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Fleeing Minorities

Heather A. Cayless, M. A.

Minorities Fleeing from the Middle East Religion

Religious, ethnic, and linguistic minorities are fleeing the Middle East region in mass
numbers. Sectarian violence, persecution, arabization, a lack of legal status, and a lack of
recognition regarding their rights have caused many to leave their home countries.

South Asian Situation

South Asia had gone through this situation in the second half of the 20" century. With the
creation of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh as independent nations, religious and ethnic
animosities created insecure living for the minorities, which has led to a hasty exodus of
religious and ethnic minorities from these nations. For example, the Hindu Pandit
community of Kashmir is pressured to flee their Kashmiri homeland to other parts of
India because of their religious identities and loyalties in a Muslim dominant state of
India, where there is persistent demand for liberation from India. In addition, open
borders between India and Bangladesh and the paucity of means of livelihood for the
poor in Bangladesh encourages even the members of the dominant Muslim community to
enter India and merge themselves as part of the minority Indian Muslim community. This
cross-border activity serves to further deepen religious tensions between the Hindus and
Muslims. Another example is seen in the conflict raging in Sri Lanka. Ethnic conflict in
Sri Lanka has forced the Tamil minority to flee to other nations en masse in the last two
decades.

Problems faced within a nation need to be understood carefully from the points of views
of both the minorities and the dominant majority community. For example, recent
statements made by pro-Marathi or pro-Maharashtra leaders in India’s premier city
Mumbai against the exodus of North Indians from the Hindi-dominant north Indian states
go against the Indian constitutional guarantees of freedom of mobility and living in any
part of India given to all the citizens of India. But at the same time, the Constitution also
restricts freedom in several ways in specified regions such as the states of Nagaland and
Jammu & Kashmir. Certain guarantees prohibit people from other states to buy land in
these states. These guarantees may be interpreted as restrictions on minorities within
these two states.

Sons of the Soil Policy in Southeast Asia
The policy often referred to as the sons of the soil policy followed in Malaysia and
Indonesia put restrictions on the recent migrants who came to these nations a century ago

or so. The Chinese minority in Indonesia and Malaysia, in fact, in most of the Southeast
Asian countries, has been facing restrictions in one form or another, although their
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contribution to the social and economic life in these nations is tremendous. Sometimes
enthusiasm in protecting the majority interests who also claim to be the indigenous
people groups place severe restriction upon the migrants who, because of these
restrictions, are again forced to flee from their countries of adoption. Burma evicted the
Indian minority in the second half of the 20" century.

Positive Contributions of Minority Groups

According to the UN working group on Minority rights, minority groups create political
and social stability. This certainly is true of historical minorities settled in a nation for
generations. The Parsi community, adherents of an ancient civilization and religion,
namely, Zoroastrianism, landed in India from Iran as religious refugees many centuries
ago. The contribution of this small Parsi community to India at large is tremendous in all
fields: participation in and leadership of India’s freedom struggle, industry, education,
business, law, politics, literature, entertainment, and management, etc. They’ve
contributed their personal and corporate wealth to noble causes including the care for the
disabled.

The diversity brought in by the minorities contributes to dialogue between groups, which
fosters reconciliation and stability. Their diversity also creates a cultural richness that is
lacking in homogenous societies. The hasty flight of minority groups is greatly
concerning. Their absence creates an ideological vacuum where there is no freedom of
thought, expression, press, or belief; which will further destabilize the Middle East
region.

Concerns Expressed by the United Nations

The loss of minority groups has been happening for years. It is so consistently a problem
that the UN created a working group to address specifically the issues of minority issues.
Unfortunately, over the years groups have been leaving this region and not returning.
The Jews are a good example. They have slowly been migrating to other countries,
mainly to Israel, leaving their home countries isolated and more homogenous in nature.
This increased homogeneity perpetuates an isolated ideological doctrine.

In other countries where minorities flee due to persecution and violence, when the
situation is stable they often return home. This is beginning to happen in Poso Indonesia
since religious violence between Christians and Muslims has subsided in Central
Sulawesi. This sets a good precedence for quelling the violence in Iraq so refugees,
many of whom were religious minorities, can return to their homes. In countries like Iran,
Egypt, Saudi Arabia minority groups lack legal and social protection. Unfortunately,
there is little precedence in the Middle East of these minorities receiving enough
protection and commitment from the government to return home.
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We Need a Holistic Policy

A policy solution must be holistic. It needs to see the problems minorities face in light of
greater social, religious, and political structures. Due to the tribal worldview held by
many in this region, a policy solution can not simply create new inclusive legislation. It
must work with local leaders in local communities to stimulate discussion, reconciliation,
and appreciation for diversity. It also needs to have a plan for building infrastructure that
will last for several generations. This is a long-term problem that requires a long-term
solution.

The UN Declaration

The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious
and Linguistic Minorities
General Assembly, December 18, 1992

The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and
Linguistic Minorities was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on
December 18, 1992. The declaration affirms and establishes several international norms
for the treatment of minorities. The General Assembly, by adopting this declaration,
established that national or ethnic, religious, and linguistic minorities contribute to the
political and social stability of the nations in which they live. This contribution
necessitates the protection and the promotion of human rights.

The Declaration is based on the Human Rights Charter, which established the mandate of
the UN “to promote and encourage respect for human rights and for fundamental
freedoms for all, without distinction to race, sex, language, or religion.” Article 27 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights established the basic rights of
minorities. This Declaration emphasizes the right of minorities to “enjoy their own
culture, to profess and practice their own religion, and to use their own language in
private and public, freely and without interference or any form of discrimination.” The
Declaration notes the necessity of minorities to participate in “decisions on the national
and, where appropriate, regional level.”

The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious, and
Linguistic Minorities is the foundational document regarding the rights and protections
offered to minorities. It highlights the universal rights of minorities, such as the right to
participate in their local and national government, the right to worship and gather without
fear of discrimination, the right to practice their own cultural and linguistic traditions, and
the right to develop economically within their home country. This document is used and
referred to by many NGO’s and national governments when dealing with minorities, and
refugees in their countries. The rights enumerated in this document establish the
foundation for most other discussions on the rights and protections of minorities.
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Theoretical Framework

The question of the rights and role of minorities has been alluded to since the early
1990’s since the adoption of the “Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to
National or Ethnic, Religious, and Linguistic Minorities.” Since that time the issues
facing minority groups have become better understood through the work of the
International Organization for Migration and their work regarding demographic changes,
economic decline, and the movement of minorities. Also by the work of minority groups
themselves. For example, the Mandaean Society for America writes an annual Human
Rights Report, which gets sent to various government officials and addresses the abuses
facing the Mandaeans in Iran and Iraq. In addition, the Jewish community has created
various NGO’s and resource centers, like the Jewish Virtual Library, which address
issues facing the Jews in various countries. Experts like Ali R. Abootaliebi have begun
researching and writing academic papers focusing on development strategies and
economic barriers facing minority groups around the world.

Right to Participate in Decisions and Guarantees for Peaceful Living

The theme that consistently runs through these works is that minorities have “the right to
participate effectively in decisions on the national and regional level.” They also have
the right to participate in all aspects of public life (i.e. religious, cultural, economic, and
civil) and particularly to do so without persecution or discrimination. NGQO'’s, academic
leaders, regional experts and governments alike agree that the rights of religious freedom,
freedom of assembly, and freedom of association are fundamental human rights. The
continued degradation, persecution, and oppression of these minority groups is an
infringement on their rights and a hindrance to their growth as an ethno, religious, social
community.

Minority groups have a unique contribution to civil and political life. As Habib Malik
has said, “Christians [and other minorities] bring about a ‘dimension of universality’ and
‘openness towards other cultures.” The U.N. Working Group on Minorities stated, “The
diversity that minorities bring to the States in which they live contributes to cultural
richness both nationally and internationally.” This contribution brings about civil
stability, and open, reasoned debate within society. It also broadens the economic
capabilities of a country. Many minority groups have specialized vocations, in a wide
spectrum of professions (i.e. gold smiths, doctors, carpenters, dentists, etc), minorities
also provide a larger employment base, which is necessary to a growing dynamic
economy. Civility and peace at the local level between various ethnic and religious
groups has significant impact on the national stability, particularly in the Middle East.
Fostering these types of relationships is vital to national and international stability.

The Process
We need to develop mechanisms which will stem the flow of minority groups from the

Middle East, and in other regions, thereby assisting in the development of religious and
ethnic diversity by promoting and protecting the Minority rights enumerate in the
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Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious, and
Linguistic Minorities.

Constitutions of several nations, including India, have provided for the protection of the
rights of the linguistic, ethnic and religious minorities. While political parties are very
conscious of such rights and exploit the sentiments for electoral wins, and while the high
courts are usually supportive of the rights of the minority enshrined in the Constitution,
enforcement of such rights needs better co-ordination in India. Minorities seem to attach
themselves to one political organization or another with the hope that their rights will be
protected, if not expanded further. It is important for them as distinct communities to take
social initiatives to enforce such rights through approved and peaceful means.

An Examination of the Middle Eastern Situation

A close examination and analysis of the current exodus of most minorities from the
Middle Eastern region will help develop a system which would provide them with
physical protection, rights and participation within the government, and acceptance by
local majority leaders. These mechanisms will promote economic development, political
stability, and reduce the growing ideological threat that is brewing in the Middle East.
The steps taken in this region will also help develop programs in other parts of the world.

We need to look at what the causes are of minorities leaving the region; and more
specifically what can be done to bring them back; establishing what is necessary to
protect and promote their rights as individuals and as a community. This information
may be collected through personal interviews with refugees and asylum seekers, high
level meetings with governmental officials, and visits with local tribal and religious
leaders. One key component will be to understand the unique situation facing minorities
in each country. Various religious and cultural dynamics must be accounted for.

Methods of Research

I. Identification of countries of particular concern:
a. Evaluation of:
1. Numbers of minorities leaving
2. Time frame of flight
3. Current country situation

II. Identify key factors in flight of minorities:
a. Working with locals and NGQO'’s to resolve conflicts

II. Analysis of factors based on current country information, reports from migration &
refugee groups, human rights reports, interviews with refugees, internally displaced

persons, U.N. High Commissioner on Refugees.

IV. Based on research develop methods to combat persecution, terrorism, and general
discrimination by creating and implementing:
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a. incentives for police to defend minorities.
b. mechanisms for minorities to be self-sufficient: micro-loans, or small grants
from foreign governments to establish hospitals, schools, and other civil
infrastructure.
c. Educational system:
1. Education of local civil and religious leaders.
2. Education of children in value of minorities, and diversity within
society.
3. Education of new generation of government officials on value of
diversity (i.e. political and economic incentives, International standing
etc.).
4. Education of minorities to increase their standing and value in society.
d. Promote the fundamental freedoms: Freedom of Religion, Freedom of
Expression, Freedom of Press, and Freedom of Assembly.
e. Combat blasphemy laws, anti-vilification laws, and defamation laws which
limit freedom of religion, and squelch diversity of opinion.

V. Evaluation
Evaluation

Building a self-sustaining, stable society requires working in phases and building blocks.
In Phase I, it is essential to lay a solid foundation in rule of law and constitutional
provisions. After laying a solid legal foundation, comes phase II in which there is now a
basis to call into account the behavior of political officials, police officers, and religious
leaders. By prosecuting those who perpetrate violence and oppression against minority
groups, society is able to create a stable environment for minority groups for return to.
This time of laying a solid foundation and creating a stable society is phase I and II. It is
measured by the return of minorities (particularly those who fled as refugees) to their
home countries.

Phase III begins with the return of minorities to their homes. Minorities need to be
supported and sustained in their reintegration. This will involve supporting the education
of minorities, encouraging and assisting with micro-loans, and larger governmental grants
to create businesses, build hospitals, and schools, and re-establish places of worship. It
should be stressed that most financial support should come in the form of small loans,
and from private lenders. This will help minorities to have ownership and responsibility
over their businesses. The success and growth of businesses, and the continued growth of
minority groups will measure this phase. It is essential to ask the following questions-
Are their children integrated and accepted into society? Are they permitted to attend
national universities and can they get jobs in the national government?

The fourth, and final, phase will be marked by full participation of minorities in all
aspects of society, government, civil life, religion, and education. This final phase will
help ensure that minority rights are continued to be respected and promoted in the midst
of society.

Language in India www.languageinindia.com 2:8 August 2008 Fleeing Minorities  Heather A. Cayless, M.A. 7



Implementation Structure

This process will take place across multiple generations. The education process will
require training and re-training citizens in all levels of society. Implementation will
require partnership, and co-ordination with other NGO’s and government bodies to create
and implement the various mechanisms. This research is the framework and a guiding
document for the individuals who will monitor, and guide other participants. It is
proposed that representative body be formed from a variety of organizations and
specialties to come together to form a monitoring board. Each will have supervision over
a specialized component of the work.

Final Results

The integration of minorities in local societies will assist in creating more stable counties
in the Middle East and South Asia. This stability will promote economic and social
development, furthering countries in the international sphere. Such growth has the
potential to increase the standards of living for many of the countries citizens. It is also
in the best interest of the international community to encourage and assist in the return of
minorities to their home countries.
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This background paper examines the root causes of refuge movements. It
attempts to find policy solutions to relieve the burden of refugees on host
countries and explores the role of the international community.
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