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Rohingya: Patterns of Denial 
Answering Daw Suu Kyi’s Demand to Appease Hate-Mongers While Accepting Burma’s 
Breach of International Human Rights Law  

Introduction: 
Burma Task Force USA presents this policy paper to articulate serious concerns regarding the 
remarkable lack of progress on Rohingya rights in Burma during the first 100 days since the new 
NLD government started in early April 2016. More specifically, Burma Task Force deplores Burma’s 
persistent demand to stop even using the name “Rohingya” which has repeatedly been made to the 
international community this year.   

Burma Task Force USA is the main project of Justice for All, a US-based NGO working to promote 
human rights. Representing a range of major Muslim American organizations as well as Rohingya 
organizations, our coalition members seek to raise awareness of the anti-Muslim policies that target 
this indigenous but currently stateless ethnic group in Myanmar/Burma. 

Rohingya rights have been incrementally taken away over the years but as of this writing (July 2016) 
the situation shows further signs of deterioration due to the messaging promoted by Burma’s Foreign 
Minister and de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi. On June 26, 2016 Daw Suu Kyi reportedly informed 
Professor Yanghee Lee, UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, that her 
democratic government will not use the ethnic name Rohingya.1 

Additionally, at the recent session of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva on June 17, 2016 
Myanmar’s diplomatic representative Ms Thet Thanthuzar Tun officially accused international actors, 
of “adding fuel to the fire” by using the word “Rohingya”2.   The Myanmar representative then went on 
to reject the statement delivered by UN’ Human Rights Commissioner Zeid Ra'ad Al Hussein that a 
pattern of Myanmar’s mistreatment of the Rohingya could amount to “crimes against humanity”.3  

1  Aung San Suu Kyi tells UN that the term 'Rohingya' will be avoided, The Guardian, 21 June 2016. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/21/aung-san-suu-kyi-tells-un-that-the-term-rohingya-will-be-avoided (last visited 26 
June 2016). 
2  Presidential Spokesman Hits Back Against UN Criticism Over Rohingya, Irrawaddy, 21 June 2016  
http://www.irrawaddy.com/burma/presidential-spokesman-hits-back-against-un-criticism-over-rohingya.html (last visited 26 June 
2016) 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/21/aung-san-suu-kyi-tells-un-that-the-term-rohingya-will-be-avoided
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With the view towards ending both the one-sided conflict and official persecution of the Rohingya 
people of Western Burma, and setting the record straight, Burma Task Force USA establishes the 
following relevant and verifiable facts, followed by recommendations for the Burmese government 
and its international partners:  

FACTS 

1) Ms Aung San Suu Kyi earned her international stature and won numerous prestigious awards
– “for her non-violent struggle for democracy and human rights”, as the official website for the
Nobel Prizes specified4. Now that she is free and in power, Ms Suu Kyi herself has become 
complicit in violating the Rohingya’s right to self-identify - by their own chosen ethnic name, 
Rohingya.  

2) In March 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi assumed the de facto leadership of Burma’s democratic
government in the capacities of State Counsellor and Foreign Minister. And it is deeply
troubling that Ms Suu Kyi has, by all indications, continued with the military’s long-standing
policy of ethnic and religious persecution.

3) In early May 2016 Ms Suu Kyi, in her official capacity as Burma’s Foreign Minister
unsuccessfully, “requested” US Ambassador to Burma Scot Marciel not to use the “emotive”
term Rohingya in reference to the Rohingya people.5

4) Ms Suu Kyi’s attempts to instruct the international community to avoid calling the Rohingya
people by their own chosen ethnic name have been denounced as acts of moral cowardice, with
the New York Times running a scathing editorial entitled
“Aung San Suu Kyi’s Cowardly Stance on the Rohingya”, (9 May 2016).6

5) Between Burma’s racist nationalists who attempt to eradicate Rohingya people’s ethnic
identity, presence and full citizenship and the international community that recognize and
support the Rohingya’s group right to self-identify and their right to full citizenship, Ms Suu
Kyi has consistently chosen to appease the former.

3  Situation of human rights of Rohingya Muslims and other minorities in Myanmar: Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (Advance Unedited Version), 20 June 2016 (hereafter Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in 
Myanmar, 2016) .  See UN rights chief: Myanmar abuses may amount to crimes against humanity, Jurist, 21 June 2016. 
http://www.jurist.org/paperchase/2016/06/un-rights-chief-myanmar-abuses-may-amount-to-crimes-against-humanity.php (last 
visited 26 June 2016)  

4  Aung San Suu Kyi - Facts. Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Web. 
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1991/kyi-facts.html (last visited 26 June 2016). 
5  Aung San Suu Kyi Asks U.S. Not to Refer to ‘Rohingya’, The New York Times, 6 May 2016, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/07/world/asia/myanmar-rohingya-aung-san-suu-kyi.html?_r=0  (last visited 26 June 2016).  
6   Aung San Suu Kyi’s Cowardly Stance on the Rohingya , The New York Times, 9 May 2016      

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/09/opinion/aung-san-suu-kyis-cowardly-stance-on-the-rohingya.html (last visited 26 June 2016).  
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6) Disturbingly, Minister Suu Kyi has opted to overlook the international human rights
framework and dismiss the well-documented persecution of the Rohingya people by the
country’s successive governments, including the National League for Democracy (NLD)
government while diverting policy discussions about the on-going State crime – of
discrimination and persecution –against the Rohingya to the group’s self-chosen ethnic name.

7) Ms Suu Kyi reportedly asked for ‘space’ to find ‘peaceful solution’ on the plight of the
Rohingya during her joint press conference with the visiting US Secretary of State John Kerry
in the Myanmar capital Naypyidaw on 22 May 2016.7

8) However, as a matter of fact, Ms Suu Kyi has had nearly an entire election cycle of 5 years to
develop a clear, humane and pro-human rights policy framework to end the decades-long
sufferings of the Rohingya people, especially in light of the fact that her country’s official
persecution and popular mass violence against the Rohingya has been one of the top policy
issues of international concern since the two bouts of large scale violence broke out in June
and October 2012, with the ensuing chronic waves of Rohingya exodus.  And she has evidently
failed to develop any clear and viable policy solutions to address this widespread international
concern pertaining to Burma.

9) Instead, throughout the 48-months since the Rohingya hit the international news headlines,
Ms Suu Kyi adopted various stances, from her evasive response of “I don’t know” (if the
Rohingya are citizens of Burma)8 to portraying and treating the organized violence against
the Rohingya and their state-directed persecution as if it were two-way communal violence,
with a moral parity of all parties concerned, both perpetrators and the victims. Further, Ms
Suu Kyi has made unsuccessful attempts at concealing her own country’s anti-Muslim racism
behind what she called “the global perception about the rise of Muslim power”9 while at times
dismissing as “incendiary” or “exaggeration” credible legal and criminological studies of the
violence against and the persecution of the Rohingya which use genocide and crimes against
humanity frameworks.

10) Consequently, in his June 11 2016 analysis of Ms Suu Kyi’s handling of the plight of the

Rohingya people entitled Aung San Suu Kyi Is in Power. So Why Is She Ignoring Her Country’s
Most Vulnerable People?, Dr Richard Cockett, Business Editor and former South East Asia
correspondent at The Economist, argued that “for the Rohingya, Burma’s new democratic
government is little better than the old dictatorship.”10

11) On their part, the great majority of international “well-wishers” of Ms Suu Kyi have in fact
given her the greatest latitude and the benefit of the doubt.  Western governments,
international media and Burma experts have explained that her studied silence and non-
committal stance on the persecution of and violence against the Rohingya were
understandable – and even justified - as part of her election calculus. They have defended her

7  Suu Kyi calls for 'space' to address Myanmar's Rohingya issue as Kerry visits , Reuters, 22 May 2016.  
http://uk.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-usa-kerry-idUKKCN0YD01E (last visited 26 June 2016).  

8  Her first press conference in Europe held at the International Labour Organization, Geneva, June 2012.  
9  Suu Kyi blames Burma violence on 'climate of fear' , BBC Interview with Aung San Suu Kyi, conducted by Mishal Husain, 24 
October 2013.   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-1BRn360e2M#t=11 (last visited 26 June 2016). 
10  Aung San Suu Kyi Is in Power. So Why Is She Ignoring Her Country’s Most Vulnerable People? , Richard Cockett, Foreign Policy, 9 
June 2016.  http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/06/09/aung-san-suu-kyi-is-in-power-so-why-is-she-ignoring-her-countrys-most-
vulnerable-people-burma-rohingya/ (last visited 26 June 2016). 
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stance by arguing that her electorate was overwhelmingly anti-Rohingya and anti-Muslim 
and that once the NLD party came to power, she would address the international concern of 
the persecution of the Rohingya.  

12) However, these explanations and defenses have proved misguided.  Where is there an
alternative NLD strategy for the inclusion of the Rohingya people?  Instead, Ms Suu Kyi has
officially adopted a progressively untenable stance minimizing the rights of the Rohingya even
after her NLD party’s convincing win against the military-backed ruling party of President
Thein Sein. But worse still, Burma’s Nobel Peace prize-winner is actively and openly urging
foreign governments, UN and other international and regional organizations including EU
and ASEAN to, in effect, violate the Rohingya people’s basic right to self-identify.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
1) With Ms Suu Kyi’s diminishing moral influence and credibility as ‘champion of human
rights’, the Burma Task Force calls on the European Union to honor the internationally 
recognized group’s right to self-identity. Even on the group’s ethnic name, Ms Suu Kyi 
appears to be continuing with the old policy long-adopted by the country’s military.11   
The EU should follow the clear and firm example set by the Obama Administration12 and the 
United Nations, both of which have adopted a principled and humane policy on the Rohingya 
which rests on both Rohingya’s basic human rights and the right as a group to self -identify.   

2) Ms Suu Kyi’s “international well-wishers” including the EU, USA and UN representatives
should advise Ms Suu Kyi that Burma’s economic and social development rests on a 
foundation of justice for all. As seen in cases around the world, genocide begins and ends with 
the attempt to eradicate the group’s identity and impose on the target group the perpetrator’s 
choice of identity.13  

Ms Suu Kyi should be educating the ultra-nationalist Burmese and Rakhine public about the 
Rohingya’s right to self-identity, their solid eligibility for full citizenship and their well-
documented official presence in Burma, instead of telling the international community what 
“nomenclature” should the Rohingya be known by, or what name should be avoided.  

3) International partners should stop framing and discussing the plight of the Rohingya as if it
were primarily a Buddhist-Muslim sectarian conflict, with the military (and the Aung San Suu 
Kyi government) playing the role of a neutral mediator in the regional conflict in Western 
Burma. In essence this has never been religious or communal violence but this conflict has 
been manufactured and exacerbated by elements in the Burmese military.  

11  For reports of EU acquiescence: http://myinforms.com/en-au/a/37236983-myanmar-rohingya-will-not-be-called-rohingya-

by-the-eu/  For policy continuation: Name of Muslim Group in Burma Goes Unspoken, Associated Press, 14 August 2014.  
http://www.irrawaddy.com/burma/name-muslim-group-burma-goes-unspoken.html  (last visited 26 June 2016).  
12  US defies Myanmar government request to stop using term Rohingya , The Guardian, 11 May 2016.  
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/11/us-defies-myanmar-government-rohingya-muslims (last visited 26 June 2016).  
13  Professor Daniel Feierstein, Past President of International Association of Genocide Scholars and author of Genocide as 
Social Practice (Rutger, 2014), Oxford Conference on the Persecution of the Rohingya, Oxford University, 11 May 2016.  
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Since the creation of the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
in Myanmar in 1992, the last 24 years have seen the progressive worsening of the plight and 
persecution of the Rohingya in Rakhine state, resulting in credible allegations of Burma’s 
breach of international human rights law including genocide and the crimes against 
humanity.14  We recommend that international leaders accurately depict the conflict and 
oppression in their official and unofficial statements. 

4) The EU, USA, ASEAN, and UN need to firmly urge Ms Suu Kyi to end Burma’s official
persecution; lift all restrictions imposed on the Rohingya communities, both in IDP camps and 
throughout the Rohingya villages and towns in Northern Rakhine or Arakan state; ensure the 
human security of these Rohingya communities from both state security forces and anti-
Rohingya ultra-nationalist Rakhine networks; and facilitate the peaceful co-existence, 
reconciliation and reintegration of Buddhist and Muslim communities in Western Burma.   

In so doing, the United Nations, EU, USA and ASEAN must unequivocally reject Ms Suu 
Kyi’s ‘request’ to not refer to the Rohingya people by their own ethnic name. There is a 
mountain of verifiable official documents from post-independence governments of Burma since 
1948, which, beyond the shadow of the doubt, established the Rohingya as the indigenous 
ethnic people of Islamic faith co-living with Buddhist Rakhines in their shared homeland of 
Western Burma before Burma emerged as a post-colonial nation-state. Ms Suu Kyi, as the de 
factor leader of Burma with enormous influence over the public opinion and overwhelming 
electoral mandate, should choose to educate the public in Burma, including the anti-Rohingya 
ultra-nationalists, who have openly declared their intent to reclaim Arakan or Rakhine state 
only for Buddhists and Rakhine, about the Rohingya people and their official and historical 
identity, presence and full citizenship eligibility.   

5) Consider removing Aung San Suu Kyi’s Nobel Peace Prize unless she restores the rights of
the tragically oppressed Rohingya minority. To support this recommendation, internationally, 
almost 60,000 world citizens have signed the on-line petition at the popular change.org site 
calling on the Norwegian Nobel Committee to “take back” Ms Suu Kyi’s prize for her well-
publicized anti-Muslim racism.15   

6) As the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights has recently officially
invoked the legal term “crimes against humanity” in reference to the plight of the Rohingya, 
the European Union, U.N., U.S., & ASEAN should stand strong in opposing those crimes and 
encouraging Daw Suu to halt them. 

Instead of focusing on the anti-Rohingya ‘emotions’ of Burma’s overwhelmingly anti-Rohinya 
racist public, Ms Suu Kyi must be persuaded to take seriously the many UN reports which has 
since 1992 detailed numerous rights abuses against the Rohingya which amount to the 
‘collective punishment’, that is, crimes against humanity.     

14  Persecution of the Rohingya Muslims: Is Genocide Occurring in Myanmar’s Rakhine State?  A Legal Analysis.  Prepared by Allard K. 

Lowenstein International Human Rights Law Clinic, Yale University Law School for Fortify Rights, New Haven, Connecticut, USA,  
October 2015 (http://www.fortifyrights.org/downloads/Yale_Persecution_of_the_Rohingya_October_2015.pdf last visited 26 June 
2016); (ISCI Report) Countdown to Annihilation: Genocide in Myanmar , International State Crime Initiative, Queen Mary University of 

London, London, UK, October 2015,  (http://statecrime.org/data/2015/10/ISCI-Rohingya-Report-PUBLISHED-VERSION.pdf last 
visited 26 June 2016);  Zarni, Maung and Alice Cowley (June 2014) The Slow Burning Genocide of Myanmar’s Rohingya , Pacific Rim Law 
and Policy Journal, V. 23, No. 3, pp. 683-754.  (http://digital.law.washington.edu/dspace-law/handle/1773.1/1377 last visited 26 June 
2016).  
15 Take back Aung San Suu Kyi's Nobel Peace Prize https://www.change.org/p/take-back-aung-san-suu-kyi-s-nobel-peace-

prize?recruiter=323732720&utm_source=petitions_share&utm_medium=copylink  
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7) In this regards, the Burma Task Force urges the EU not to be misled by Ms Suu Kyi’s June
2016 call to avoid referring the Rohingya by their own ethnic name, that  is, Rohingya.  An EU 
Ambassador should not be actively involved in supporting the continuation of the late 
dictator’s attempts to eradicate the identity of the Rohingya people.   

8) Furthermore, Burma’s de facto leader must be urged to review Burma’s 1982 Citizenship
Law which contravenes International law in several regards including every child’s right to a 
nationality. Ms Suu Kyi ought to take immediate and effective steps to reverse the 
engagement by the successive Burmese governments including her own since April 2016 in 
“the patterns of serious human rights violations of the Rohingya’s rights to life, liberty and 
security by State security forces and other officials … include(ing) summary executions, 
enforced disappearances, arbitrary arrests and detention, torture and ill-treatment, … sexual 
humiliation and abuse, denial of medical treatment, degrading conditions of detention and 
deaths in custody, … the indiscriminate nature and scale of arrest and detention without due 
process and the subsequent treatment in detention”.16   

9) In conclusion, Ms Suu Kyi must address the serious concerns raised by UN Human Rights
Commissioner Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein that taken together these patterns of rights abuses and 
treatment of the Rohingya “may amount to crimes against humanity”. The Rohingya 
persecution is primarily an issue of Burma’s clear breach of international human rights law 
and its treaty obligations, not about popular anti-Rohingya feelings and the xenophobic views
of some of Ms Suu Kyi’s Buddhist supporters.

FINAL THOUGHTS: 
Regarding Foreign Minister Suu Kyi’s patterns of denial, Burma Task Force offers this 100-
day critique with a heavy heart but also in the honest spirit of constructive engagement with 
all stakeholders. Quite clearly immediate policy change is required to restore full rights to the 
Rohingyas who are indigenous people of Burma living in their ancestral land who are 
peacefully struggling to restore their citizenship which was taken away from them. Their 
persecution is described as a “textbook case of genocide” by 7 Nobel Peace Laureates including 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu.17 

The current situation is most urgent. Failure to build peace among all ethnic and religious 
groups will not only prolong the suffering of minority communities but also incrementally and 
inevitably deepen the complicity of international partners. Suu Kyi’s demand to deny the 
Rohingya their name is a yet another step on that destructive path.  

16   Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights  in Myanmar, 2016.  

17 http://www.bizjournals.com/prnewswire/press_releases/2015/05/28/MN19179 
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