
hoc government requirements that limit what they can do. One Christian faith-inspired 
organization (FIO) describes reluctance to engage in some sensitive geographical areas 
and activities for fear of being expelled; Buddhist-inspired organizations appear not to 
experience comparable restrictions.     

ISLAM
Muslims have a long history in Myanmar, present in what is now Myanmar since the 
ninth century. Their presence has quite complex roots. Myanmar was historically a hub 
for vast trade networks spanning China, the Indian Ocean, the Middle East, and North 
Africa. Thus, Muslim sailors, traders, and soldiers came to live in the area, and there were 
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substantial intermarriages and some conversions across faiths.46 
Muslim mercenaries served Burmese kings. Then, during British 
colonial rule, significant numbers of Muslims from the Indian 
sub-continent settled in Myanmar, and many occupied positions 
in the colonial civil service, as well as in trade and business. 

This history explains the complex contemporary Muslim 
demography. Burmese Muslim ethnic minorities include 
the Chinese-Muslim Panthay in the North, Shan Muslims, 
and Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine. It also explains, in part, the 
narrative that views some Muslim communities, notably those 
with Indian ethnic backgrounds, as aliens in Myanmar. That in 
turn has led Myanmar authorities (and the population at large) 
to question the citizenship rights of many Muslims, especially 

those in Rakhine State, and explains the designation of Rohingya Muslims as “Bengalis.” 
Tensions between the Burman-Buddhist and the ethnic group of Rakhine Rohingyans 
that have sparked a national and international crisis (Chapter 2) center around these 
disputed citizenship rights.

The Rakhine State crisis involves Muslim religious identity, but many other factors are 
involved, including historic resentments and economic disparities.47 Relations there 
between the Rohingya Muslim and the Buddhist Burman communities have been uneasy 
since the British colonial era. Tensions have exploded in recent years, with repeated 
episodes of violence that involve both government/military repression and violence among 
communities: Buddhist mobs have attacked Rohingya, ARSA has been responsible 
for violent attacks, and currently Rakhine Buddhist organizations are embroiled in 
violent conflicts with the government. Myanmar’s military is deeply involved (arguing 
that their operations are to root out terrorists). Rapidly increasing social media use has 
fomented violence. Rumors inflame public attitudes, with both surveys and anecdotal 
evidence highlighting widespread public perceptions of impending Muslim domination 
and insidious social and criminal activities. A large part of the Rohingya population has 
left Myanmar, forcibly displaced in South and Southeast Asia and the Middle East. 
Much of the Muslim population that remains in Rakhine State is in IDP camps, widely 
characterized as concentration camps. The fate of these IDPs and refugees, as well as 
accountability for the violence against the Muslim communities, are a global concern; the 
ICC has launched a preliminary investigation into the crisis. 

Buddhist-Muslim relations, including mutual perceptions, are central to Myanmar’s 
future. They are also acutely sensitive, with widely differing narratives. While tensions 
are most acute in Rakhine State and vis-à-vis the Rohingya community, they affect 
the broader Muslim population, generating fear nationwide that safety and rights 
are open to question. They also spill over to other religious and ethnic groups. They 
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affect relationships with neighboring countries, as well as with international partners. 
Significant diplomatic and other peacebuilding efforts focus on interreligious dimensions 
of the conflict, as well as social and economic consequences.

HINDUISM
Myanmar’s small Hindu population (estimated at 0.5%), despite some turbulence, faces 
far less discrimination than other faith and/or ethnic groups. Hinduism is concentrated 
among minority ethnic groups of Indian origin, including the majority of the Myanmar 
Meitei or Manipuri, along with Bengalis, Gurkha, Malayalis, Odias, Rohingya, and 
Tamil ethnic minorities. Hindu temples are concentrated in Yangon and in villages in 
Mandalay, Sagaing, Amorapura, as well as along the Ningthi River. 

Hinduism has shaped important parts of Myanmar’s history and culture, including 
linguistic and faith practices. The names Burma and Myanmar have Hindu roots: 
Burma is the British colonial officials’ phonetic equivalent for the first half of Brahma 
Desha (the Hindu deity with four heads and a part of the trinity), the region’s ancient 
name; Myanmar is the regional language transliteration of Brahma, where b and m are 
used interchangeably. Hindus migrated into present-day Myanmar through Manipur 
and South Asian seaborne traders during pre-colonial times. Hinduism, like Islam, 
influenced the Burmese king’s royal court. In short, a Hinduism-Buddhism cultural 
fusion has transformed Myanmar over the years. 

British colonization of Myanmar led to disruptions felt today. Immigration of Indian 
communities was promoted (some one million persons), and migrants identifying 
as Hindu and Muslim served in the government and army, built roads and railroads, 
and worked in commerce, plantations, and mines. Indian migrants represented 55% 
of Yangon’s population in the 1931 census. Resentment among the Burman Buddhist 
majority escalated, with rising Indophobia and pre-independence anti-Indian riots. After 
independence, xenophobic government policies reflected the view that many with ethnic 
Indian origins were resident aliens and not citizens, regardless of how many generations 
they had lived in the country. Almost all businesses were nationalized and property was 
seized, including Hindu-operated schools and hospitals. Over 300,000 people were 
expelled between 1963 and 1967, including many Hindus, along with 100,000 Chinese. 
Nationalistic administrative laws, enacted by successive post-independence civil and 
military governments, extended discriminatory approaches. A once flourishing Hindu 
community is today one of the smallest visible minorities, with significant economic 
weight and a strong sociocultural presence. 

The Hindu population engages actively with the government and broader Buddhist 
population. Hindu temples openly welcome Buddhists, hoping that shared worship 
opportunities will promote good Hindu-Buddhist relations. In 2018, Myanmar’s most 
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prominent national Hindu institutions, the All Myanmar Hindu Central Council 
(an umbrella association of Hindu groups across the country) and Sanatan Dharma 
Swayamsevak Sangh, called for restoration of law and order in Rakhine State, promising 
collaboration with the government on immediate or long-term rehabilitation works for 
Hindus affected during clashes in August 2017. 

ISSUES FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION AND BELIEF 
IN MYANMAR
The right to Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB), alongside other human rights, 
presents special challenges for Myanmar. Fundamental issues of national identity 
and governance are involved, affecting both international relations and national 
development in significant ways. The complex issues involved center on the privileged 
role of Buddhism, understandings of citizenship and accompanying rights, and both 
government and societal treatment of and attitudes toward adherents of different 
religious traditions. Violence directed toward Muslims, notably the Muslim Rohingya 
community, both by military forces and the broader population, is a central concern 
affecting peace, justice, and social cohesion. Further, issues around FoRB should be 
understood in the light of Myanmar’s complex political transition, which adds some 
uncertainties as to policy and practice. The situation is well summarized in an ASEAN 
study focused on FoRB that concludes that “the right to freedom of religion is still a 
very novel concept in Myanmar’s newly emerging political and social milieu.”48 

Since 1999, the U.S. government has officially designated Burma as a CPC, and in 
2018, the secretary of state re-designated Burma as a CPC and identified accompanying 
sanctions.49

In the broader context of Myanmar’s development, the practical application of FoRB 
presents challenges. Bruce Matthews’ commentary notes that “there is freedom of worship 
in Myanmar but not freedom of religion—especially for the minority religions, which face 
state-imposed, and often excessive, limitations in such matters as to what they can publish, 
what public lectures they can give, whom they can invite into the country to minister to 
them, and above all, in what outreach they are permitted to engage in.”50 Deeply woven 
prejudices affect Muslim communities in particular, but also touch Christians, Hindus, 
and other communities. They contribute to instances of abuse or discrimination against 
members of religious minorities by societal actors. Repressive actions by the state affect 
especially ethnic and religious communities on the nation’s peripheries. 

An issue of special concern is the power of social media to influence public attitudes, 
and there is strong evidence that social media, which have expanded rapidly in recent 
years, carry hate speech rapidly and far. Responses include negotiations involving 
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various parties, especially with Facebook, and groups that see hate speech as dangerous 
launching a “flower speech” campaign to counter the messages. 

Widespread fear and prejudice against religious communities and especially Muslims. Ma Ba 
Tha and 969 (a constituent association of the former), Burmese Buddhist organizations, 
have widely popularized the claim that Buddhism is under threat from Islam and 
“Islamization.” Ma Ba Tha members have been particularly active in spreading their 
views, which include hate speech, through social media. International media coverage of 
and commentary on anti-Muslim violence in Myanmar in recent years has highlighted 
the role of the so-called 969 movement in inciting anti-Muslim sentiments, but the 
movement lacks an institutional structure per se. The movement was officially launched 
in October 2012 by a hitherto unknown young monks’ association based in Mawlamyine 
(the capital of Mon State) called Tha-tha-na Palaka Gana-wasaka Sangha Apwè. Its 
leadership is composed of several key monks: Myanan Sayadaw Ashin Thaddhamma, 
Hitadaya Sayadaw Ashin Wimalar Biwuntha, Ashin Wizza Nanda, Ashin Ganda Thara, 
Ashin Sada Ma, and Ashin Pandita.

Citizenship as a central issue. Citizenship is an issue of central importance in Myanmar 
and is linked to religious identities (especially for Rohingya Muslims, but also for Tamil 
Hindus and Kaman Muslims). The current Citizenship Law of Myanmar, enacted in 
1982, draws on the earlier recognition of 135 national groups eligible for citizenship 
by birth. This excludes the Rohingya, thus effectively making them stateless. Successive 
Myanmar governments have failed to naturalize the Rohingya under the Citizenship 
Law, instead perpetuating the claim that most, if not all, are illegal immigrants. 
Two mass exoduses of Rohingya from Myanmar in 1978 and in 1991 to 1992, were 
essentially the result of authorities’ outright oppression of Rohingya at the time, but 
also of popular attitudes reflected in inter-communal clashes (between Rakhines and 
Rohingya). National registration cards have been a major focus for human rights 
organizations.

A complex picture on the specifics of freedom of religion and belief. There are no official or 
social policies that restrict the right to freedom of religion and belief of, for example, 
women, children, migrant workers, persons deprived of their liberty, and refugees. Of 
particular concern are the rights of vulnerable groups to freedom of religion and belief. 
Though specific groups are rarely targeted by central or local authorities specifically to 
restrict their religious freedom, there is a broad pattern of discrimination. Even in the 
extreme case of the Rohingya, the loss of the right to freedom of religion occurs together 
with the loss of other rights. There are thus significant gaps between formal protections 
of FoRB and practice. Muslims rarely hold high-ranking positions in Myanmar. Both 
Muslims and Christians report discrimination in public office and the armed forces in 
terms of entry and prospects for promotion. From the 1960s, Muslims have found it 
increasingly difficult—and almost impossible—to join the Myanmar armed forces; few 
Christians of ethnic minority groups are recruited. 
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Specific violations and concerns about FoRB. The US State Department notes reports 
of large-scale abuses by the military and others against ethnic Rohingya (nearly 
all Muslim) and other minority populations; abuses include extrajudicial killings, 
rapes, torture, beatings, arbitrary arrests and detentions, mass displacement, burning 
of structures, restrictions on religious practice and freedom of movement, and 
discrimination in employment, granting of building permits, and access to citizenship. 
Religious minorities—including Christians, Hindus, and Muslims—reported incidents 
in which authorities unduly restricted religious practice and travel, destroyed religious 
property and texts, denied or failed to approve permits for religious buildings and 
renovations, and discriminated in employment. The government has argued that 
ongoing attacks on and threats against civilians by the ARSA explain the deployment of 
security forces to northern Rakhine State. 

INTERFAITH ACTION
A response to the tensions involving religious communities has been a wide range of 
interreligious initiatives, some local and some international. The latter notably include 
initiatives by the global interfaith organizations Religions for Peace (see Box 3.2), the 
Institute for Global Engagement (see Box 3.3), and King Abdallah Bin Aziz International 
Center for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID). Organizations in 
Thailand (International Network of Engaged Buddhists, INEB) and Cambodia ( JRS 
Reflection Center, Siem Reap) have also taken active steps to address tensions. 

Myanmar’s increasingly vibrant civil society that emerged after political opening in 
2011 has responded to sectarian conflicts. The Myanmar government has promoted or 
supported international and local dialogues and roundtable discussions for peace and 
development in Rakhine State. Recognizing the negative role of hate speech in anti-
Muslim riots, various commentators have spoken out and written against prevalence of 
hate speech in present-day Myanmar.

Less positive is government officials’ denial of wrongdoing in the mass exodus, deaths, and 
suffering in Rakhine State. Violations in conflict-ridden areas, especially on the peripheries 
of Myanmar, are serious concerns, as are widespread instances of discrimination and 
pervasive negative social attitudes that often center on religious beliefs. 
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BOX 3.2: RELIGIONS FOR PEACE SECOND ADVISORY FORUM IN MYANMAR 

One of the most dangerous features of the  
twenty-first century is how religious extremists  
join murderous hands with likeminded nationalistic, 
ethnic, and racist individuals and movements, 
destroying innocent lives worldwide.

This is not religion—this is apostasy.

This is not faith—this is perversion.

This is not loving—this is hatred.

This is not truth—this is deceit.

This is not tolerance—this is discrimination.

This is not respect—this is scorn. 

Bishop Gunnar Stälsett

The RfP Advisory Forum was inaugurated in Nay 
Pyi Taw in November 2018, bringing together 
over 300 participants with key stakeholders from 
religious organizations, the Myanmar government, 
military, parliament, ethnic organizations, foreign 
governments, UN agencies, international and 
national NGOs, and civil society groups. One 
hundred strategically selected key stakeholders met 
under “Chatham House Rule” to collectively identify 
the common challenges facing Myanmar. This led 
to the establishment of Standing Commissions 
on five sub-themes: 1) Education, 2) Equal Rights 
and Responsibilities for All Ethnic Communities, 3) 
Women’s Empowerment and Participation, 4) Youth 
Empowerment and Engagement, and 5) Identity, 

Diversity and Common Challenges in Rakhine 
State. The participation of women leaders in the 
first RfP Advisory Forum—who comprised nearly 
60% of all presenters, facilitators, and speakers—
was a driving force behind its success. The five 
standing commissions have met three times since 
the inaugural RfP Advisory Forum. 

RfP convened the second Advisory Forum on 
National Reconciliation and Peace in Myanmar in 
May 2019, again in Nay Pyi Taw. It brought together 
over 200 representatives of religious organizations, 
Myanmar government and military, parliament, 
ethnic organizations, foreign governments, UN 
agencies, international, and national NGOs and civil 
society groups. Aung San Suu Kyi in the opening 
address emphasized the significance of Advisory 
Forum and the role of religion in advancing positive 
peace. Cardinal Charles Bo stated that “we gain 
nothing from fighting each other, killing our brothers 
and sisters. Those who grew up in conflict areas 
fear they will never taste peace.” U Myint Swe, the 
president of RfP Myanmar, stated that “challenges 
faced in Myanmar are exacerbated by a critical lack 
of ‘open space’ in which to safely meet, dialogue, 
and discern a consensus on necessary responses.”

Implementation plans focus on vocational trainings 
for youth, teachers’ training, empowerment 
workshops, support for students from conflict 
areas to gain access to higher education with 
freedom of movement, and the strengthening of 
representative and action-oriented local inter-
religious mechanisms.
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BOX 3.3: INSTITUTE FOR GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVES

The Institute for Global Engagement (IGE), an 
ecumenical Christian organization founded by 
Robert Seiple, former U.S. ambassador-at-large 
for religious freedom, has worked in Myanmar 
to address interreligious tensions. IGE seeks to 
promote religious freedom and relational diplomacy 
in five countries (China, Vietnam, Laos, Uzbekistan, 
and Myanmar), as well as through its Center for 

Women, Faith, and Leadership. The center seeks to 
prepare women for leadership roles, especially with 
respect to religious freedom, conflict resolution, 
and peacebuilding. IGE’s program in Myanmar 
is focused on hosting conferences and training 
sessions for local religious leaders, particularly 
regarding the rule of law in a multiethnic and 
multireligious state. 

BOX 3.4: KAICIID PROGRAM IN MYANMAR

KAICIID’s Myanmar program promotes 
interreligious dialogue, coexistence, and 
reconciliation between the followers of the 
main religious traditions in the country. It works 
to support and strengthen an inclusive and 
sustainable national interfaith dialogue platform; 
train religious and community leaders on 
interreligious dialogue in pilot regions, focusing on 
use of social media; support local peacebuilding 
initiatives through a small grants scheme, 
awareness raising campaigns, and interfaith 
forums; and pilot activities through local partners, 
including in Rakhine State. 

The Peaceful Myanmar Initiative (PMI), KAICIID’s 
local partner in Myanmar, has hosted trainings 
in interreligious dialogue, communication, and 
peacebuilding for religious leaders, community 
leaders, and young activists. The centre’s series of 
dialogue trainings aims to promote understanding 
in the country through religious leaders and 
peacebuilders. Training in dialogue helps them deal 
with conflict, accept others, and be a positive force 
for understanding and respect in their communities.
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CHAPTER 4:  
FAITH-INSPIRED 
ENGAGEMENT AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
FAITH-INSPIRED ORGANIZATIONS: 
FRAMING THEIR WORK AND ROLES 

Engaging faith-inspired actors will be central to ensuring that 
impacts are inclusive, sustainable, and contribute to the country’s 
ability to take development into its own hands. (Buddhist monk)

Many, one could say countless, faith-inspired actors are engaged 
in development action across Myanmar. There is, however, no 
formal or defined forum for dialogue or engagement that sets 
faith actors apart from the broader civil society, which in turn, 
faces uncertainties as to its role and scope for action. The faith 
links can be indistinct, blurring for example with ethnic identities. 
Broadly, faith actors may be seen as falling in three groups: 
national religious institutions (such as the Buddhist Sangha and 
Baptist Convention), community-level groups with a primary 
faith inspiration (of particular interest are widespread parahita51 
approaches at local levels and possible implications for broader 
development strategies), and international FIOs with programs 
in Myanmar. Many community-level activities complement the 
approaches and work of national and international agencies. 
However, not all relationships are positive, and various 
obstacles and scrutiny impede effective action. The following 
sections explore development needs highlighted in the national 
development plans, in the light of a sampling of national and 
international FIOs and their efforts. 

CIVIL SOCIETY AND RELIGION IN 
MYANMAR
Religious organizations are a vital part of Myanmar’s civil society. 
Community-based and religious organizations have been active A farmers’ market.  

Photo Credit: Dave Marshall
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in the country for decades, though the term “civil society” was introduced in Myanmar 
only in the mid-1990s. The troubled history of civil society during both the colonial and 
military rule periods have left distinct marks.52 Indeed, in 1999, scholar David Steinberg 
commented that civil society had died in Myanmar, or “perhaps, more accurately, it 
was murdered.”53 Civic space shrank dramatically during the Burma Socialist Program 
Party (BSPP) era, beginning in 1962. Only government-initiated organizations could 
be established. Literary and cultural associations initiated by the BSPP in ethnic areas 
continued their activities after the 1988 pro-democracy uprisings, but some transformed 
into ethnicity-based organizations, which continue to teach their own languages and 
implement social activities today. Churches and monasteries were among the few 
institutions that could operate with relative autonomy, and were a base for many civil 
society activities. 

In the early 1990s, UN agencies and international NGOs began playing more active 
roles in Myanmar. Often with their support, local NGOs were established. Many of 
these local NGOs focused on health care and health education services, HIV/AIDS 
prevention, child protection, and microfinance. Charitable organizations were created 
to respond to social and humanitarian crises, including the Mandalay-based Bramaso’s 
Funeral Service Association and the Yangon-based Free Funeral Service Society (FFSS). 
Funeral support community groups mushroomed in response to the need to relocate 
cemeteries from inside cities and towns to more remote locations. Cyclone Nargis in 
2008 fueled the growth of civil society, as sympathizers from all over Myanmar formed 
local organizations to conduct relief work. Inevitably, some of these relief organizations 
were temporary and have since shut down, but many others continue social work for 
people in need.

Since 2010, civil society organizations (CSOs) have become increasingly active and 
visible. They have built on historical foundations and traditions that have included 
notably the religious institutional structures in different regions. Many have focused 
on peacebuilding in various forms, in and around the formal peace process between 
the government of Myanmar and a variety of ethnic armed organizations (EAOs). 
More informal, bottom-up peacebuilding efforts are widespread in local communities. 
With Myanmar’s transition toward greater openness, restrictions on the exercise of the 
freedoms of assembly, association, and expression have changed but continue in various 
forms. A notable improvement to the legal operating space came with the enactment 
of the Association Registration Law (ARL) in July 2014. With its enactment, the 1988 
Association Act was repealed. Efforts are underway to help support the meaningful 
implementation of the ARL.54

Civil society groups today in Myanmar represent a mosaic or perhaps more a moving 
kaleidoscope of ethnicity, religion, gender, class, age, and ideology. Three prominent 
organizations with strong religious roots are described briefly in the following boxes.
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BOX 4.1: METTA DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION55

Metta Development Foundation, established in 
1997 with support from the International Network 
of Engaged Buddhists (INEB) based in Thailand, 
is today Myanmar’s largest NGO, with over 700 
employees. Initially founded in Bangkok to support 
Kachin state, Metta moved to Myanmar in 1997. 
Today, it operates nationally and with all religious 
traditions, focusing on assisting communities in 
distress. The driving force behind Metta is the 
concept that the very word embodies—that of 
loving kindness. Leadership passed from Christian 
founder Lahpai Seng Raw to a Buddhist, then back 
to a Christian. Lahpai Seng Raw was awarded 
a Ramon Magsaysay Award56 in 2013.  

Currently, Metta runs health care, agriculture, 
and peace projects. Its objectives include 
creating a framework for self-help initiatives, 
which consist of sustainable community-based 
projects and facilitating skills training. Metta 
programs are grassroots initiated and operate 
with the participation of local communities in 
various aspects of planning, implementation, and 
evaluation; local resources are mobilized wherever 

possible. Women are a focal point and are afforded 
the same level of representation as men. There 
is an emphasis on projects that are economically 
viable, technically appropriate, and socially 
acceptable. Training and education are provided 
through locally conducted workshops. Study 
trips to regional countries with similar community 
profiles also form part of the training process. The 
establishment of a community organization network 
which serves as a forum for sharing experiences 
and expertise forms part of the strategy for 
reaching out to communities from a diverse range 
of ethnicity and faith backgrounds. Metta partners 
with like-minded organizations or individuals.

Metta projects currently operate through funds 
received from international development agencies, 
but sustainability mechanisms incorporated into 
the project process enable self-sufficiency within 
a period of three years. Strong commitment of 
local communities and the cooperation of national 
and international development partners are keys to 
success.
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BOX 4.2: MA BA THA57 AND SII HTEIN

The Buddhist organization formerly known as Ma 
Ba Tha—shorthand for the organization’s longer 
Burmese name, a-Myo Batha Thathana saun shauk 
ye a-hpwe, often translated as the Committee for 
the Protection of Race and Religion—emerged in 
2013 in Yangon. Founded by Buddhist monastics 
and lay persons, its mission involved advocating 
for Buddhist interests and coordinating activities 
to revitalize Buddhist education and welfare. 
The group has been accused of propagating 
discriminatory, particularly anti-Muslim, sentiment 
and behavior. In 2016, the State Sangha Maha 
Nayaka Council (Ma Ha Na, SSMNC), the 
governing body of monastics appointed by the 
Myanmar state to oversee and regulate affairs 
within the Buddhist monastic community, ruled that 
Ma Ba Tha had been operating unlawfully under 
that name. Although the group officially changed its 
name to the Buddha Dhamma Parahita Foundation 
in 2018, this name, too, as recently as July 2018, 
has been banned by the Ma Ha Na. In the majority 
of Myanmar, the organization is, to a great extent, 
still referred to as Ma Ba Tha by both its followers 

and detractors. Ma Ba Tha will likely continue to be 
the most efficacious shorthand for the movement 
on the whole. In some instances, research 
participants have used the name Buddha Dhamma 
Parahita Foundation, particularly members and 
monastic leaders of the group in southern Rakhine; 
these references appear as Ma Ba Tha, too, 
given that the usage does not reflect a significant 
difference in understanding of the group’s mission, 
activities, or membership.

Sii Htein is a network of predominantly Rakhine 
monks engaged in promoting ethnic issues and 
certain aspects of an independence or autonomy 
agenda. The group has been involved in everything 
from aid blockades that prevent humanitarian 
actors from reaching Muslim communities to 
political lobbying. The network is most robust and 
visible in central and northern Rakhine. Like Ma Ba 
Tha, Sii Htein has over the years gone by several 
names, including the Organization for Discipline 
and Control. The mission and membership remain 
the same, however.



SPECIAL CHALLENGES FOR RAKHINE STATE
Because of the critical issues facing Rakhine State, as an epicenter of conflict and 
international concern, it receives special focus and there is a sharp international spotlight 
on the religious landscape. A recent USIP study has looked in detail at the issues 
involved (the box below is a brief summary).
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BOX 4.3: RAKHINE STATE’S RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE58

“Understanding the impact of religious 
actors, institutions, and ideas on the violence, 
peacebuilding, and reconciliation efforts is 
essential. In mapping the religious landscape 
in Rakhine, this report identifies avenues for 
engaging the religious sector in peace and justice 
programming and for ascertaining opportunities to 
strengthen its peacebuilding capacity.”

“Alongside political, economic, and other social 
drivers, religious dimensions are clearly affecting 
the intensity and trajectory of conflicts in Rakhine. 
However, these factors remain little understood 
and overly simplified, especially by international 
observers and actors. As a result, internationally 
backed conflict transformation interventions in 
Rakhine State struggle to effectively acknowledge 
or draw on key religious actors who can be 
partners for peacebuilding. The consequence 
is that these interventions run the risk of 
unintentionally exacerbating religious tensions and 
suspicion about outside actors’ hidden agendas 
and undermining locally led efforts. At the same 
time, overemphasizing the religious dimensions 
of the conflict, and the actual scope of influence 
exerted by religious leaders, can heighten religious 
sensitivities and polarization.”

“Religious influence is multifactorial. Influence can 
be derived from high levels of religious education 
and piety, but also from visible community 
advocacy. Indeed, many of the stakeholders—
civil society and community-based organizations 

(CSO/CBOs), political party representatives, 
community leaders, and the like—consulted for 
this study felt strongly that religious influence, in 
relation to ability to affect community attitudes 
and behaviors, derives primarily from the ‘ability 
to do for the community.’ By including parahita 
actors and networks, the research team was able 
to uncover critical intersections of religion and 
social organization—particularly, the ways in which 
communities are defined by their participation in 
religious practice and how faith-based social work 
can function as a way of developing and exerting 
religious influence. It has the added benefit of 
providing additional insights that may be valuable 
to repairing relationships between religious actors 
and the international community.”

“Research for this project was undertaken between 
March and August 2018. Over these six months, a 
gender-balanced team of religiously and ethnically 
diverse Rakhine-based researchers collected data 
in nine townships. In total, the team conducted 
530 qualitative interviews with more than seven 
hundred participants, including representatives 
of Rakhine’s many ethnic and religious minority 
communities. (.. A local Myanmar organization 
specializing in digital media was also engaged to 
produce a mapping of the online influencers most 
involved in shaping discourse in and on Rakhine in 
an effort to see where and how religious actors and 
ideas made their way into online spaces.”
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CENTRAL DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES AND THEIR 
FAITH DIMENSIONS
Working for Peace
Peacebuilding is a major focus of contemporary civil society organizations in Myanmar, 
including those with faith origins and links. Their work, whether it is termed 
peacebuilding or given another name, is intricately linked to development initiatives 
such as health and livelihood support but also has a primary focus on conflict resolution 
or on advocacy. A compelling argument (and an underlying assumption among many 
peacebuilding groups) is that resolution of Myanmar’s conflicts cannot depend on 
improving development outcomes primarily or exclusively. This is in part because 
conflict is so deep-rooted, but also because it is widespread (more than one third of 
Myanmar’s 330 townships are affected by conflict in some way).59 One report argues 
that “Higher growth rates or better health and education services will not address the 
underlying political issues that drive conflict.”60 Only by finding ways to end Myanmar’s 
sub-national conflicts can living standards be raised in those areas. Myanmar’s national 
political reforms and its peace processes are intrinsically linked. Achieving sustainable 
and comprehensive peace will ultimately involve structural change, including effective 
devolution of political authority, civilianizing the state, and generating agreement on a 
system of government that is widely recognized as legitimate by people of all ethnicities 
and beliefs: thus, acceptance or ideally celebration of Myanmar’s distinctive plural 
society. 

Given the complex interplay of ethnic and religious identity issues, religious actors and 
factors need to be a central focus for peacebuilding. In practice, various interreligious 
initiatives reflect this understanding and the roles religious actors play in inflaming 
tensions, but also their potential to address both short-term and underlying sources 
of conflict. Among them are the decades long work by Religions for Peace (Chapter 
3) and current efforts of KAICIID, which supports the Peaceful Myanmar Initiative 
(PMI)—a multi-religious network of Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, and Muslim religious 
leaders and civil society members that includes a training center that aims to develop 
skills in religious literacy, counter hate speech, and prevent conflict through social media. 
The International Network of Engaged Buddhists (INEB), from its base in Bangkok, 
Thailand, has worked for 20 years to address discord among religious communities.

Access to justice, individual rights & adherence to the rule of law 
Throughout Myanmar’s history, religious actors and organizations have advocated for 
access to justice, human rights, and the rule of law. The dynamic mobilization of the 
Saffron Revolution in September 2007 is well known, as Buddhist monks faced violence 
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and imprisonment, with some deaths, from the military government. While many 
religious actors and organizations advocate for rights, many try to maneuver and/or 
remain unseen because of security-related concerns, including imprisonment, death, and 
harassment. Catholic Cardinal Charles Bo has spoken out forcefully against violence 
in Kachin and Rakhine State in national and international forums. He has highlighted 
land ownership disputes and other concerns including human trafficking, environmental 
degradation, drug abuse by young people, poverty, and lack of protection of basic rights. 
U Gambira, a leader of the Saffron Revolution who was arrested and defrocked by 
the military government, quietly tried to bring Buddhist clergy together to counter 
violence against the Rohingya community. FIOs supporting human rights include the 
Karen Women’s Organization (KWO), composed of Christian women, that has actively 
opposed violence against the Rohingya population and supports women’s participation 
in decision-making. The Catholic Bishop’s Conference campaigns for child and 
migration protection at the national and international level. Many actions advanced by 
religious actors and organizations may not be openly reported given security concerns; 
much is done under the radar.   

The NLD-led government has taken positive steps to address the long list of challenges 
to rights and access to justice that include, notably, land confiscation cases and limits 
on rights to speech and assembly. There is still, however, far to go to achieve something 
approaching equal access to justice and respect for human rights. Peace processes with 
ethnic armed groups show little meaningful progress, and fighting has intensified in 
Rakhine, Kachin, and northern Shan States, with forced displacement and other abuses 
against civilians, primarily by government forces. Myanmar’s weak rule of law, corruption 
in the judiciary, and unwillingness to prosecute members of the security forces impede 
accountability for attacks on civil society activists and violations of religious freedom. 

LEFT  
Children attending 
school near Lake 
Inle, Myanmar. 
Photo Credit:  
Flickr user World 
Sketching Tour. 
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Members of several religious communities—including Christians, Muslims, and 
Hindus—face specific threats and persecution. Many religious activities are tightly 
regulated, and authorities threaten to fine or imprison those who conduct organized 
prayers in their homes without government approval. Specific incidents include the May 
2018 Buddhist mob attack on Christian worshippers in Sagaing Region, destroying 
homes and personal property; Buddhist ultranationalists pressured local officials and 
police in Thaketa Township, in Yangon, to close two Islamic schools in April 2018; and 
local officials charged seven Muslims who participated in a public prayer session in May 
2018. The government has moved against Buddhist monks and organizations that use 
extremist and ultranationalist rhetoric targeted at ethnic and faith minorities and in 
May 2018, banning the use of the name and logos of the Buddhist-monk-led Ma Ba 
Tha (see Box 4.2). However, not all branches complied and activities continue without 
consequences. Rumors suggest that key members in the military financially support the 
Buddhist ultranationalist movements. 

Gender Challenges
There is broad recognition, especially among Myanmar’s development partners, that 
the issues facing women’s roles and gender issues more broadly are especially important 
for Myanmar’s development, notably because they have been relatively neglected in the 
past. However, limited gender statistics and research, a lack of awareness, and limited 
institutional capacity hinder development and implementation of effective policies and 
programs. 

Gender inequalities are recognized in the NLD-led government National Strategic 
Plan for the Advancement of Women 2013–2022, which outlines an integrated 
approach to improve the situation of women and girls in Myanmar, with quite detailed 
strategies and targets. Myanmar signed the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women in 1997.61 Significant gender inequalities 
persist in legislation, political representation, decision-making, education, health, 
and economic opportunities. Myanmar ranked 106 of 189 countries in the 2017 
UNDP gender inequality index. Violence against women is a significant issue on several 
fronts (domestic and national). Women’s participation in politics and formal decision-
making has been very limited. Sub-national level conflicts affect girls’ and women’s 
empowerment and protection and present especially daunting challenges. Women’s 
groups are working actively to increase their engagement in national-level peace 
processes, but women comprised only 13% of the participants in the first Union Peace 
Conference (UPC) and 17% in the second. Women are actively engaged in national-
level women’s networks and movements, notably the Karen Women’s Movement and the 
All Burma Women’s Movement.
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Progress in girls and women’s education has been particularly 
significant, with gender parity in primary, middle, and high 
school enrollments. In 2012, 59% of undergraduate students, 
80% of master’s degree students, and 81% of Ph.D. students 
were female. The picture on health is less positive, with high 
maternal mortality rates (178 deaths per 100,000 live births, 
improved from 520 per 100,000 births in 1990). Leading causes 
of maternal mortality include postpartum hemorrhage, eclampsia, 
and complications from unsafe abortion—all exacerbated by poor 
access to health care facilities, particularly in rural areas. 

Religious beliefs and practices are relevant, in many and often 
complex ways, to current and future efforts to promote gender 
equity. The 2008 Constitution suggests areas of tension in its 
focus on women’s roles as mothers, reflecting deeply engrained 
cultural norms that are often expressed in religious terms. An 
illustration is the role that taboos play in the poor sex education 
that contributes to high adolescent fertility rates. Cultural taboos 
around sexuality prevent open conversations regarding sexual and 
reproductive health and rights among women. 

Several FIOs have focused deliberately on gender equity in 
Myanmar, promoting women’s rights and welfare. Patriarchal 
traditions, however, are strong among religious leaders and 
institutions. The Myanmar Institute of Theology works to raise 
awareness about violence against girls and women through 
trainings and support. Religions for Peace (RfP)—Myanmar has 
worked with more than 4,000 young mothers, would-be mothers, 
and caregivers to prevent disease and decrease mortality among 
children under five. RfP’s five Community Learning Centers 
provide women with general and health education and sanitation 
awareness in the Ayeyarwaddy Region.

Economic pressures contribute to human trafficking, 
predominately affecting women and girls, in several states. Where 
armed conflict and widespread displacement exacerbate financial 
instability, women and girls seek work in China, with reports of 
forced marriage and horrific abuses including being locked up 
and subjected to sexual slavery. Few effective measures are in place 
to protect women and girls from these abuses or assist women 
and girls who have escaped. Many basic civil and political rights 
are jeopardized in conflict areas.  

ABOVE

Boys outside a temple in Yang, Shan State, 
Myanmar. Photo Credit: Flickr user  
Lode Engelen. 



58     |    Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs at Georgetown University

Equitable Access to Quality Education 
Quality education is a central challenge for Myanmar. There are long and deep traditions 
of religious involvement in education. Traditionally Buddhist monastery schools taught 
young boys about Buddhism, reading, and writing. Few girls and women had access to 
these traditional systems; their education took place mainly at home learning how to 
perform domestic tasks. British colonial rule shifted the education infrastructure towards 
a Westernized education system and Christian missionary schools (largely secular in 
focus) in Yangon, Mandalay, and other major cities. More girls attended these schools, 
mirrored by an increase in female employment in public administration, law, medicine, 
education, and journalism. The Burmese education system was at the time considered the 
most prestigious in Southeast Asia. After independence, Myanmar’s government sought 
to create a literate and educated population, aspiring to be the region’s first “Asian Tiger.” 
With the 1962 coup d’état, however, all schools were nationalized and educational 
standards began to falter, alongside Myanmar’s political and economic decline and 
increasing regional and international isolation. During the long years of military rule, 
education at the primary and secondary levels collapsed; a total of US$0.25 per child per 
year was spent on education in the 1990s. Civil discord disrupted what education there 
was as students, along with Buddhist clergy, actively opposed the military government. 
Protests were violently suppressed, universities were closed, their facilities were dispersed 
across the country, and the government controlled the curriculum tightly. 

With the current democratic transition, public funding for education has increased, as 
has access to education. The primary net enrollment rate increased from 88% in 2009 to 
2010 to 93% in 2014 to 2015. Nearly one in four children are enrolled in pre-primary 
education. The National Education Strategic Plan (NESP) 2016–2021 was developed 
following a nationwide comprehensive education sector review. A multi-year work 
plan and a monitoring and evaluation framework were created. However, authorities 
still perceive education as a potential threat, exercising strict control over education 
institutions, particularly universities and schools located in conflict areas. Teacher 
salaries in state education institutions are low. Despite free primary education, parents 
must cover various education-related costs, such as transportation, uniforms, textbooks, 
allowances for teachers, and school maintenance fees. Girls and boys from ethnic and 
faith minorities in rural areas face particular difficulties due to distance to school and 
barriers caused by language and poverty. In Kachin, Kayah, Shan, Rakhine, Kayin, Mon, 
and Tanintharyi, a larger percentage of the population has less than a Grade 1 education 
level compared to other states. 

Primary to university-level schools established and supported by FIOs—Buddhist, 
Christian, and Muslim—help to fill gaps in the current education system. Some promote 
access to education for poorer students and communities in rural areas, while most 
follow the official school curriculum and offer free education, targeting orphans or 
children from poorer families who cannot afford to pursue formal education. All schools 
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must be registered by the Ministry of Education, and since faith-affiliated schools 
are not public, they face registration challenges; some which may be related to faith-
affiliations and related discrimination. Schools supported by faith-inspired actors may 
fall under the management of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture. 

The network of monastic schools provides basic education—literacy, numeracy, and 
Buddhist teachings—especially for children from poor families and orphans. There are 
an estimated 1,579 monastic schools in 2019, with 7,500 teachers nationwide and some 
275,000 students. Some schools operate as boarding schools, others as day schools, 
depending on the situation and public financial support. The schools are required to 
cooperate closely with township education authorities and fulfill government curriculum 
requirements to be officially recognized. The operations and finances rely heavily on 
donations and collaboration from the public. 

An example is the Phaung Daw Oo Integrated Monastic Education School (PDO) 
founded by Sayadaw U Nayaka and his brother Sayadaw U Jotika in 1993 in Mandalay. 
It has close to 10,000 students and 500 teachers and staff, serving students from 
impoverished backgrounds, orphans, neglected and abandoned children, and those 
otherwise unable to attend government schools. Many resident students come from 
remote areas where there are no schools, or where civil war or natural disasters make 
access to education difficult. Several ethnic minorities attend the school, including 
the Akhar, Kayin, Larhu, Pa-oh, Palaung Kachin, Shan, and Wa. It is one of the few 
monastic schools accredited to offer education from kindergarten to high school, and 
may be the most progressive in the country. The Monastic Education Development 
Group (MEDG), led by U Nayaka under the umbrella of the PDO, was established 
in 2012. The MEDG, with U Nayaka’s guidance, successfully lobbied for recognition 
of monastic schools at the policy level, for example including monastic schools in the 
Ministry of Education’s school grant policy. 

Christian and Muslim supported schools face barriers to revitalization, growth, and the 
support they can openly provide, given persistent restrictions. The Catholic Church and 
the Baptist Convention actively seek to play greater roles in revitalizing and supporting 
Myanmar’s education system. There are currently two Catholic Church-run secondary 
schools and four primary schools, overseen by the Education Commission of the 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Myanmar. The government has not returned church-
run schools nationalized under the former military government from 1965 to 1980. 
Churches provide free boarding opportunities to poorer students so they can go to 
public schools. The convention operates the Myanmar Institute of Theology (MIT), the 
leading Christian seminary in Myanmar, in Insein. MIT has played an important role in 
higher education, along with more than 20 other Christian universities. Some Christian 
schools did not register with the Myanmar Council of Churches (MCC), a group 
representing 14 Christian denominations.
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The Myanmar government estimates that there are 759 Islamic 
schools. Madrasas fall in two categories: madrasa (school) and 
jami’ah (university). Financial support and ideological affiliations 
with Bamar Muslims from wealthy counterparts in the Arab 
world is a recent phenomenon. Madrasas operating as ad hoc 
mosques in Thaketa township were reportedly closed. 

Several international FIOs support schools, both through 
formal public schools and informal programs. For instance, 
Catholic Relief Services (CRS) supports KMSS Pathein in the 
Ayeyarwady Region to provide inclusive education for children 
with disabilities. American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), 
through the work of local partners, supports training programs 
for teachers, monks, nuns, and abbots in monastic schools 
on child-centered methods and approaches. World Vision—
Myanmar directly supports children, particularly the most 
vulnerable, on functional levels of literacy, numeracy, and essential 
life skills. It focuses on early childhood care and development, 
primary education, and non-formal education, reaching over 
14,995 students. Jesuit Refugee Service is advancing a Peace 
Education Project in community schools and IDP camps and 
training workshops in Kayah and Kachin States at all levels: 
adults, adolescents, and children. 

Livelihoods
Better opportunities to earn a decent living are a central 
development challenge. Several FIOs have focused on the vital 
topic of livelihood skills building and action in rural Myanmar. 
Examples include the Metta Development Foundation, whose 
community development assistance program was initially 
aimed toward the Kachins in the far north, but gradually 
extended to other areas of Myanmar. In 2017, Metta reached 
communities in five states (Kachin, Kayah, Kayin, Mon and 
Shan) and four regions (Ayeyarwady, Bago, Sagaing and Yangon), 
focusing on agriculture, small businesses, and supporting the 
formation of community social and economic associations. The 
Myanmar Council of Churches (MCC) promotes sustainable 
livelihoods for disadvantaged people across Myanmar. Karen 
Baptist Convention (KBC) works to reduce the vulnerability 
of marginalized communities in eastern Myanmar through 
livelihood development. International FIOs focusing on 

ABOVE
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livelihoods development include Christian Aid, World Vision, and Catholic Relief 
Services. Available information suggests that these livelihood efforts are small in scale; 
their strategic reach is unclear. 

What is less developed are meaningful partnerships between various faith-linked 
approaches and specific efforts and private sector entities as well as government policy- 
making bodies. 

Humanitarian Aid, Response and Resilience
Myanmar faces multiple challenges, often classified as humanitarian, that bring great 
suffering and block development. They are driven by diverse natural and manmade 
factors. Myanmar’s geography brings elevated risks of natural disasters, notably 
destructive cyclones and flooding along the low-lying western coastline, seasonal 
droughts, fires, financially devastating riverine flooding, and deadly mudslides further 
inland. Climate change aggravates the impact of natural disasters, as does poor planning 
and preparedness as well as social tensions that curtail resilience. Poor infrastructure 
and distribution networks; restrictive foreign and domestic policies; and high-risk 
construction, economic, and industrial practices, compound the problems. Myanmar’s 
legacy of ethnic and faith identity-based conflict has led to massive forced displacement 
events and cycles of grievance, hostility, abuse, and communal tension.62

Faith actors and organizations play critical roles in responding to Myanmar’s 
humanitarian crises. Their roles are multi-dimensional and often controversial. Faith 
actors are among the first responders to crises and compensate in part for Myanmar’s 
weak infrastructure by delivering aid to isolated rural communities. Networks of faith 
organizations; local faith facilities like temples, churches, and mosques; and trusted 
community faith actors provide long-term community support, particularly promoting 
the protection of children, youth, and women. When governmental or international 
aid providers are distrusted, faith actors and organizations are an attractive alternative 
to the private sector.63 Faith actors and organizations serve populations displaced by 
conflict, particularly religious minority communities. They deliver aid and services, 
including health care and education. Their work can promote social cohesion and 
reduce tensions between displaced and receiving communities.64 Roles, nonetheless, are 
not always positive. Religious actor capacities are stretched,65 with uneven delivery of 
resources, whether intentional or circumstantial. Concerns surround the real or perceived 
willingness of some faith actors to couple humanitarian assistance with evangelizing, 
particularly among displaced populations66 and youth.67  

Metta Foundation was actively involved during the 2008 Cyclone Nargis emergency 
response and rehabilitation activities in Ayeyarwady and Yangon Regions, the 2010 
Cyclone Giri in Rakhine State, and the 2011 earthquake in Eastern Shan State. 
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Metta has taken a leading role in coordinating response activities within Myanmar’s 
humanitarian community, responding to the needs of IDPs in Kachin and Northern 
Shan States. KMSS and Caritas Myanmar provide capacity-building trainings, forming 
and supporting community associations to respond to disasters and to promote disaster 
risk reduction. Islamic Relief (IRW) acted after Cyclone Mora in 2017, rebuilding 
destroyed homes and promoting livelihood capacity building. Alongside other FIOs, 
IRW supports Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazaar in Bangladesh. World Vision 
Myanmar works with communities to minimize the impact of disasters and to respond 
to disasters through distribution of emergency food and livelihoods support to disaster 
affected families; it prepositions relief supplies in warehouses so that aid is available 
immediately. It facilitates Disaster Risk Reduction training, supports communities in 
developing Community Based Disaster Management plans (CBDM), and collaborates 
with government ministries and humanitarian actors during disaster responses. 

Environmental Protection and Advocacy
Myanmar’s future is linked in many ways to its environment. The multitude of issues 
includes approaches to response and resilience in the face of natural risks, the impact 
of climate change, and management of natural resources, notably forests and mineral 
resources. Land tenure policies are linked to the protection of agricultural resources 
as well as to social equity. Current approaches to private sector investments in and 
management of land and natural resources involve complex revenue sharing and 
management relationships with the government (including the military), links to ethnic 
conflicts, and regulatory provisions. Generally weak oversight prevents the government 
from demanding accountability from project leadership resulting in private companies 
not having had to mitigate the negative impact of their projects.68 Abuses, including 
child labor, are many.

Faith actors play a complex set of roles on these topics, though without a specific 
platform that might facilitate a coordinated response. Much action is at the community 
level, in the form of protests, which seem often quite futile. Efforts to address illegal 
forest cutting involve, as elsewhere in the region, monks.

The controversial Myitsone Dam illustrates the potential for positive faith engagement 
as well as challenges (see Box 4.4). China has increased pressure to resume work on the 
suspended Myitsone dam, located in ethnic Kachin state. The controversy highlights 
Myanmar’s dilemma in choosing between environmental protection and safeguarding 
the great Irrawaddy River, and its political and economic dependence on Beijing. The 
US$3.6 billion dam is one of the largest hydropower projects in the region. It was 
suspended, after fierce and broad-based national opposition, by former president Thein 
Sein in 2011. In Myanmar, the protests united all ethnic groups living along the river 
and nationwide. The suspension caused shock and consternation to Beijing’s State 
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Power Investment Corporation (SPIC), the main investor in the controversial dam. The 
issue, however, is still in play. The controversy pits the wounded ego of Beijing and the 
anger of Chinese hydropower investors against high stakes on Myanmar’s side: national 
pride, self-determination, and the protection of its richly diverse ecosystem. The dam, 
if built, would inundate the ancestral birthplace of the ethnic Kachin people. Khon Ja, 
the coordinator of the Kachin Peace Network, told The Diplomat that “the dam would 
erode the lifeblood of the nation that sustains agriculture, fisheries, and livelihoods for 
millions.” Anti-dam leaders, both Kachin and Burmese, wonder what would remain of 
Myanmar’s claim to independence and sovereignty over its natural resources if the flow 
and fate of their most important river were to be consigned into the domineering hands 
of “the rising dragon perched along on the nation’s northeast frontier.” 

BOX 4.4: CARDINAL BO TAKES ON PLANS FOR THE MYITSONE DAM 69

Myanmar’s respected Catholic Cardinal Bo 
commented in January 2019 that construction 
of the controversial Myitsone dam would be a 
“death sentence” for Myanmar. “Stop trafficking 
our mother Irrawaddy,” Cardinal Bo told Myanmar 
authorities and the international community. He said 
that Myanmar is facing the sad prospect of losing 
the Irrawaddy “to the greed of a superpower.” “On 
behalf of all the people of Myanmar, especially the 
poor farmers, we earnestly request all stakeholders 
to stop their attempts to abuse our Mother 
Irrawaddy.” He called the Irrawaddy “Her Majesty,” 

claiming that the river is not a “commodity to be 
bartered” but “the most sacred symbol of our 
nation,” with thousands of sacred sites situated 
along its banks. He warned that the dam would be 
an environmental disaster and a toxic cognac for 
chronic war, referring to fighting between the Kachin 
ethnic armed group and the Myanmar military in the 
north of the country, where the dam site is located. 
“Peace will fade over the horizon. A bleak future 
awaits the people of Myanmar. We do not deserve 
this,” he said.70 

Other disputes involving extractive industries and especially mining have involved both 
Buddhist and Christian leaders in protests that have in several instances led to violence. 

BOX 4.5: THE MONYWA MINING PROJECT

Since 2014, Amnesty International has documented 
a range of human rights abuses and illegal activity 
linked to Myanmar’s largest mining project, at 
Monywa in Sagaing Region. The Monywa project 
consists of the Letpadaung and the Sabetaung and 
Kyisintaung (S&K) copper mines, as well as the Moe 
Gyo sulphuric acid factory. Since 2010, the mines 
have been operated by China’s Wanbao Mining Ltd. 
(Wanbao Mining), in a joint venture with the Union 
of Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited (UMEHL) 
and the state-owned company, Mining Enterprise 
(MEI). UNEHL is owned by Myanmar’s military and 

was an entity previously on the U.S. sanctions 
list. Hundreds of families living near the mine have 
faced forced evictions from their homes and/or 
farmland and Wanboa seeks to expand the mine’s 
perimeter by a further 2,000 acres. The company 
claims to have conducted genuine consultations 
with all affected people, but this claim is hotly 
contested. Residents of four villages, for example, 
were excluded from consultations altogether, 
even though they were among the worst affected. 
Against their wishes they face the loss of their 
farms and resettlement in a new location.
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RELIGION AND DEVELOPMENT: A PROFILE OF 
RELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT IN HEALTH CARE
The health sector is a key entry point for exploring the roles of religious institutions in 
development, given deep historic roots and contemporary involvement in important 
facets of health care. Faith involvement in the health sector is commonly diverse, with 
active engagement in and support of community health clinics as well as influence 
on behaviors that contribute to good or less good health. This is true in Myanmar, 
where faith roles and impact on health are significant but vary widely. There are some 
prominent cases of large health interventions (the Muslim Free Hospital and Medical 
Relief Society in Yangon is an example). Another illustrative intervention is Christian 
organization support for drug treatment centers in Kachin State. International partners, 
such as Population Services International (PSI), often work closely with faith-inspired 
actors to promote healthy behaviors in communities across Myanmar. 

Myanmar’s health care system is marked by large disparities. Myanmar’s population and 
the health system overall suffered acutely from the years of isolation (in 2000, WHO 
ranked Myanmar second worst among all world nations). Government spending on 
health has consistently been low: In 2009, Myanmar spent the least of any country on 
health as a percentage of a nation’s GDP. Although the government has raised its budget 
allocation for health care—increasing from 1.3% of the national budget in 201171 to 
3.4% in 201472—Myanmar still lags behind much of the world. 

Maternal and child health indicators demonstrate some noteworthy strides in health but 
also significant remaining challenges. The under-five mortality rate decreased sharply, 
from 130 per 1,000 live births in 1990 to 52 per 1,000 live births in 2015, but Myanmar 
has the second highest rate in ASEAN.73 Myanmar’s maternal mortality ratio (MMR) 
is 178 per 100,000 live births;74 an estimated 2,800 women die annually from pregnancy 
and childbirth related complications, with one in five deaths among young women 
categorized as a maternal death.75 Despite previous government initiatives to encourage 
population growth, fertility has fallen steadily to 2.2 births per woman in 2017 (from 3.4 
in 1990).76 The percentage of underweight children under 5 years of age declined from 
45% in 1990 to 32% in 2010, still the highest within ASEAN.77 

Communicable diseases are a challenge.78 Almost half of all malaria deaths in Southeast 
Asia in 2000 occurred in Myanmar, and in 2015, Myanmar had a higher incidence of 
malaria per 100,000 people than all the other ASEAN countries combined.79 Sustained 
and focused efforts to reach key populations have led to major reductions in HIV 
infections, but new infections continue. The most affected group is those who inject 
drugs that are largely farmed, manufactured, and distributed in the northern regions. 
Low financial investments in public health present a major barrier to HIV testing, 
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prevention, and treatment. The incidence of tuberculosis was 43 
per 100,000 in 2015, decreasing from 74 per 100,000 in 2000. 
However, with multi-drug resistant TB and highly drug resistant 
strains of TB identified, Myanmar has seen a slight increase in 
TB incidence.80 

Health care is provided through a combination of public and 
private facilities. Official statistics include only public facilities, 
so that the true reach of health care facilities is unknown and 
numbers are often disputed. A clear core challenge is disparities 
in access to health care, particularly in rural and conflict areas. 
These are areas where minority ethnic and faith communities 
are concentrated. In many cases, FIOs fill health service delivery 
gaps. Traditional medicine is practiced in both state-run clinics 
and private facilities, combining practices from Buddhism, 
Ayurveda, and Chinese medicine, which often rely on local herbs.

The Myanmar government’s strategies to improve health care 
delivery and health outcomes are reflected in “A Roadmap 
Towards Universal Health Coverage in Myanmar.” The aim is to 
address social determinants of health with a focus on rural, ethnic, 
and conflict-affected areas. The 2017–2021 Myanmar National 
Health Plan highlights the goal of access to a basic essential 
package of health services for all by 2020 and better financial 
protections and “alignment” of health services in rural and ethnic 
minority areas.

Several international FIOs are actively engaged in health in 
Myanmar, with a particular focus on nutrition, maternal and 
child health, and HIV/AIDS. Private sector hospitals, in both 
urban and rural areas, are often charity hospitals, while most 
non-profit clinics are run by community organizations and FIOs. 
The Muslim Free Hospital in Yangon, started by local Muslims 
in 1937, offers medical care to all, regardless of their ethnic or 
religious background or ability to pay. Operating on a sliding 
scale, those who can afford to pay for services are charged a small 
fee, while those who cannot are treated for free. The hospital has 
grown significantly over the years, with specialized departments 
for surgery, obstetrics, gynecology, ophthalmology, and psychiatry.81 
Charitable donations from Muslim communities are an 
important source of income for the hospital. 

ABOVE

House on Inle Lake.  
Photo Credit: Flickr user Tartarin2009.
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Table 4.1: Population Profile/Key Facts
Indicator Current Status (Year)
Total population82 54,045,000 (2019)

Projected 2050 population83 62,253,000 

Population growth rate (annual %)84 0.6 (2018)

Birth rate, crude (per 1,000 people)85 18 (2017)

Fertility rate86 3.45 (1990); 2.2 (2017) 

Percent population between ages 0–1487 26 (2018)

Maternal mortality ratio 
(modeled estimate, per 100,000 live births)88

453 (1990); 178 (2015)

Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)89 81.9 (1990); 39 (2017)

Contraceptive prevalence rate, modern methods  
(% of women ages 15-49) 90

51.3 (2016) 
13.6 (1991); 32.8 (2001); 45.8 (2010)

Contraceptive prevalence rate, any method  
(% women ages 15–49)91

52.2 (2016) 
16.8 (1991); 37 (2001); 46 (2010)

Unmet need (% married women 15–49)92 16.2 (2016)

HIV/AIDS Adult prevalence rate (%)93 0.8 (2018 est.)

People living with HIV/AIDS94 240,000 (2018 est.)

Priority Issues
Maternal and Child Health
Indicators consistently rank Myanmar at the lower end of the ASEAN countries for 
maternal and child health. FIOs, in collaboration with the government, are working to 
improve maternal and child health outcomes nationally, often following national policies 
and frameworks like the National Maternal Death Surveillance and Response. 

KARUNA MISSION SOCIAL SOLIDARITY (KMSS)
Karuna Mission Social Solidarity, the Myanmar branch of Caritas International, was 
established as the social arm of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Myanmar in 2001. 
KMSS works in several sectors that align with its Catholic teachings, including Integral 
Human Development, justice and peace, environmental protection, education, health 
and HIV/AIDS, livelihood, social protection, humanitarian assistance and emergency 
relief services.95 

In 2017, KMSS, with the support of the Health Department of Myanmar, launched the 
Strengthening Auxiliary Midwife Mechanism for Maternal, Newborn and Child Health 
program. The stated goals of this particular program were 1) improving the capacity and 
resources of Auxiliary Midwives (AMWs) to provide high-quality maternal, newborn, 
and child health at the community level in hard-to-reach areas, and 2) empowering 
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mother self-help groups for better health education and service utilization. In order to 
achieve these goals, KMSS facilitated refresher trainings and supportive supervision 
of AMWs, implemented a system for emergency obstetric referral, and created a child 
immunization campaign. Between June 2017 and November 2018, 30 villages in three 
regions saw 293 who attended four antenatal care sessions, 123 births attended by a 
skilled person, 110 births attended by AMWs, 235 mothers and babies received post-
natal care, and 537 children immunized with DPT3/PENTA3.96

KMSS also works to address the needs of the 240,000 individuals living with HIV/
AIDS in Myanmar (the second largest population in Southeast Asia). In addition to 
prevention and education programs, KMSS works to find employment for those living 
with HIV and integrate them into the workplace. 

BOX 4.6: REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH 

Beginning in 1992, Myanmar enacted national 
population policies aimed at improving health 
outcomes, as well as providing direct support for 
family planning and women’s reproductive health. 
These policies included promoting birth spacing, 
disseminating information at the community level, 
and increasing male involvement in reproductive 
health.97 Currently, Myanmar has a fertility rate 
of 2.2 (2017)98 and contraceptive prevalence rate 
(modern methods) of 51.3%.99 

The Myanmar government has enacted several 
controversial reproductive health policies, 
widely seen as targeting the minority Muslim 
population. In 2005, a two-child limit was added to 

discriminatory marriage regulations on Rohingyas 
in Rakhine State.100 The 2013 Inquiry Commission 
on the Sectarian Violence in Rakhine State report 
recommended the “implementation of family 
planning programs amongst Bengali [Rohingya] 
communities” to address their “rapid population 
growth.”101 In 2015, the Population Control Health 
Care Bill became law, requiring women to space 
their births by three years. The law allows local 
authorities to implement the policies in areas of 
rapid population growth, which has implications 
for areas with high numbers of religious and ethnic 
minorities, particularly the Rohingya. 

HIV/AIDS and Tuberculosis
With the second highest prevalence in Southeast Asia, HIV/AIDS is a priority health 
concern for Myanmar. Within Myanmar, the population with the highest prevalence 
of HIV/AIDS is people who inject drugs (34.9%), followed by men who have sex with 
men (6.4%), prisoners (5.6%), and female sex workers (5.4%).102  A coalition of Christian 
churches in Kachin is working to address the problem. The challenges of HIV/AIDS are 
complicated by co-infections with TB. Myanmar is among the 41 high TB/HIV burden 
countries, and multidrug resistant TB is on the rise.103 On issues of HIV/AIDS and TB, 
FIOs are largely working to bridge the gap between vulnerable groups and access to 
treatment and care. 
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WORLD VISION
World Vision has been working in Myanmar since 1991 and currently runs programs 
in 13 of the 14 states, with over 700 full-time staff.104 Program areas include education, 
health, agriculture, livelihoods, child protection, microfinance, and disaster response.105 

World Vision works on the 5-year, USAID-funded Challenge TB program. In 
conjunction with the National Strategic Plan for TB control, this program targets 
hard-to-reach populations and aims to strengthen the laboratory network.106 It seeks to 
develop and reinforce relationships between communities and the national TB program 
in order to reach more TB patients and to increase the number of individuals who 
complete the course of treatment. Strategies include expanding case finding among 
vulnerable groups and increasing access to TB care and services. World Vision focuses 
on four townships, working with 20 villages/wards in each township.107 In 2018, World 
Vision referred 4,399 suspected TB cases for diagnosis and treatment, while 368 TB 
cases received direct observation treatment services. 108

Nutrition
Myanmar suffers from dual nutrition challenges, with significant percentages of the 
population suffering from undernutrition or overnutrition. For children under five, 41% 
are stunted (low height for age), 30% are underweight, and 11% are wasted (low weight 
for height).109 However, 40% of those aged 15 and above are overweight or obese.110 FIO 
programs typically address undernutrition, focusing on nutrition education and food 
security, as well as maintaining their long history of providing food to those in need. 

ADVENTIST DEVELOPMENT AND RELIEF AGENCY (ADRA)
ADRA, the global humanitarian organization of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
established an implementing office in Myanmar in 1984. Working in all 14 states, 
ADRA works in four specific sectors: sustainable livelihoods, education, health and 
nutrition, and emergency response.111

A core component of ADRA’s Myanmar health and nutrition program focuses on 
maternal, newborn, and child health. Programs include training midwives and health 
staff to ensure safe births, developing community support mechanisms for women at 
different stages of motherhood, and creating saving groups to encourage health-seeking 
behaviors.112 The 5-year EMBRACE Project (Enhance Mother/Newborn/Child Health 
in Remote Areas through Health Care and Community Engagement) is a multi-faceted 
approach that addresses maternal, newborn, and child health through creating nutrition 
awareness, improving quality of health care, and increasing access to health care. The 
nutrition component of the program aims to increase food security and the nutritional 
status of pregnant women, lactating mothers, and children during the first 1,000 days. 
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 BOX 4.7: ROHINGYA HEALTH

The Rohingya people have faced poor health 
outcomes for decades, caught in a cycle of poor 
infant and child health and high rates of maternal 
mortality, malnutrition, and infectious diseases.113 In 
Rakhine State, there is only one physician in each 
of the two predominantly Rohingya townships 
(Maungdaw and Butheetaung) to serve 158,000 
people combined, a ratio of one physician per 
79,000 individuals. This is in stark contrast to with 
the non-Rohingya predominant township of Sittwe, 
which has one physician per 681 individuals.114 
Rohingya in Rakhine rely heavily on humanitarian 
agencies, such as Médecins Sans Frontières 
(MSF), to provide primary health care. However, 
the presence of these agencies is subject to 
government approval, and MSF was suspended 
from the region for nine months in 2014. 

Many Rohingya have fled across the border with 
Bangladesh and into Cox’s Bazar, while others 
reside in IDP camps in Rakhine State. The health 
outcomes for these populations are much worse 
than those of Myanmar or Bangladesh as a whole. 
Under-five mortality rates in Maungdaw and 
Butheetaung are much higher than in Sittwe (135 
per 1000 live births and 224 per 1,000 live births 
respectively compared to 77 per 1,000 live births). 
Rohingya children younger than 5 years who live 
in IDP camps have a five times greater prevalence 
of diarrheal disease (40% are affected) compared 
to other children in Rakhine State. Stunting occurs 
in 60% of Rohingya child refugees in Bangladesh. 
The maternal mortality ratio in the Rohingya 

predominant townships of Rakhine State is 380 
per 100,000 live births versus 178 per 100,000 live 
births across the country.115   

FIOs play a large role in providing humanitarian 
assistance to the Rohingya population in IDP 
camps and refugee camps in Bangladesh. 
Rohingya health is a priority area for many  
FIOs. For example: 

• Islamic Relief USA’s health program in 
the Kutupalong and Nayapara camps in 
Bangladesh’s southeastern district of Cox’s 
Bazar provides basic health care coverage, 
preventive measures, treatment for diseases, 
and a child malnutrition program. The program 
has reached over 8,000 refugees.

• Christian Aid has been working in Camps 12, 
13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 19 since October 2017, 
as well as in the surrounding communities 
of Ukhiya Upazila in Cox’s Bazar. Between 
September 2017 and April 2018, Christian Aid, 
in collaboration with its implementing partners, 
provided health care support to almost 72,000 
people; set up health infrastructure including 
health camp hubs, pop up clinics, and primary 
care clinics; and conducted over 2,900 
behavior change communication sessions 
with adolescent girls, pregnant women, and 
lactating women, on reproductive health 
issues, antenatal care, and prenatal care.  



CHAPTER 5:  
LOOKING AHEAD
This report explores aspects of Myanmar’s religious landscape in 
relation to national development and peacebuilding challenges. 
At one level, in this highly religious nation, understanding how 
religious institutions and beliefs intersect with different sectors, 
public and private, is important in quite obvious ways. It is, 
however, especially difficult. Myanmar’s religious landscape is 
complex and fractured in important ways, and robust knowledge 
is uneven. Quite different “truths” are often taken for granted. 
Distinguishing the religious from the non-religious may seem 
straightforward where, for example, the work of Buddhist monks 
is involved, but religious beliefs and understandings permeate 
politics and social life in ways that often cannot be disentangled. 
Religious beliefs, ethnic identification, ancient grudges, political 
ambitions and power politics, geography, and regional forces are 
intertwined. Thus, understanding and appreciating religious roles 
is often elusive. The report represents a beginning effort to map 
some of the practical issues involved. Often explored here largely 
at a surface level, the topics deserve deep and continuing analysis, 
reflection, and action.

Myanmar is at the crossroads of several quite different futures. 
Some paths offer the promise of a creative, vibrant, and 
prosperous nation, drawing on the nation’s rich and diverse 
human and natural resources. Markers pointing in other 
directions, in contrast, lead toward persisting and crippling 
conflicts and stymied hopes. Myanmar’s religious institutions play 
essential roles in determining the paths the nation will follow. 
This is because they are central to many dimensions of national 
life. Further, the currents of religious nationalism and deeply held 
religious identities that are distinctive features of contemporary 
Myanmar are crucial factors in the politics that govern choices 
about the paths the nation will follow.  

The luster of the post-2011 period, when hopes for a brighter 
future for Myanmar were high, has dimmed. This is in large 
measure because of the government’s, and especially the 
military’s, treatment of its non-Buddhist and non-Bamar ethnic 
and religious communities. But, it is also the result of communal 

A monk on his cell  
phone in Bagan.  
Photo Credit:  
Dave Marshall
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distrust that reflects anxieties among minority communities, especially Muslims, but 
also Christians and Hindus. The transition from military to democratic structures and 
balance of power will hold many uncertainties. The military is still a powerful force in 
political, economic, and security spheres, and the democratization process is clearly a 
partial one. Tensions around ethnic and religious minority roles and rights contribute to 
protracted and social strife, deepening conflict fault lines. The NLD-led government has 
too often fumbled efforts to resolve conflicts. Consequently, hoped-for peace settlements 
have not materialized, and a number of different armed conflicts continue. 

Against the backdrop of this complex transition and continuing conflicts, the 
development challenges facing Myanmar involve a multitude of questions. They include 
basic questions about choices in economic strategies, for example, on how to assure real 
benefits from exploiting natural resources and ways to improve education systems and 
health care that suffered during the long decades of isolation. Myanmar’s vulnerability to 
natural calamities and the effects of climate change pose large strategic challenges. Here, 
meaningful responses of religious communities—for example, to Cyclone Nargis—have 
highlighted their significant roles in addressing emergencies and resulted in having a 
greater voice in various policy forums. Peacebuilding challenges center on less well-
defined, but deeply embedded, issues of inclusion. In practice, this means: (1) addressing 
long-standing questions about national identity that turn on the meaning of citizenship; 
(2) embracing the reality of national diversity, especially religious and ethnic; and (3) 
acting to lessen wide disparities, among religious and ethnic communities, urban and 
rural areas, men and women, and borderlands and the central “heartland.” Each of these 
challenges is vital for social cohesion, and each has complex religious dimensions. 

The Rakhine State/Rohingya crisis has focused international attention on religious 
tensions in Myanmar because most of the hundreds of thousands who fled to 
Bangladesh are Muslims and because of often shocking anti-Muslim sentiments 
expressed publicly by prominent Buddhist leaders. This attention is in addition to 
quite long-standing concerns about the welfare of different religious communities, 
especially Christians, which are involved in conflicts in Myanmar’s borderlands. Tensions 
involving practical matters around citizenship, freedom of speech and movement, and 
discrimination, as well as violence, are framed as violations of freedom of religion or 
belief by some states. Concerns expressed about violations of religious freedom have 
colored relationships with various countries and the United Nations, leading in some 
instances to imposition of sanctions, bilateral pressures, or reduction of development aid. 
They go alongside the still uncertain impact of charges, political and under international 
law, of ethnic cleansing and genocide arising from the Rohingya crisis. Responses to 
these concerns have included interreligious and intrareligious initiatives (the latter 
focused within Buddhist communities) by various global, regional, and national bodies. 
Religious actors are often engaged in regional conflict resolution efforts.
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One result of current tensions is Myanmar’s strengthened relationships with China 
(which has supported Myanmar in its stance). Chinese influence is reflected in areas 
ranging from diplomatic support and financial investments, to an extensive and growing 
Chinese business and tourist presence.

SOME KEY OBSERVATIONS 
1. A central focus of the report is to highlight the important and complex roles of faith 

and faith actors, ranging from the community to international levels, in responding to 
the various challenges that Myanmar faces. These range from bolstering personal and 
community resilience, leading on social protection, and responding to emergencies, to 
advocating for social and political change and working to build peace.

2. Faith actors in Myanmar have long been known for active engagement in non-
violent movements. Buddhist monks and Christian leaders have been vigorous 
advocates for human rights and the interests of voiceless communities, for example, 
in cases where mining and hydroelectric projects seize land and damage the 
environment. 

3. The history and associations of the Buddhist tradition with non-violence have made 
the current Buddhist nationalism and extremism in Myanmar especially jarring. 
But the activism of what is a minority of Buddhist leaders has profound effects 
on popular attitudes and fuels tensions and conflicts where religious identities and 
beliefs are involved. 

4. Myanmar’s history and national ethos highlight the key roles that religious 
bodies have played in providing education, health care, and child protection in 
communities.

5. Various international partners have found effective ways to work with faith-inspired 
partners to advance a variety of social causes. This is especially significant at the 
local, community level and in peacebuilding programs.

6. Myanmar is said to have more self-help, non-state organizations than any other 
country in the world. Many local civil society organizations are faith-inspired or 
directly linked to faith institutions. Buddhists monasteries and churches support 
orphaned and street children, providing housing, food, and education, though they 
often lack resources to support all of the children in their care. 

7. A less positive feature is the forces linked to ethnic and religious identities that 
contribute significantly to subnational conflicts. Buddhist nationalism and associated 
extremist rhetoric are contributing to suspicion, divided communities, and violence. 
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8. The depth of anxiety and fear reflected in widely held anti-Rohingya sentiment that 
spills over to other Muslims and (to a lesser extent) all non-Buddhists is a central 
reality and concern. Attention focuses on the reluctance of Myanmar’s leaders to 
address the issue, the strong-arm tactics of the military that exacerbate polarization 
and security fears, and Buddhist linking of nationalism with Buddhist identity 
(positive) and anti-other, especially Muslim (negative). The deep roots of antipathy 
and discrimination must be understood if they are to be addressed. Under Ne Win, 
for many decades, as the economy faltered, anti-foreign/-Muslim ideology was 
used as a way to stay in power. This included indoctrination in schools and military 
academies. The lasting effects of this history and present social media-fueled anxiety 
has led many Burmese to believe that their race and religion are under threat.

9. Myanmar’s religious landscape is an important part of complex and changing 
regional forces across Southeast Asia. These notably include majority-minority 
dynamics sparking tensions and the rise of extremist forces. Identity-related 
incidents in one country ripple across the region; examples include Buddhist 
alliances linking Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Bangladesh. 

10. Efforts to expel members of minority communities from Myanmar have involved 
active social media campaigns. Hate speech, fired by media, is widespread and 
contributes to stigma and mistrust of religious minority communities. Extremist 
views are illustrated by an example of a recent statement by a respected Buddhist 
leader: “If one is not loyal to the nation, our country and race will disappear... You 
have to follow the culture and the rules of this country… Buddhism is now facing 
some problems—we face threats and attacks—I was asked to be in charge of Ma Ba 
Tha to protect our race and religion.” (Ma Ba Tha chairman Ashin Tilawaka )116

11. The current of Islamophobia across various countries is of concern.  

12. A greater, nuanced understanding of the roles that faith actors and religious beliefs 
play—both positive and negative—in Myanmar’s peacebuilding and development 
approaches is needed. Identifying better ways to engage faith actors in their roles 
as development actors, notably because of their crucial roles in social cohesion and 
advancing a plural society, is critical.  

NEXT STEPS
Exploring practical ways to link peacebuilding and development analysis and work 
should be a priority, and it should include explicit efforts to engage religious actors. 
Tying together work that falls under the institutional and intellectual headings of 
peacebuilding with development work is a significant challenge, as they tend to fall into 
quite separate siloes. Understanding and engaging religious actors on both fronts should 
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be part of the effort. Ongoing conflicts mean that the hoped-for peace dividends remain 
elusive and that development programs in many areas cannot be implemented. Complex 
ethnic and religious divides fuel communal conflicts in many communities, and they 
have marked effects on virtually any aspect of development. Addressing conflict and 
development separately makes little sense.

Wider appreciation that “context matters” needs to be translated into specific actions. Given 
Myanmar’s diversity, emergency, development, and peace efforts need to be analyzed, 
understood, and tailored to specific contexts. This can be termed a “zoom-in” and “zoom-
out” approach that suggests that analysis and programs need to look both to the national 
and broader regional context and to specific local realities. Development efforts need 
to be designed and implemented with an eye to their impact on social cohesion and 
specifically consider religious and ethnic factors, both actual and perceived. The reality 
of lower levels of development along border areas, which is the result (and perhaps also 
cause) of decades of repression and violent conflict, calls for special focus on these areas, 
including on the roles of religious institutions.

Both historically and at present, the significant roles of religious institutions in emergency 
and humanitarian activities deserve more analysis and focus. Where government 
support has remained limited, faith actors often are the community focal points for 
emergency, social, and development needs (e.g. Cyclone Nargis, Kachin and Karen 
States). 

The challenges of linking religious and development approaches are inextricably connected 
to the challenges Myanmar faces in defining and clarifying the roles of civil society more 
broadly. Civil society institutions and activities in Myanmar have multiplied, but 
operate with some uncertainties as to status and role. Wide diversity is a feature, with 
organizations, old and new, bringing differing perspectives on development and conflict 
dynamics. Faith actors, particularly engaged Buddhists, have played important roles both 
historically and today in promoting understanding and action on human rights and 
broader social protections. 

Important issues center on changing relationships between women and men, including 
efforts to limit restrictions on women’s participation in political, economic, and social 
affairs, as well as to address widespread violence. The work of faith actors to mitigate 
and respond to sex trafficking within their communities and to gender-based violence 
offers examples of what can be achieved, for example by expanding training and family 
support. Women’s movements inspired by faith are often supported by international 
faith actors. Some such groups have been at the forefront of responding to Buddhist 
nationalism, for example, speaking out (at considerable risk) against the four “race and 
religion protection laws” and against the treatment of the Rohingya in Rakhine State. 
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Religious roles in education merit further research and analysis. Various initiatives offer 
ways to address the important challenges faces in restoring the national reputation for 
educational excellence. An example of a potential area for collaboration and mutual 
learning are the monastic schools for children/youth across the country that developed 
during the military era. “Dhamma schools” have a curriculum that focuses on Buddhist 
teachings and moral development. Monasteries, churches, and mosques are important 
especially along Myanmar’s borders, where state-provided education is limited. A range 
of what appear to be pertinent and innovative approaches to informal education offered 
by faith-inspired groups should be better documented. Teaching about religion at 
different levels can contribute to social cohesion or it can fuel suspicion and discord; a 
review of approaches is well worthwhile.

Faith involvement in the health sector also merits further research and action. Myanmar 
has made progress in the health sector, but still faces large challenges. Notably, faith-
inspired actors have long been filling the many gaps in government health systems, 
linked in part to historically low budget allocations and the disruptions linked to 
conflict. Faith actors can draw on their experience in addressing health care to advocates 
for sound national policies within a framework of universal health coverage and 
especially the goal of leaving no one behind. Examining responses to the widespread 
problems of drug addiction, where faith institutions are especially involved, illustrates a 
promising area for collaboration. 

Exploring faith roles in environmental protection, microfinance, and agriculture could 
offer useful insights into the underlying problems and ideas for program design. Engaged 
Buddhists are well known for their work in promoting environmental protection projects 
that are designed in line with Buddhist teachings. Examples include promoting tree 
planting and environmentally-friendly, small-scale agriculture. Myanmar’s development 
strategies include heavy emphasis on exploiting natural resources, including mineral 
resources and forest products. 

Significant tensions have surrounded several developments, and activists with religious 
ties, both at local and national levels, have played significant roles in advocacy and protests.  
Engaging with activists to work towards sustainable policies and program designs that 
respect core human rights principles will be important both for peacebuilding and for 
social cohesion.

Working for viable and human rights-based solutions to the Rakhine State/Rohingya 
crisis has critical importance for Myanmar’s future. Current ideas on the table that focus 
on voluntary repatriation from Bangladesh and implementing proposals from the Kofi 
Annan report show little progress. Fresh and innovative ideas are vitally needed.
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Stone Town, Zanzibar.  
Photo credit: Flickr user Rosino. 

APPENDIX 1: TERMINOLOGY
“Myanmar” vs. “Burma” vs. “Myanmar/Burma”

• “Myanmar” is the country’s modern formal name, but it is also associated with 
the military junta that changed the country’s name in 1989. It is used by most 
foreign governments who, even if they do not support the current practices of the 
government, believe that usage of the official name is more respectful.  

• “Burma” is the colonial, but also colloquial name. It is used by some foreign nations 
that see it as a matter of foreign policy to call attention to what they see as the 
illegitimate authoritarianism of the military. 

• “Myanmar/Burma” is used by many who seek not to choose a side in internal 
conflict of Myanmar. 

• Technically “Myanmar” and “Burma” are English versions of the same Burmese 
word. The name debate centers around the recognition of the military junta’s 
legitimacy when it took over the government. Myanmar is considered more official/
literary, whereas Burma is often used colloquially as well as by proponents of the 
democratic movement in the country. 

“Citizen of Burma” vs. “Citizen of Myanmar” vs. “Burman” vs. “Burmese” vs. 
“Bamar” vs. “Myanmars/Myanmari/Myanmarese”

• “Citizen of Burma” implies the national identity of the nation lies in the self-rule of 
its citizens.

• “Citizen of Myanmar” implies national identity has already been determined/agreed 
upon by the military junta/government. 

•  “Burman” is a general designation of someone who is from Myanmar. It is used in 
some cases to refer to the majority Bamar ethnicity.

• “Burmese” is a general designation and linguistic designation. Because it is the 
language of the Bamar people, the term carries some pre-association with that 
group. It is also used in some cases to refer to the majority Bamar ethnicity.

• “Bamar” is an ethnic designation. The Bamar are the majority ethnicity in Myanmar. 
This term should be used only when explicitly referring to the ethnic group.
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• “Myanmars/Myanmari/Myanmarese” are designations made in attempt to reinforce 
the national identity and neutralize terms. This push has not permeated well in 
literature or society, as it carries an association to the military junta’s drive to dissolve 
the identities of those it finds undesirable.

“Arakan” vs. “Rakhine”

• “Arakan” is the historical name of a region of Myanmar bordering the Bay of Bengal. 
Prior to colonization by the British in 1784, the lands were under control of the 
Kingdom of Arakan. Under British control it was called the Division of Arakan. 
After independence until the military junta changed the name in 1989, Arakan was 
the name of the province. The military junta changed the name to Rakhine in 1989.

• “Rakhine” is the formal name of the province—changed by the military junta in 
1989 to represent a parting with the colonial past.

“Arakanese” vs. “Rahkine(s)” vs. “Rohingya” vs. “Chittagonian” vs. “Bengali”

• “Arakanese” is typically used by nationalists to separate groups in the Rakhine State 
who they perceive to be legitimate in order delegitimize other groups as foreigners, 
such as the Rohingya. This process of calling some groups Arakanese and others not 
is key to understanding the conflict.

• “Rakhine(s)” are people who live in Rakhine. It is a more formal term to generalize 
reference to all people living in Rakhine State. There could be a Muslim Rakhine or 
Buddhist Rakhine, etc. The term has some association to the military junta through 
the name-change.

• “Rohingya” is what the ethnoreligious group uses to refer to themselves. It is also a 
language. There is much debate about the origin of the term and recognition of its 
indigeneity in Rakhine. Ethnicity and Islam are inherent to this term.

• “Chittagonian” is a region and linguistic group in southeastern Bangladesh bordering 
the Rakhine State. The language is very similar to Rohingya. Many nationalist 
Burmans use this term in rejection of Rohingya indigeneity in Rakhine.

• “Bengali” is the majority ethnicity of Bangladesh. Many nationalist Burmans use this 
term to reject Rohingya identity.  



78     |    Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs at Georgetown University

“Rohingya Muslim” vs. “Muslim Rohingya” vs. “Rakhine Buddhist” vs. “Buddhist 
Rakhine”

• “Rohingya Muslim” is a term used by many to emphasize the fact that Islam is 
intrinsic to the identity of the Rohingya and the primary reason why they have been 
experiencing genocide. Context is key.

• “Muslim Rohingya” emphasizes that the defining factor of the Rohingya identity is 
Islam. This term is also at times used to imply that what differentiates the Rohingya 
is their adherence to Islam and the ethnic identity is false or has grown over time in 
association with their societal separation due to adherence to Islam.

• “Rakhine Buddhist” is used primarily for differentiation. Buddhists still comprise 
the majority in most of Rakhine State—notably not in many villages in the North 
where the Rohingya Muslims share may be as high as 90%.

• “Buddhist Rakhine” is also used for differentiation, but in a notably nationalist 
manner. The term emphasizes that the Buddhist identity is paramount.

• “Rakhine Muslim” is favored by Aung San Suu Kyi. 

• “Chittagonian Muslim” was a term used in the 1950s.
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