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London, England - While traveling here recently, most of the news on the BBC international radio channel concerned the situation unfolding in Myanmar.   For those of you not following events in East Asia, that name may not ring any bells because it is the relatively new name of what was known for many years as Burma.
BBC was almost hysterical in its coverage because, in their view, the government of Myanmar is engaging in brutal ethnic cleansing by driving the Rohingya minority out of the Rakhine state across the border into neighboring Bangladesh.  The tactics and methods which the Myanmar forces are using are harsh at best, and, by many accounts of neutral observers, brutal.  Rohingya villages are reported to have been burned by Army units with associated rapes and murders.  What is not disputed is that hundreds of thousands of Rohingya refugees have fled into Bangladesh in the past two months, with some estimates over 500,000.
Unfortunately this upheaval has, as in so many cases worldwide, roots in religious differences.   In Myanmar the minority Rohingya are Muslim within a considerably larger Buddhist population.  There has been sporadic violence between these groups for years based not only on religious, but political differences. Previously the Rohingya were held firmly in check by the military dictatorship which ran Myanmar for years.  In fact, the government position is that the Rohingya are not citizens, but illegal immigrants who have crossed the border from Bangladesh.  When a new constitution was put into place in 2008 with a developing democratic government beginning to take over political power, some Rohingya elements saw an opening to launch more aggressive attacks against government security posts resulting in considerable military and civilian deaths.
There is no doubt that government forces responded in force to these provocations.  Most of the rest of the world was slow to criticize Myanmar because the new democratically formed government is led by Prime Minister Aung San Sun Kii, who just a few years ago was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her decades-long resistance (and imprisonment) to the military dictatorship.   As word of the magnitude of the refugees fleeing across the border along with stories of them being forced off their land became more widely known, a slowly growing crescendo of criticism has been directed at the recently beloved (around the world) Prime Minister because she has done little to stop the brutal removal of the Rohingya.  Still most of the international diplomatic response has been muted and/or directed at the Myanmar security forces over whom, it is claimed, the Prime Minister has little control.
I have not been to Myanmar, but I have been to Thailand within the past few years. What I saw there somewhat mirrored the current situation in Myanmar.  In southern Thailand minority Muslims were attacking Buddhist monasteries and killing all the monks.  The Buddhist shrines were not only desecrated, but were demolished.  At the time, the response of the Thai government was relatively restrained.  The official line was that any future attacks would be met with comparable burning of mosques in the area with anyone inside suffering harsh consequences.
I suspect that similar vengeance is taking place now in Myanmar.  A government facing attacks by internal forces ultimately reaches a point when it chooses to take drastic action to protect its people against what is perceived by the majority as terrorist activities.  One man’s freedom fighter is another’s terrorist.  How many government security personnel must be killed by Rohingya fighters before a decision is made to put an end to these murders?  Apparently, the solution adapted by the Myanmar government has been to make this problem go away permanently by ejecting, through any means necessary, all Rohingya from Myanmar.  There is no doubt that this decision involves the forcible removal of large numbers of innocents from their homes.   It is also apparent that there have been multiple instances of murder and arson involved, as in “if you don’t go, we are going to burn your houses down.”  
Like it or not, many countries have engaged in such actions over the years.  Early Americans did the same to countless Indians because some staged raids on settlers.  The Australians forcibly, and violently, removed much of the Aborigine population from their land and homes.  The Spanish took over much of Central and South America from the indigenous peoples who had lived on their land for centuries.  Only recently have we invented the term “ethnic cleansing” to describe this ancient, and ongoing, tactic of the stronger to dispossess the weaker of their land and property.
Obviously, the Myanmar government knew that it would receive wide condemnation for its actions against the Rohingya, but it has taken the calculated risk of proceeding in the knowledge that after much hand-wringing by other nations little will actually happen to change the fait accompli on the ground.  There will be talk of the usual “targeted sanctions,” but nothing of significance will actually take place.  In the minds of Myanmar leaders, including the Nobel Peace Prize winner, their actions are a no-brainer, regardless of the hand-wringing of the BBC.
I thought you might like to know.
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