
Faith, Development, and a People Without a State in Bangladesh  
 

In conversations about development, Bangladesh often and deservedly takes center stage. It serves as an 
example of a country that has truly mobilized civil society to combat extreme poverty and social injustice. 
Largely excluded from the conversation however, is a one pressing development challenge: the fate of the 
Rohingya, a group of Muslim minority refugees from Burma. Massed in camps in southern Bangladesh, 
they are among the country’s (and indeed the world’s) most marginalized populations, clinging to an 
existence dominated by poverty and insecurity. While we were in Bangladesh for a conference on faith-
inspired institutions and global development in South and Central Asia (hosted by Georgetown 
University’s Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs, the World Faiths Development 
Dialogue, and the BRAC Development Institute), we had the opportunity to travel with UK based charity 
Muslim Aid, far from our comfortable conference hotel in Dhaka to the southern city of Cox’s Bazaar, 
home to the Rohingya community in Bangladesh.  

At the suggestion of conference participant Fadlullah Wilmot, the former country director for Muslim Aid 
Bangladesh and current director of Islamic Relief in Pakistan, we accompanied staff from Muslim Aid’s 
Teknaf office to the Rohingya refugee site near the Burmese border in southeastern Bangladesh. It is 
impossible to miss the sprawling refugee camps that line the road and stretch almost to the sea on the 
journey south from Cox’s Bazaar. The camps are inhabited by the Rohingya, who fled repression and 
persecution at home, only to find themselves facing destitution, poverty, and insecurity in Bangladesh.  
The Rohingya are a stateless people caught in political limbo. In Burma, they are denied citizenship by 
the regime in power because of their Muslim and South Asian identity (Burma is primarily Buddhist).  In 
Bangladesh, despite sharing a common faith, because of political sensitivities and limited state resources, 
they are largely denied social protection from the Bangladeshi government, thus condemned to a life of 
poverty, paltry opportunities, and insecurity. The issue of the Rohingya in Bangladesh has been aptly 
described by the European Commission as a “forgotten crisis.”   

The Rohingya have been fleeing persecution in Burma  since 1978, seeking refuge in largely Muslim 
majority countries, including Bangladesh, but also in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand (which has a 
large Muslim population in the south), among others. Those that manage to flee find little reprieve abroad.  
There are approximately 230,000 Rohingya refugees living in Bangladesh. Of this number, only 28,000 
are officially registered as refugees and live in two official camps managed by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The majority of the remaining 200,000 Rohingya live in 
makeshift unofficial camps in and around Cox’s Bazaar, a coastal tourist town teeming with luxury hotels 
and beachcombers on vacation from near and abroad. The government severely restricts aid to the 
Rohingya, and fears that official recognition of refugee status would result in a mass exodus from Burma, 
a burden that would strain the limited resources of one of the poorest countries in the world.      

The Rohingya rely largely on the aid of the few organizations permitted to provide them with basic needs, 
including food, water, and shelter. Muslim Aid has been working in Bangladesh since 1991 and manages 
the unofficial Leda refugee site near Teknaf, along the Burmese border. Working with limited resources 
and mandate, the efforts of Muslim Aid have made a deplorable situation a little more bearable for the 
thousands of residents in the camp. Their primary work at the Leda site centers around a free health clinic 
for both camp residents and the local host community that provides much needed services such as 



vaccinations, prenatal care, and emergency medical services. The clinic also runs a comprehensive 
nutrition program, providing children and mothers with meals meeting World Health Organization 
standards for basic nutrition. We talked with mothers who came at designated times to feed their children 
“plumpy nut”, a high nutrition peanut paste used throughout the world by organizations including 
UNICEF and WHO to prevent famine and malnutrition.  

Perhaps the most striking image walking through the camp was the vast number of children running about 
with nowhere to play or rest. According to UNHCR, if you ask any of the 18,000 Rohingya youth at the 
two official refugee camps in Bangladesh what they want most, the answer is always the same: education.  
Their calls however, are largely unanswered; the Bangladeshi government does not allow secondary 
education in the registered camps (only 18 percent receive any primary education), and there are no 
formal schools in the unregistered sites. One of the few options for education the Rohingya have is 
through informal community based education, often held in one of the many mosques that have been 
established in the camps.   

Bangladesh is neither a signatory to the 1951 Convention (of which article 22 guarantees access to 
elementary education), nor the 1967 protocol related to the status of refugees, the two international 
conventions setting the standards for treatment and care of refugees worldwide. Further, our 
conversations with local aid workers revealed that the Rohingya that have been officially registered as 
refugees fare little better than those unregistered, and are denied freedom of movement, the right to work, 
and the right to education.  

As we visited the inpatient care center at the Muslim Aid facility with the dedicated and hardworking 
(and overworked) doctors and nurses, an 18 year old orphan girl lay in bed with burns covering her body 
from an incident that occurred while she was working as an undocumented domestic servant for a local 
wealthy family. She had been unceremoniously left at the camp after her injury occurred, and had 
received no visitors. With no regulatory framework, she, along with many other girls that are forced to 
seek work in dangerous conditions, have few options for protection. The doctors informed us that her case, 
while terrible, is unfortunately one of several like her they receive at the camp clinic per month.         

The Muslim faith shared by majority Muslim Bangladeshis and the Rohingya, which many refugees held 
in high hope upon fleeing their homeland as an umbrella of protection, further complicates relations 
between the two groups. Islam in Bangladesh has become tightly intertwined with the politics of the 
bloody war of independence from Pakistan in 1971, and Rohingya groups have been linked to a reported 
rise in fundamentalism with global links. A common faith that could foster mutual understanding 
unfortunately shows little promise in improving the relations between the Rohingya and the Bangladeshi 
government.  In the meantime, the work of groups such as Muslim Aid is a lifeline for a group of people 
largely invisible to the international aid community, and with nowhere to turn.   

Before returning to Dhaka, we visited another place that exemplifies a very different hope for the future. 
The small, tropical island of Moheshkhali, fringed by mangrove jungle and covered in rolling hills, is a 
quick boat ride from the commercial port of Cox’s Bazaar, but is home to a unique and ancient history 
that has seen thriving Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu communities coexisting peacefully for centuries. We 
visited a new well built by Muslim Aid in the yard of a local Muslim family,  that is shared with the 
Hindu families of the surrounding community, who just down the dirt path were weaving wreaths of betel 
leaves for export supported by Muslim Aid’s microfinance loans. Further down the road, a cooperative of 



Muslim women weavers showed off their luminously patterned fabrics, financed through microfinance 
loans.  In the town center, women clad in niqabs and saris comingled in the busy village market against 
the backdrop of a beautiful Buddhist pagoda and the ancient Hindu temple Adinath, dedicated to the 
Hindu Lord Shiva, that crown the hills above.  

We had been traveling and working for several days with little rest, but as we left the island, we felt 
energized, peaceful, and contemplative. Bangladesh is a country of stark contrasts and persistent 
inequalities, but in a region of widespread poverty and development challenges, we also found powerful 
reasons for hope. The passion and commitment of the Muslim Aid Bangladesh staff to helping their 
country’s most marginalized, and the thriving, diverse community of Moheshkhali are testaments to the 
good that can come when bureaucracy, stereotypes, and fear of failure are overcome through cooperation 
and public goodwill. 
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