
Government:  Parliamentary Republic
President:  Htin Kyaw
Population: 56.3 million
Ethnic Groups: Burman 68%, Shan 9%, Karen 7%,  

Rakhine 4%, Chinese 3%, Indian
 2%, Mon 2%, Other 5% 

Religions: Buddhist 89%, Christian 4%, Muslim
4%, Animist 1%, Other 2%[1]
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Challenges to
Religious Freedom

Country Overview:
Myanmar - Burma

In 2015, the military government lost the first election held 
since 1960 to the National League for Democracy (NLD).[2]  
Despite some positive first-steps towards democracy, the 
government favors the Buddhist majority. Religious minori-
ties such as the Rohingya Muslims and Christians still 
face systematic persecution for their faith.[3]

Government Discrimination
Minority religious groups have been repressed by the 
state for decades. The 1982 Citizenship Law grants 
citizenship for only eight main racial groups or if one’s 
ancestors lived in the country prior to Britain’s colonial 
rule.[4] Those who do not qualify or have difficulty tracing 
their ancestry are denied citizenship and given “white 
cards” that enable discrimination by broadcasting religious 
and ethnic status.[5] For example, the Rohingya, a 
predominately Muslim group, were denied voting rights 
and the right to run for office.[6] This has left this minority 
group of 1.33 million in a precarious position and one of 
the most persecuted religious minorities in the world.[7]

Laws and Society
Before the 2015 elections, four laws–“Protecting Race and 
Religion Laws”–were submitted to the parliament. The 
legislation was drafted by Buddhist supremacists. It 
regulates religious conversion and inter-faith marriage, 
authorizes state-based religious discrimination, and 
reinforces a legal framework targeting non-Buddhists.[8]  
The national Buddhist religious extremist groups Ma Ba 
Tha and the 969 Movement, promulgate anti-Muslim 
ideology and specifically work to economically damage 
Muslims by boycotting and destroying their businesses.[9]



Call to ActionTestimony of
Persecution

For a deeper understanding of the plight 
of the Rohingya Muslims, use the foot-
note to download Fortify Right’s report.[13] 
To learn how Christianity was introduced 
to the nation, read a biography about the 
first missionaries to Burma, see the 
footnote link online or read the Judson’s 
story in chapter 5 of From Jerusalem to 
Irian Jaya by Ruth A. Tucker.[14] 

Study the following passages in light of 
the ongoing persecution in Burma... 
• Acts 5:17-29
• 1 Timothy 2:1-3
• James 1:27
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e-newsletter at 21wilberforce.org, 
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Twitter @21Wilberforce

• That the new government will be 
sensitive to religious minorities and cease 
enforcing and introducing discriminatory 
laws
• That the 1982 Citizen Law and the 2015 
Race and Religion Laws will be repealed
• For the Rohingya Muslims and 
Christians in the Kachin, Shan, and Chin 
states who are persecuted by authorities 
and Buddhist extremists
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Rohingya
The Rohingya are a marginalized ethno-religious 
group the State has sought to ethnically-cleanse 
from the nation. Recent reports have provided 
significant reasons for declaring the abuses 
against the Rohingya as genocide. Despite having 
lived in Burma for generations, they are denied 
citizenship leaving them vulnerable to 
discrimination.[10] 150,000 Rohingya are internally 
displaced, and more than 10 percent of the 
Rohingya population, have fled the country and 
created a refugee crisis throughout Southeast 
Asia.[11] Burmese officials do not recognize the 
Rohingya as Burmese anymore, claiming they are 
Bengali immigrants. 

Christian Converts: 
Although the Rohingya are predominantly Muslim, 
Christian converts are further persecuted by both 
religious nationalists and their own group. After 
identifying as a Muslim for 33 years, Amod, who is 
a Rohingya, converted to Christianity. Muslims 
sought to kill him, his home was attacked in the 
middle of the night, and he was denied the 
freedom to establish a church for Rohingya 
Christians. Amod took his family first to 
Bangladesh, then India to seek safety but was still 
persecuted along with seven other Christian 
families. Despite the persecution he is 
experiencing, Amod remains committed to his 
faith[12]




