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ABSTRACT 

This article analyzes media representations in Thailand of the Rohingya, an 

ethnic minority being persecuted in Myanmar, with a focus on those representations 
in faith-based media like the White Channel. Media representations help form 
people’s perceptions of others. Representations of the Rohingya as refugees and 
migrants, as a result of the interaction of rhetoric and ideology within the nation 
state, demonizes and paints the Rohingya as the ‘Other’, influencing public dialogue. 
However, individual Rohingya in Thailand are also steering the course for their own 
future by trying to tell their own stories.  
 
Keywords: Rohingya, Media and migration, Representation, Media portrayals, 
Faith-based organization. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Refugee issues generate strong interest because of their alarming depictions in 
the media. These depictions are often simplified representations of the plight they face 
in their home and host countries. Local and global media differ in their coverage of 
refugee issues, as local news has to answer to more stakeholders with their own 
interests and priorities (Ehmer, 2015). The depiction of refugees in the media is often 
sympathetic, inhumane, negative or even silenced altogether. News coverage in 
Thailand on the global refugee crisis uses international media coverage with 
significant global interest. Media attention has brought many refugees’ stories to the 
public (Cartner, 2009). 

The plight of Rohingya people has received wide attention from media and 
scholarship. However, such interest tends to perceive and portray them as either 
passive victims of oppression or violent actors causing conflict with Rakhine 
Buddhists (Boonreak, 2016). Studies of the Rohingya are politicized, adopting either a 
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sympathetic or Burmese nationalist perspective, arguing they are either natives of 
Arakan or immigrants who only recently migrated to what is now Myanmar. Studies 
of the Rohingya often attempt to uncover their ‘origin’ and there is a gap in the 
knowledge of these people’s lives in refugee communities outside Burma: how they 
survive in displacement and how they group together in order to improve their 
situations (Aye Chan, 2005; Leider, 2018; Nurain, 2009). 

Thailand is not the first choice of destination for Rohingya migrants. Thailand 
is a primarily Buddhist country that faces significant challenges with its Muslim 
minority population. Islam is a significant marker of Rohingya identity and 
determines a large portion of their daily life routines. For a better life and safety, many 
Rohingya choose to relocate to neighboring Muslim-majority nations like Malaysia or 
Saudi Arabia over Thailand (UNHCR, 2018). Additionally, Thailand is an unattractive 
migration destination due to the absence of a UNHCR process in place (as of 2005) 
allowing migrants to apply for formal refugee status and resettle in a third country 
(Kajla & Chowdhory, 2020; UNHCR, 2017). 

Furthermore, Thailand media rarely reports on refugees compared to other 
social issues in the country (Adnan, 2007; Kim et al., 2010). Local media in Thailand 
often portray the Rohingya living in Thailand in a demeaning way compared to the 
more sympathetic portrayal in international media. Thailand media coverage of the 
Rohingya has been very limited, though refugee issues in general have gradually 
received more significant attention in the last ten years, from a low base. For example, 
the coverage of the Rohingya in both Bangkok Biz (2015) and Thairath (2015) tends to 
portray the Rohingya as the Other, or “not like us.” Some media outlets spread false 
information that Rohingya women are ignorant and do not utilize birth control. 

Thairath ran a piece on 2 May 2015 titled, “Feel the essence of Rohingya! Really? 
They’re lazy, violent, and reproducing,” which claimed Rohingya women have no 
concept of birth control because they do not have access to such services in Rakhine 
State, Myanmar (2015). According to the article, the rapid increase in Rakhine State’s 
population will cause problems along the Thai border. About a year after the crisis 
began, the baby booming frame was noticed, although it was utilized less frequently 
as time went on. There is a widespread belief, supported by this framing, that rising 
birth rates among refugees will force them to outnumber locals within a generation. 

Similarly, Bangkok Biz released a report on 7 May 2015 titled “Prolonged 
humanitarian catastrophe misery of Rohingya” (Bangkokbiz, 2015). According to the 
article, members of the parliamentary standing committee warned that the Rohingya 
problem will worsen. The framing of a prolonged crisis sends the message that the 
Thai people and government should be concerned about the situation rather than 
sympathetic to the Rohingyas’ cause. There are also countless Facebook debates 
perpetuating the myth that Rohingyas will live in Thailand indefinitely and take 
control of areas therein. 

Even though social media is globalized and allows us to easily connect with 
anyone from anywhere in the world, this does not prevent communities from being 
dangerously misrepresented. It is important to understand the argument of Branston 
& Stafford (2010) that the term ‘representation’ is the result of the media re-presenting 
over and over again, certain images, stories, situations. As a result, some groups seem 



          

 

 

 

 

natural or familiar, while others are marginalized or excluded, making them 
unfamiliar or even threatening. 

This article focuses specifically on the Rohingya refugee community in 
Thailand and its members who come from diverse backgrounds and present different 
Rohingya voices. Its aim is to explore the negotiation of the representation of 
Rohingya in Thailand through examining faith-based media. The choice of faith-based 
media for this case study is explained alongside an attempt to understand why 
Thailand media responds to the Rohingya crisis in the way it does. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The media plays a vital role in spreading knowledge. Newspapers, radio, 

television, and other technologies continue to produce and distribute news. The 
internet has only made news more global and accessible. Media is considered a major 
participant in the spread of ideologies and provides visual and text narratives of the 
social world (Hall 1997; 2000). This helps explain how and why the social world 
operates (Awan, 2008). It is critical to recognize that the media cannot be neutral. 
Private enterprises wield social and political power within media agencies, many of 
which are privately owned. The media chooses to elevate certain voices, subjects and 
ideologies while marginalizing others. This relates to Foucauldian power, knowledge, 
and discourse (Foucault, 1980, pp. 17-35; Foucault, 1984). 

 
MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS 

 
Discourse, according to Foucault, develops knowledge. Power and knowledge 

are inextricable. Media representation is a discourse employed by media workers and 
owners to regulate how problems are depicted. Ideologies can impact power over 
discourse, making it fluid (Foucault, 1980, pp. 17-35). Media and public institutions’ 
ideologies can impact the creation and dissemination of the representation of specific 
problems. 

There are battles of ideologies between different social classes. The ‘truth’ is not 
absolute. Each class has different political and economic power. A powerful class can 
sway a weaker group and produce a ‘natural’ view. They might reflect their lifestyle 
upon the poor. They want to affect behavior, which has limits. The validity and 
effectiveness of their own notion of reality is put to the test. While the struggle for 
domination to create reality or ideology is real, the ruling elites dominate and reap the 
benefits. Because ideology is always challenged, the meaning of representation 
evolves constantly. It is also influenced by historical, social and cultural institutions 
that shape how individuals think, behave, and perceive the world. Cultures and 
subcultures also influence such portrayals. Another element is the media consumers’ 
interpretations. A source sending the same message to all will have its message 
decoded differently by different groups based on their own worldview. 

As stated previously, neither media nor representation is unbiased. It always 
relies on power imbalances. Greater power produces meaning. Binary oppositions are 
one example. Every situation has a dominant pole of power such as black/white, 



          

 

 

 

 

male/female, good/bad, clean/dirty, etc. The media’s repetition of binary 
oppositions, stereotyping, and naturalization/normalization can sustain the power of 
certain ideologies, interest, or identities. Cartner (2009) shows how media portrayals 
of immigrants might harm their host country’s culture. Despite its claim to be a 
multicultural nation, Cartner demonstrated that White culture is naturalized in 
Australia. Most Australians know about privileged White ideology. However, the 
media also portrays a normalized perspective of disabled individuals. Most others see 
them as victims, therefore other attributes like being witty, forceful, or sexual are 
unknown to them. Unfamiliarity might damage our sense of self. 

Media representation is fundamentally linked to power and power relations 
play a huge role in media representation. Media representation builds power relations 
by constructing knowledge, values, ideas, and beliefs (Ritzer, 2004). It is vital to grasp 
representation. Many studies on media representations look at how they relate to 
power dynamics and focus on how media representations contribute to power 
relations and inequalities in subtle, latent and complex ways. Inequalities in class, 
gender, race, sexuality, age, nationality, and ethnicity result. 

The media has power when it can impact reality unobtrusively: “How impacts 
of truths are formed within discourses which are neither true nor false” (Macdonald, 
2003). We should look at the processes of producing true and false discourses. The 
power of media representation to impose true or false ideas can be identified by the 
media representations that perpetuate and reinforce them. Representation is a method 
to create, transform and legitimate knowledge. These are regimes of truth. 

 

REPRESENTATION AS A FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS 
 

The politics of representation is crucial to address. It is where power is 
represented. Foucault’s work on discourse in connection to knowledge, power, and 
truth, shows representation is not benignly constructed. Enforcing representation 
always involves power. The term ‘discourse’ is crucial in the representation notion. 
“Discourse generates meaning for representation,” says Hall (1997), “by showing 
areas of knowledge about a subject that obtained general authority.” 

Research on the representation of the Rohingya mostly focuses on the media 
producers that narrate Rohingya stories. Potjes & Salathong (2017) use content and 
textual analysis to investigate representations of the Rohingya in newspaper cartoons. 
From 2009 to 2016, they studied 65 political cartoons about the Rohingya in four major 
Thai newspapers: Thairath, The Nation, The Bangkok Post, and Kom Chad Luek. They 
discovered that the representations are straightforward and correspond to visual 
Rohingya stories. The Rohingya are frequently seen as a victim of human trafficking 
and an undesired group. In 58 of the cartoons, or 89 percent of them, they are voiceless 
characters who never talk. 

The Rohingya are typically depicted as exploited transnational migrant 
laborers in media from the United Kingdom, Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Thailand, according to Preeda (2016). The representation of Rohingya as inferior is 
common in these nations due to the rapid and continuous defining of Rohingya in 
online social media. The portrayals of Rohingya migrant workers in different nations 



          

 

 

 

 

are similar. Wannataworn (2017) discovered that public media do not frequently allow 
Rohingya refugees to contribute content. There is basically no mainstream media 
content made by Rohingya refugees themselves: instead media producers, 
government officials, human rights organizations, and other parties make it. This 
confines the portrayal to Rohingya to the same tired stories. Public media can help 
redefine meaning for Rohingya refugees. There are several networks and relationships 
that influence the ideology mechanism. 

Mohd Nor (2017) notes that although Malaysia is a major host country for 
refugees and asylum seekers, many Malaysians are unaware of Rohingya refugees in 
Malaysia and their predicament. Mohd Nor analyzed news reports from Utusan 
Malaysia, Malaysiakini, Malaysia Insider, The Star, SUARAM, New Straits Times, and 
Amnesty International. Some of these media frequently depicted the Rohingya as 
victims of circumstance who can be a threat to national security, while some strived 
to portray them fairly. Mohd Nor’s analysis concludes that most representation of the 
Rohingya in Malaysia favors government narratives rather than addressing root 
causes of Rohingya suffering. 

This article takes a discourse-based approach to examine factors other than 
strict media language. Other defining qualities of this historical epoch are culture, 
knowledge, and activity. Semiotics, in my opinion, is a more restricted perspective for 
representation as a closed system. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

This article required understanding the socio-territorial links inside and 
outside the Rohingya community in Thailand. I identified the Masjid Haroon area of 
Bangkok as a research site but needed a creative way to research it. I found that the 
approach of ‘mobile ethnography’ (Novoa, 2015) could be beneficial. 
 

MOBILE ETHNOGRAPHY 
 

Mobile ethnography entails an ethnographer moving around a spatially 
scattered field (Streule, 2020). Being able to move with research subjects generates 
more place-specific data compared to sedentary interviews (Evans & Jones, 2011). The 
method focuses on experiences in everyday life. Mobile ethnography is distinct from 
multi-sited ethnography because of its focus on the movement between sites and how 
it affects socio-spatial dynamics (Salazar, 2014). 

Masjid Haroon is an unregistered Balae (small masjid). The Indonesian Haroon 
Bafaden built it in 1828 during Rama III’s reign. During King Chulalongkorn’s reign 
in the late nineteenth century, the mosque was relocated and registered as a masjid in 
Thailand. This is the first masjid near the Indian and Middle Eastern trading area in 
Si Praya, Silom, and the harbor. Many prominent persons were buried here, including 
Sheikhul Islam ‘Tuan Suwansas’ and Muslim troops from the wars in Korea and 
Vietnam. Its members are ethnically and socially diverse prosperous traders and 
migrants. It is also an English language Islam study facility. Bengali and Indian 
Muslims from Western Burma go to Masjid Haroon. For them, it is a religious work 



          

 

 

 

 

center that connects them with daily wage labor opportunities. Having a network or 
knowing someone in the Masjid Haroon neighborhood allows individuals to enter 
both religious and economic networks. 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Location of the Masjid Haroon in central Bangkok (picture by Google Maps). 

 
Participating in the daily lives and movements of my research subjects allowed 

me to analyze assemblages of people, ideas, and information. This ethnographic 
approach enabled me to see territory as a social product (Streule, 2020) and to evaluate 
a variety of situations both inside and outside the Rohingya community, seeing how 
the community and the city function at various times of day and scales, shaping the 
territory. Commuting with local inhabitants and workers on a daily basis using 
various modes of transportation and mobility (E.g., local buses, official NGO vehicles, 
and walking) helped develop me gain data on people’s everyday life practices. 

I performed this fieldwork from June 2019 to August 2020, collecting data 
efficiently while minimizing inconvenience to Rohingya and other local residents. I 
followed Maugn Yaseen, a key informant, on several trips back and forth from 
Bangkok to Songkhla. I undertook six core interviews with six residents of Masjid 
Haroon: three Rohingya, two Thai Muslims, and one American. I also interviewed two 
other locals. I talked to my primary informants on local buses and other modes of 
transportation during the workday, on their way home or to the mosque, and during 
office lunch breaks. To learn more about the neighborhood around Masjid Haroon, I 
traveled around and examined public venues including tea shops, restaurants, and 
smoking spots. The informal and open-ended conversations allowed research 



          

 

 

 

 

participants the comfort and power to open up. These informal interactions allowed 
me to observe off-hand remarks, answers, and commentaries on ongoing events 
(Bernstein, 2008). 

 

MEDIA ANALYSIS 
 

This study examines the representation of Rohingya refugees and their 
narratives in media texts, particularly as broadcast by the multifaceted White 
Channel. Rohingya refugee and migrant networks and local Muslim organizations use 
their platforms to help other Rohingya while also recreating and reconstructing the 
image of the Rohingya. As will be shown, it is remarkable to see how the White 
Channel has shaped the portrayal of the Rohingya recently. 

Because Thailand has only a small Rohingya population, qualitative data was 
required, and obtained from White Channel websites, its social media platform and 
cable TV news program, as well as news reports, documents, and videos. I utilized 
discourse analysis with two important elements in mind: faith-based organization 
media and Rohingya activism. 

 

LOCATING THE ROHINGYA IN THAILAND 
 

The majority of Rohingya migrants are unable to obtain legal status as migrant 
workers in Thailand, as current legislation requires prospective foreign workers to 
possess a valid identity document from their home country and to return home on a 
periodic basis—conditions that are impossible for most Rohingya. Thailand also lacks 
significant, distinct Rohingya communities into which newcomers could readily 
assimilate and benefit from established structures and networks. 

As a result, the majority of Rohingya who arrived in Thailand in the 2010s did 
so illegally, without appropriate documentation or visas. However, due to Thailand’s 
unattractiveness as a destination country, the majority of Rohingya who entered after 
2012 and in the aftermath of the 2015 trafficking crisis have subsequently moved 
onward, largely to Malaysia, with some to resettlement to the United States. 

It is unclear how many Rohingya live in Thailand at any given moment, due to 
high mobility, particularly among freshly arrived migrants. Furthermore, it is unclear 
whether the different estimates attempted include Rohingya detained in immigration 
detention centers or only count Rohingya who are established in Thailand society. 
According to the BBC, approximately 5,000 Rohingya lived in the kingdom in 2018 
(BBC, 2019). Mae Sot, Bangkok, Ranong, Nonthaburi, and Songkla all have Rohingya 
residents. Many there and elsewhere have successfully blended into mainstream Thai 
society. 

 

ROHINGYA IN THE PUBLIC DISCOURSE 
 

Overseas Rohingya are a fluid, heterogeneous, and changing diaspora 
population. They typically do not receive the empathy and solidarity of residents in 
their host countries. Except for the close-knit, hometown-based communities in 



          

 

 

 

 

Malaysia, the Rohingya I interviewed lacked a strong feeling of connection and 
solidarity. Outsiders, such as one Thai faith-based organization who worked closely 
with recently arrived Rohingya migrants (and to a lesser extent long-term migrants), 
view the Rohingya as selfish. The Myanmar government has progressively stripped 
the Rohingya of all their assets, rights, and homeland, and every Rohingya I met 
during my investigation was fighting to reclaim them. 

Diasporas usually understand migration as something social and community-
forming. In reality, migrants must navigate their new life to survive and improve their 
circumstances as best they can. The Rohingya community in Thailand is hampered by 
statelessness. It seems likely that the Rohingya ethnic group did not exist historically 
in Arakan but emerged when the Myanmar government imposed an undesirable 
identity on them, with significant consequences in the form of discrimination and loss 
of citizenship. In my research, I discovered that the Rohingya, as a community, are 
still forming their individual and collective identities, and that this process is heavily 
influenced by transnational activities. 

The majority of existing writing on the Rohingya in Myanmar concentrates on 
normative, legal works based on a human rights framework that argue the Rohingya 
are having their human rights breached. There is also work on the incendiary speech 
against the Rohingya and supportive speech for the Rohingya. While many of these 
works incorporate individual Rohingya accounts of brutality and suffering, they serve 
as a testimonial of the enormous suffering mass, rather than that of individual 
Rohingya. Kazi Fahmida Farzana’s recent work cites music and art as essential venues 
that allow Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh to live out their identity and use the 
venues as a form of resistance (2017). 

Many Rohingya identity markers are established in reaction to the specific 
policies affecting ethnic identity employed by Myanmar authorities. Many Rohingya 
attitudes about themselves stem from a rigorous conception of ethnic identification 
and belonging based on blood and soil, which includes the idea of 135 original races 
and finds expression in the 1982 citizenship law that banned the Rohingya from 
citizenship in Myanmar. One of these concepts is the Rohingya’s devotion to Arakan 
as their motherland. The denial of rights by the government has only increased the 
desire for the Rohingya to unite into a major community with a distinct ethnic identity. 
For many Rohingya, this procedure solidified their identity as, for example, a 
Rohingya Muslim from Maungdaw, rather than a Burmese Muslim from Maungdaw. 
There are also many Muslims from Arakan who do not identify as Rohingya. 

In the case of the Rohingya, various players with opposing agendas vie to 
interpret their migration experience. They are given several labels and representations 
in the public discourse. The international media and organizations portray them in a 
way that evokes compassion for their plight and builds political pressure for change. 
Many international organizations’ agenda includes assisting the Rohingya to return 
home. These actors frequently portray the Rohingya as “genocide victims,” 
“homeless,” “stateless” and “unwanted people” that other states do not want to be 
“burdened” by. Nation states like Thailand and Malaysia are trying to steer the public 
discourse in a direction that supports their anti-immigration policies by denying that 
the Rohingya are refugees fleeing persecution and instead emphasizing irregular 



          

 

 

 

 

entry and perceived connections to human traffickers (Boonreak, 2016; Straif, 2019). 
The non-refugee residents of a host state typically vacillate between these two images. 
According to a host country’s legal regulations, migrants are classified as refugees, 
irregular migrants, or workers. These classifications are quite situational and a person 
can belong to more than one category at a time. According to Straif, the categories of 
“migrant workers” and “refugees” are virtually meaningless in Rohingya migration 
(2019). 

The Rohingya have varying statuses and options for settlement and 
resettlement depending on when and where they migrated. The lack of renowned 
definitions for Rohingya in Thailand reflects a lack of effective legislation defining 
their rights, duties, and defining how to treat them. However, Rohingya might use 
these labels to their advantage. While the Rohingya are typically depicted as a silent 
mass suffering unthinkable pain, they are continually acting as change agents to 
improve their own circumstances, as this article demonstrates. They have learned to 
leverage their victim status while also claiming every opportunity to improve 
themselves. With few options to secure their basic rights, stability, and protection 
inside and outside Rakhine State, such tactics allow the Rohingya simply to exist. 
 

ROHINGYA REPRESENTATION IN FAITH-BASED MEDIA 
 
Before digging into the development of Rohingya identity in Thailand’s media 

discourse and, it is worth asking when and why news channels began covering the 
Rohingya issue. Rohingya people have moved to Thailand since at least the 1970s. 
According to a UNHCR assessment published in October 2018, there are around 
18,000 Rohingya refugees in Thailand. However, unofficial sources estimate it to be 
approximately 40,000. About one-tenth of them live in Bangkok, where there many 
strong Muslim communities. The rest are spread over Tak, Nonthaburi, Songkla, and 
Ranong provinces, and northeast Thailand. Many international and Thailand non-
governmental organizations, including White Channel, have provided material and 
financial help to them at various times. 

 

WHITE CHANNEL 
 

White Channel is the sole Thai Muslim organization that has advocated for the 
Rohingya in Myanmar’s Rakhine State. It is a multifaceted organization that is not 
only concerned with religion; it also supports human rights and has its own media. 
The White Channel is a critical alternative media channel promoting a fresh image of 
Rohingya to Thais. They uploaded a film to YouTube demonstrating how Myanmar 
denies the Rohingya citizenship and education, thereby rendering them illegal, 
pushing them to reach nations with large Muslim populations, such as Malaysia and 
Indonesia, despite the fact that these nations do not welcome them with open arms. 

White Channel also demonstrates how the Rohingya put up with the hostility 
and persecution of Buddhists in Thailand and neighboring nations. They report on 
how the Royal Thai Navy treat the Rohingya by forcibly removing them from their 
naval facility. They also discuss the decision of the Malaysian government to force 



          

 

 

 

 

Rohingya to have Integrative Adapt Therapy. Even though Malaysia is in desperate 
need of laborers, they continue to let Rohingya sit on drifting boats (Bangkok Post, 
2015). It is possible to compare the Malaysian strategy of leaving the Rohingya in their 
boats to that of Thailand. Malaysia’s leadership was fearful of social backlash if it 
embraced the Rohingya.   

The Rohingya are often represented as undesirable people subjected to social, 
economic, and cultural oppression in a number of countries, most notably Myanmar, 
Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The White Channel revealed these latter three 
destination countries have the capacity to assist the Rohingya but are unwilling to do 
so. However, mainstream internet media outlets in the three nations approached this 
subject differently. The White Channel showed the discriminatory practices of these 
countries and demonstrated its ability to summarize and characterize these ‘Rohingya 
migrants labors.’ 

 
We write about the Rohingya from the perspective of the Rohingya themselves. 

Because we are a Muslim organization, we are able to readily hire Rohingya. The difficult 
part is communicating objectively. We had numerous talks with Rohingya, reporters, and 
lawyers. Our content frequently refers to the government, military, and even mafia 
organizations that cooperate with migrant laborers. We are paying close attention to the 
Rohingya, but we must also be cautious about their safety (Abdul Mahbud, personal 
communication, December 2019). 

 
One feature that distinguishes the White Channel from other media outlets is 

that they accept donations to help Rohingya refugees in Thailand and Myanmar. It is 
the only Muslim media group dedicated to assisting the Rohingya problem by 
providing physical commodities such as Halal food and religious items for prayer. 

White Channel uses a variety of emotive appeals in relation to the Rohingya 
Muslim situation. They argued that the issue is the product of anti-Muslim bigotry 
among Myanmar’s Buddhist majority. They highlight the situation of Rohingya 
Muslim refugees by showing confronting images of Rohingya people floating in the 
Andaman Sea. Persuading the audience to help with crisis relief, they also criticize the 
Rohingya resettlement plan as cruel. They oppose it, claiming it will result in further 
displacement of the Rohingya. 

 

FROM REFUGEE TO ROHINGYA ACTIVIST 
 
Under Thailand’s system of labor registration, my key research participant 

Maung Yaseen is categorized as a “person without civil registration” instead of being 
registered as a “Myanmar migrant worker” like other migrants from Myanmar. 
Yaseen is trying to comply with the law and assist authorities so that he can apply for 
legal statuses such as permanent residence or Thai citizenship in the future. 

Advised by his father who was the village leader, Yaseen decided to flee his 
home in Rakhine State after attacks by the Burma Army. While escaping, he was 
captured by the Burma Army and was forced to help transport supplies and weapons 
for use in battle. He soon found a way to escape and headed to Karen State. He was 



          

 

 

 

 

then captured by Karen armed forces who persuaded him to join their struggle, but 
he refused and crossed into Thailand’s Mae Sot district. His Karen friends brought 
him to a refugee camp, then he moved into Mae Sot city with another group of Muslim 
friends. Soon after, he came to Bangkok to find a job. He learned how to make roti 
bread and asked his friends for help in finding a car to start a business. 

 
“I’m looking for a way to make roti wholesale until there is a reasonable income. 

During that time Rohingya residences in Songkhla needed volunteers, so I found a way 
to come down and helped the working team, which consists of Pakistani people,” (Maung 
Yaseen, personal communication, July 12, 2019). 

 
Yaseen has a stateless identity card but it is his driver’s license that he prefers 

to carry and use, as it is clearly distinguishable as a ‘white card’ that does not differ 
from the licenses of Thai nationals with its 13-digit citizenship number. Yaseen’s 
stateless identity card is the same size but of a different color. There is a golden lion 
badge of the Department of Provincial Administration in the middle along with text 
“Identification Card Without Registration Status” at the top, followed by a 13-digit 
identification number followed by name, surname, date of birth, address, card issuing 
date, expiration date, and the signature of the registrar issuing the card. 

Almost all Rohingya who arrived in Thailand before 2007 would have tried to 
obtain a stateless card by showing up on the day and time when the civil registrar 
conducts the survey. This process involves bribery for civil registration officials, 
especially in border areas. Many of Yaseen’s friends also held non-resident 
identification cards. The status on the card is not equal to Thai nationality, however, 
it shows that the person has been surveyed and lived in Thailand officially. With this 
evidence, they may submit supporting documents to apply for Thai citizenship in the 
future. The decision on granting Thai citizenship will be considered by the Ministry 
of Interior. But being surveyed as a person without registration status is the first step 
in obtaining a legal status in the future. 

Yaseen introduced himself to me as a human rights activist. Although he is not 
affiliated with any group or organization, he is often involved in democracy 
movements in Myanmar, including protests in front of the Myanmar Embassy in 
Bangkok, and seminars familiarized him with activists and NGOs in Thailand. He said 
he was threatened by Thai people who disagreed with the human rights movement. 

He could have been threatened because Yaseen’s home provided shelter for 
new arriving Rohingya fleeing into the city. Officials have arrested new Rohingya 
arrivals in Yaseen’s home and imprisoned them at a police station in Songkhla several 
times. Yaseen contacts the Songkhla Immigration Office to release them. Because 
Yaseen has a relationship with Thailand immigration officials from helping the 
immigration officers to work with the Rohingyas in the past, he can ask for favors. 
However, this causes uncomfortable feelings, so officials sometimes refuse to fulfill 
Yaseen’s requests. This arrest and release of new arrivals has happened many times: 

 
“Yaseen helped so many Rohingya people, many times causing conflicts among 

government agencies. So, I had to step back a bit. Even though they are Muslims like me 



          

 

 

 

 

as well. Otherwise, it will cause a big conflict with other agencies that have a direct 
responsibility. Yaseen refused to understand that it was the duty of other agencies, even 
government officials as well,” (anonymous immigration officer, personal 
communication, June 18, 2019). 

 
Similarly, one faith-based organization which issue a work agreement with 

Yaseen explained their working experiences with him: 
 
“He likes to help people but sometimes likes to stand out. He also didn’t understand 

how working in such a way that relies on local people and government officials at the 
same time is a problem here. He’s trying to get an employment contract just to show that 
he works with us,” (anonymous White Channel staff, personal communication, 
June 19, 2019). 

 
Meanwhile, Yaseen was threatened because of his helping the Rohingya. He 

built his own network with journalists to help victims who are portrayed by the media 
as perpetrators and protect them from state power and other violence. 

 
“I’ve been helping reporters around here and there. Anything I can help, I will do. If 

there’s anything I can tell the reporters, I will say it. It would probably cause some fear 
in the process. At least let them know that I have other journalists I know, no matter 
what, we still have friends, officers and journalists,” (Maung Yaseen, personal 
communication, July 12, 2019). 

 
Yaseen became known among foreign journalists in Thailand, especially by one 

American correspondent in Bangkok, who Yaseen would help as an interpreter. He 
later helped bring in foreign journalists to conduct field reports and interviews with 
Rohingya refugees and Rohingya people who assist their movement in Thailand. 
Several foreign news agencies have produced documentaries that expose the 
movement of Rohingya people to Thailand thanks to Yaseen’s help leading them to 
meet with brokers in the community for an interview. He showed the media burial 
sites but could not verify them. He gave one interview to foreign journalists on the 
way to a group of detained Rohingya: “I know a lot of people don’t like me. But I don’t 
do it for myself, I do it for my Rohingya friends. If I don’t do this, there will be no 
intermediary to help coordinate the aid,” (Maung Yaseen, personal communication, 
July 12, 2019). 

Yaseen has close relationships with Thai and foreign journalists to whom he 
often delivers news. Of course, he can also ask for their help when he feels insecure. 
This includes the cost of caring for the Rohingya who sometimes escape human 
traffickers. But these media presentations are quick and flashy. There are many 
incidents and violence to be reported on a daily basis. 

Over the course of time, Yaseen became a full-fledged activist. After spending 
almost two years helping the Rohingya people in Songkhla province, including 
various activities in the Masjid Haroon area, a human rights organization agreed to 
hire him as a coordinator in the Bangkok area, provided that he travel to work in 
Songkhla. In this respect, Yaseen is among the very few Rohingya people in Thailand 



          

 

 

 

 

with a job and freedom of movement. Yaseen’s life in Thailand turned out to be more 
successful than expected and went beyond just seeking legal status. 

 

PORTRAYAL OF ROHINGYA ON THE WHITE CHANNEL 
 

I gathered media reports that examine and summarize the Rohingya. The 
media frequently refers to them as a vulnerable group suffering from statelessness, 
poverty, and harsh treatment. According to numerous alternative media outlets, the 
Rohingya live in deplorable conditions. The White Channel’s news and special reports 
about the Rohingya’s plight are shared on various channels and highlight the 
Rohingya refugees’ plight. They use a narrative style with quotes from Rohingya 
refugees, making emotional appeals. In one video, the rain begins in Bangladesh from 
the ‘pre-monsoon,’ underlining the suffering of Rohingya refugees: the weather in 
Bangladesh was a watershed moment in demonstrating Rohingya impoverishment. 
Another approach for the media to cover impoverishment is to report on what 
transpires in refugee camps following pre-monsoon rains. The Rohingya community’s 
lack of access to shelter, aid, clean drinking water, food, and healthcare in Bangladesh 
has been repeatedly documented in alternative media (Please see 1. The secret of 
Rohingya, and 2. Auction for save Rohingya). The White Channel published a report 
depicting an elephant being used to destroy the homes of the Rohingya in a refugee 
camp, accompanied by loud screams from the Rohingya. Numerous social media 

users who witnessed the video conveyed their condolences to them (White Channel, 

2018).  
Typically, images on the White Channel depict residents’ deplorable living 

conditions and their sorrow. Amnesty Thailand posted a slew of images intended to 
demonstrate poverty, with Rohingya families with infants and the elderly making the 
perilous journey to a Bangladeshi refugee camp. Additionally, Amnesty International 
depicts the overcrowded, disorganized, and unsanitary conditions in Bangladesh’s 
refugee camps. Hunger and poverty are also concealed inside the word: according to 
visual representation theory, visual components may affect how viewers create their 
representations when they generate feelings of compassion. The viewer may develop 
the idea that these individuals are frail and in desperate need. 

The White Channel frequently emphasizes the Rohingya’s statelessness as a 
result of the Burmese government’s denial of their citizenship rights and their 
treatment as illegal Bangladeshi immigrants. The statelessness debate is affected by 
historical context and the attitudes of various administrations. The White Channel 
published a report titled “White Mission” that included an audience-friendly map of 
Rohingya history. Additionally, they frequently ascribe statelessness to the Burmese 
government’s violence and religious conflict, as shown in the report “Rohingya 
Muslim refugees flee Buddhist-majority Myanmar.” Religious concerns are a sensitive 
subject, and as a result, the White Channel only touches on them briefly or avoids 
them entirely. 

The White Channel has aired a series of documentaries on their cable TV 
channel in which the Rohingya recount their own stories and express their own 
emotions. These documentaries are capable of conveying the Rohingya’s political 

https://youtu.be/1yjGeWifnVY
https://youtu.be/1yjGeWifnVY
Auction%20for%20save%20Rohingya


          

 

 

 

 

circumstances and positions effectively. Numerous Rohingya are compelled to flee to 
Bangladesh, despite the fact that they are not welcome there. A representative video 
captures their speech, movements, and facial expressions. Through the camera lens, 
despair, bewilderment, and disillusionment are visible. The information conveyed is 
about how the Rohingya used to be proud of their identity but are now befuddled by 
it. They appear to be undecided about where to go and who they should be. Children 
are also depicted, but their features are devoid of smiles and they simply stare 
emotionlessly. 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

“WE ARE ROHINGYA NO MATTER WHERE WE LIVE” 
 
The White Channel attempts to problematize the perception of refugees as 

passive victims or burdens that is common in Thailand’s mainstream media. 
Anderson (2006) describes the concept of imagined community to be a deep, 
horizontal comradeship, where the technology of communications serves as the base 
for national consciousness. As Mitra (2001) points out, migrants and refugees in 
diasporas can build a sense of belonging that was once unavailable because of physical 
separation and geographic distance but is now possible through online media. While 
indigenous events, ethnic newspapers, and national and international gatherings still 
play a vital role in connecting members of the diaspora, the internet is increasingly 
important in the “production of a virtually connected community of people who are 
producing a cyber identity for themselves as well as for their country” (Mitra, 1997. P. 
175). As Karim (2003) notes, both forced and voluntary migrants’ nostalgic 
reminiscences of returning someday to their homeland creates a demand for cultural 
products, including media content, that sustain global networks. 

While media technologies can be used to impose the values and language of a 
dominant culture, media can also offer possibilities for ‘talking back’ to and through 
the categories that have been created to contain indigenous people (Ginsburg, 2002; 
Srinivasan, 2006). In other words, the creation and dissemination of media content 
empowers ethnic groups because the utilization of the technology is in the hands of 
the community (Ginsburg, 2002; Srinivasan, 2006). Instead of representation as 
subordinated subjects in dominant media, ethnic media makes its own space for 
“cultural memories, war genealogies, sentiments of loss, and struggles of 
resettlement” (Schein, 2002, p. 236-237). In this way, Press & Williams (2010) suggest 
that new media allows ordinary citizens, which I argue includes the White Channel, 
to challenge elites by providing communication channels to produce and access 
information, bypassing both traditional and new media gatekeepers. 

Because the White Channel creates its own mediascape, it focuses on advocacy 
efforts for refugees. The Rohingya in Thailand often combine historical narratives of 
Burma’s struggles, including the travails of independence leader Aung San and his 
daughter Aung San Sui Kyi, with those of United States’ civil rights leaders. 
Attempting to align with other marginalized groups such as this, the community 
creates narratives that connect with civil rights and human rights narratives on a 



          

 

 

 

 

global level. 
The White Channel attempts to integrate Rohingya communities into 

mainstream society while also preserving their distinct identity is fraught with same 
hurdles. As Castles & Davidson (2000) suggest, marginalized groups’ emphasis on 
cultural identity may reinforce the majority population’s fear of separatism and lead 
to even stronger discrimination. Just as other minorities are often concentrated in 
certain neighborhoods with poor housing, low-performing public schools, and 
underfunded public facilities, Rohingya communities in Thailand tend to be 
segregated into ethnic enclaves that can provoke discriminatory discourses based on 
ethnicity or socioeconomic status. Rohingya leaders tackle these issues by using their 
own media to promote the practical efforts they make in their communities, such as 
job training, citizenship naturalization workshops, public safety issues, and health 
insurance enrollments, as well as everyday survival skills such as how to ride the bus 
or how to go to the mosque. 

The Rohingya use of the phrase “We are Rohingya no matter where we live” 
reflects to what Castles & Davidson (2000) describe as “self-definition,” in which 
minority groups develop a consciousness of collective identity through cultural and 
social practices. For example, a director of refugee services in Fort Wayne described 
the sense of collective identity Burmese often experience after arriving in the United 
States. As O.D. described to me during an interview in the offices of the Catholic 
Charities of Fort Wayne-South Bend Archdiocese, in the United States ethnic groups 
experience the freedom to express their own ethnic identity for the first time, rather 
than just that of the majority Burmans (Ehmer, 2015). 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The refugee crisis is a highly political issue. Refugees are more than a 
heterogeneous group of people with the same legal status: they represent cultures, 
identities, and belong to communities. When refugees cross national borders, they are 
met with a wide range of reactions. They are constantly monitored by governmental 
surveillance systems; they are sometimes cared for, but they are also identified as a threat 
to the societal fabric and demonized as enemies of the state. Media has a crucial part in 
building the image of refugees in today’s mediatized and mediated environment. The 
Rohingya people have been portrayed as possible terrorists. 

Consequently, the White Channel is important. The portrayal of the Rohingya as 
terrorists, risks to the national security, and potential disruptive forces, among other 
things, do not violate journalistic norms. It raises the issue of identitarian politics, and 
the resource restriction argument was used to frame the elites’ communal political 
agenda. By failing to report wisely and fairly about migrants’ living situations, 
mainstream media demonstrated a lack of basic journalistic ethics. As a result, the 
objective portrayal of the subject was reduced to a conflict of interest that could lead to 
violence against the Rohingyas. It attempted to create a negative image of refugees by 
urging residents to treat them as “others” and attempting to persuade the government 
to repatriate them since they are a drain on the country’s limited resources. 

On the other hand, the White Channel tends to emphasize religion, generalize the 



          

 

 

 

 

Rohingya as a homogenous population, and show compassion for the Rohingya while 
omitting the role of the Myanmar government. As a minority in Myanmar, they were 
often portrayed as helpless. In desperation, several recordings and photos were 
distributed. This study aimed to examine Rohingya representation in the media and how 
linguistic choices might mislead events and foster division. The majority of content is 
one-sided, while alternative media contribute their own photographs of Rohingya 
activists. However, conversations with Rohingya demonstrate that they are hopeful 
about the future. They want to be legal citizens in their homeland. They want peace and 
justice. The media should recognize their potential, perseverance, and determination. 

Understanding Rohingya representation in relation to the media helps to unfold 
the ideologies and power relations embedded within media representations. There is 
still much more to be studied about Rohingya representation in Thailand. The literature 
in this field is quite limited, especially in the field of media representation. It is the truth 
that Rohingya are not favorably depicted in mainstream media. However, since we are 
living in a world where technology is advanced, making the world so connected, my 
study looks at representation on social media platforms made by Rohingya networks, 
INGOs and faith-based organizations. 

Different contexts and audiences were considered in this article because t is 
essential to see the interconnected networked media landscape within which 
representations are produced, consumed and distributed. But it is also important to 
remember that the boundary of this connection is not clear. There are dynamics in 
relations within each aspect of representation at the national and transnational level. This 
is a new feature of the current media environment. It is almost impossible to capture 
every challenging element in media representation in one study. 

Moreover, representation is not fixed and can always change due to changes in 
circumstances. Historical contingencies play a big role in changing meaning in 
knowledge that can lead to a changing discourse. It is very important to understand 
representation through constructivist theory because it offers the most complex relation 
between things and language. 
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