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A Facebook post by Myanmar government spokesman Zaw Htay falsely claims to contain evidence of Rohingya Muslims burning their own homes.

@ By Jacob Goldberg

Nov 1, 2017 | 12:38pm Yangon time

In the past year, a single company has come to be understood as powerful
enough to facilitate Russian interference in an American presidential
election, ensure the integrity of Germany’s parliamentary election, and

potentially cripple opposition to Cambodia’s authoritarian leader.

Facebook, no longer just a tech company, has become a primary source of
information for a quarter of the world’s population. But unlike news
distribution systems that came before, Facebook treats almost all
information equally, allowing falsehoods and incitement to thrive and, at

times, inspire its users’ actions.

This week, another weight was hung from the company’s neck, with the
New York Times pinning at least some of the blame for Myanmar’s

violence against the Rohingya Muslim minority on the shortcomings of
Facebook’s approach to ensuring that the country’s 30 million users are

practicing mass communication peacefully.
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A Facebook post (via Twitter) by Myanmar government spokesman Zaw
Htay repeats an unsubstantiated claim that ISIS has been supporting the
ARSA insurgency. The post is still up.

This approach, according to Facebook spokesperson Clare Wareing,
includes filtering out direct incitement, promoting media literacy, and

encouraging users to I‘CpOI‘t dangerous content.

“We allow people to use Facebook to challenge ideas and raise awareness
about important issues, but we will remove content that violates our
Community Standards,” Wareing told Coconuts. “In Myanmar, we have
been working with local communities and non-profits to tackle hate speech
and raise awareness of our policies for several years... We are also working to
help promote news literacy and recently ran a series of public service ads,
developed with the News Literacy Project, to help inform people on

Facebook about this important issue.”

The company also released a series of Myanmar-language resources to

educate users on the dangers of bullying, hate speech, and violent threats.

Unfortunately, these safety mechanisms still leave the bulk of the
responsibility for correcting misinformation and reporting violence in the
hands of users, and few people in Myanmar have taken up this

responsibility on behalf of the Rohingya.

Promoting standards and literacy have done little to stop Myanmar
netizens, including State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi, her spokesman

Zaw Htay, and Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing, from using
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Facebook to spread misinformation and vitriol about the Rohingya asa

people to audiences of millions.

FAKE RAPE

A December 2016 Facebook post by Myanmar’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, which is headed by Aung San Suu Kyi, used this image to refute
Rohingya women’s accusations of rape committed by security forces. It has

since been removed, but it remains on the State Counsellor Office website.

So, does Facebook’s usefulness to Myanmar’s leaders mean the company is
to blame for its clients’ violence against the Rohingya? Human rights
advocates say: “Not exactly.” Does the company have a role to play in

ending the violence? “Absolutely.”

“The entry of Facebook into Myanmar, coming after literally decades of
military censorship and severe restrictions on freedom of expression, has
been a double-edged sword,” said Phil Robertson, deputy Asia director for
Human Rights Watch. “The positive side is people can speak their minds,
corruption and rights abuses are exposed quicker, and information about
daily events inside and outside of Myanmar can go straight to users,
bypassing filters and controls, presumably resulting in a better-informed

citizenry.

“The problem is that Facebook has also become hi-jacked by some for use as
platform for spreading ethnic and religious stereotypes, stoking hatreds,
and instigating violence — and this is where Facebook is falling down, by
failing to do the levels of hands-on monitoring they need to do. Facebook
can’t be an absentee landlord when some of the denizens have gas and a

match and are prepared to burn the place down.”
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An October 24 Facebook post by Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing

claims Myanmar’s Rohingya population is made up of “Bengalis” whose
“population growth and their attempts to grab land by driving out the
natives...from the region through violent attacks has led to the eruption of
Rakhine-Bengali conflicts.” The post is still up.

Rohingya activist Nay San Lwin offered another distinction.

“Violence against Rohingya is national policy in Myanmar, so I don’t want
to blame Facebook,” he said. “But Facebook is responsible for allowing the
spread of hatred against the Rohingya community. They never take down
any hateful posts by Burmese Buddhists, even though many users report
them. Facebook removed many posts advocating for peace and news

updates on what’s actually happening on the ground.

“In my opinion, Facebook doesn’t have a policy to side with anti-Rohingya
users, but the team responsible for Myanmar is completely biased and
against the Rohingya community. Facebook headquarters should conduct

proper investigation.”

Fortify Rights CEO Matthew Smith echoed this distinction: “We’ve
documented a coordinated, systematic Myanmar Army-led attacks on
Rohingya civilians. We wouldn’t say Facebook bears direct responsibility
for that, or even for the behavior of civilian perpetrators in Rakhine who

participated in massacres in recent weeks.

“But the company has a role to play. The views of people throughout the
country have been shaped by what they’ve seen and read on Facebook, and
there’s a lot of misinformation. Even government departments and officials
have used Facebook to stir anti-Rohingya sentiment rather than instill calm.
Hate speech thrives on Facebook throughout the country, and that shapes
some people’s views in very ugly ways. Incitement is a crime, and Facebook

has arguably been a platform for it.”

He added: “Anti-Rohingya sentiment, fear-inspiring rumors about
Muslims, and other misinformation spreads on Facebook as fast as fires in
Rakhine. Facebook alone can’t prevent that, but the company certainly has

responsibilities in the Myanmar context.”
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Several Facebook posts by the Information Committee, an arm of Aung
San Suu Kyi’s State Counsellor Office, have used the killings of nearly 100
Hindu civilians in Rakhine State to justify clearance operations that have
driven more than 600,000 Rohingya into Bangladesh. The government’s
account has been challenged by witnesses in Bangladesh, and Human
Rights Watch has accused the government of “playing politics with the
dead.”

To Burma Campaign UK director Mark Farmaner, this “No, but...”
response to the question of Facebook’s blame in anti-Rohingya violence is a
distraction from where he says the blame truly lies — with the Myanmar

government and military.

“It is utter nonsense to suggest violence against the Rohingya has been
fueled by Facebook posts,” he said. “What is happening to the Rohingya is
a deliberate and systematic military-led operation to drive the Rohingya out
of the country. This is being done by the State and a well-armed military

force, not by racists posting cartoons on social media.

“To borrow a phrase from Aung San Suu Kyi, the hate speech we see on
social media might be most easily visible, but it is just the tip of the iceberg.
For example, the attacks against Rohingya in 2012 were incited by more
than a year’s worth of on-the-ground agitating and organizing by local

politicians, with the cooperation of the State,” he said.

Anti-Muslim monk Wirathu and the anti-Muslim 969 and Ma Ba Tha
movements, which were blamed for much of the communal violence
between Muslims and Buddhists in 2012 and 2013, Farmaner said, “mostly
operated on the ground, distributing leaflets and DVDs, making sermons,
and were facilitated by the State, which used them for its own political

agenda.”

“Undoubtedly, Facebook should be taking much more action against hate
speech and incitement of violence against the Rohingya and all Muslims in

Burma,” he said. “But it can’t be blamed for the current violence.”

Jamila Hanan, a human rights activist whose #AlIR ohingyaNow

movement has lobbied Unilever, Telenor, and Nestlé to take public stances

against human rights abuses, says Facebook should be treated no differently.

“Everyone has a duty to take a stand against genocide, especially

corporations, including Facebook,” she said.

“Clearly, in the case of the Rohingya genocide, Facebook have failed in their
corporate responsibility to use their position of power to help stop these

ongoing atrocities, and worse than that, they have allowed their space to be
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used to spread hate propaganda and appear to side with the Myanmar

regime through the silencing of activists.

“No corporation should be associated with genocide, all should be
condemning it, and those that have a relationship with Myanmar should be
looking at what they can proactively do to help stop this ongoing ethnic

cleansing.”

Subscribe to The Coconuts Podcast for top trending news and
pop culture from Southeast Asia and Hong Kong every Friday!

Topics: YANGON, FEATURES, LONG READS

JOIN THE COCONUTS
CONVERSATION WITH A
COMMENT.

You must be logged in as a Coconuts User to
comment.

JUNTA LEADER TO HOLD PEACE TALKS
WITH 10 ETHNIC GROUPS

https://coconuts.co/yangon/features/facebook-responsible-myanmars-violence-against-rohingya/ 6/11


https://coconuts.co/podcast/
https://coconuts.co/yangon/
https://coconuts.co/yangon/features
https://coconuts.co/yangon/features/long-reads
https://coconuts.co/wp-login.php?redirect_to=https%3A%2F%2Fcoconuts.co%2Fyangon%2Ffeatures%2Ffacebook-responsible-myanmars-violence-against-rohingya%2F

5/22/22, 8:16 PM

Is Facebook responsible for Myanmar’s anti-Rohingya violence? | Coconuts

Military government spokesman Gen. Zaw Min Tun appears Thursday in Naypyidaw on MRTV.

@ By Coconuts Yangon

May 20, 2022 | 11:18am Yangon time

The leader of Myanmar’s ruling junta will hold talks with a number of
armed ethnic groups in Naypyidaw today, its top military spokesperson

said.

Gen. Zaw Min Tun, spokesperson and a junta minister, said Thursday in
Naypyidaw that representative from 10 groups that have taken up arms
against the military would meet Gen. Min Aung Hlaing, including an
official from the Lahu Democratic Union, which had been divided over the

invitation.

“The Lahu organization, which has been in trouble internally, will also join
us,” Zaw Min Tun said, nothing that several of the group’s top officials
would sit it out. “There will be 10 groups for everyone to meet. We will

meet tomorrow.”

Senior Gen. Min Aung Hlaing invited the leaders of the groups, many of
which had honored a ceasefire with the civilian government prior to the
2021 coup d’etat, in hope of building an equal and fully independent

federal union and resolving the current political crisis.

Leaders and chairmen of three of the groups are scheduled to meet with
military leaders while the rest will be made up of decision-making

secretaries.

Zaw Min Tun said the 10 groups registered to attend included the United
Wa State Party, National Democratic Alliance Army, Shan State Progressive
Party, Arakan Liberation Party, the Democratic Karen Army, and New
Mon State Party, among others. The Pa-O National Liberation
Organization, which has not fought with the Tatmadaw for decades, was

also invited.
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The talks have been boycotted by several major groups, including the
Kachin Independence Organisation, Karenni National Progressive Party,

Karen National Union, and Chin National Front.

“The invitation for peace now, however, is limiting the participation of all
stakeholders, and will result only in an unsuccessful endeavor to obtain a
genuine peace and effectively ending armed conflict, and, therefore, we the
KNU, will not be able to attend the event as it is not favorable for an
exclusive dialogue,” a statement from Karen National Union Headquarters

said.
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It’s a reversal from just two months ago when the junta dismissed talk of

negotiations.

In a televised speech on Armed Forces Day in March, Min Aung Hlaing
declared his already brutal crackdown would be more severe on dissident
forces and threatened to “annihilate” coup opponents, saying his army

would not engage with “terrorist organisations and their followers.”

More than 6,000 civilian homes have been set on fire by junta forces since
the military seized power in a coup last year, mostly in areas where anti-

regime resistance is strong.

According to data from the independent research group Data for
Myanmar, the Sagaing Division has borne the brunt of the damage from

165 areas across Myanmar since the Feb. 1, 2021 coup.
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