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Nur Nadia Lukmanulbakim ¢ Mohd Al Adib Samuri

The Religious Identity of Rohingya Refugees
in Malaysia

Abstract: This paper explores the role of religious identity in the experiences
of Rohingya refugees in Malaysia. It explores how their religious identity
shapes their social engagement, coping mechanisms, and integration
approaches. In contrast to focusing solely on race, this study underscores
the significance of religion, especially in a Muslim-majority country like
Malaysia, where Rohingya seek refuge from religious persecution while
upholding their faith. Through qualitative analysis, the paper examines
post-migration challenges faced by Rohingya refugees in integrating with the
host community and maintaining their religious identity. Despite sharing
the Islamic faith with many Malaysians, Rohingya encounter difficulties in
integration and often feel marginalized. They establish community-centric
spaces to preserve their religious practices and cultural heritage. This research
underscores the complex interaction between religious identity and social
integration among Muslim refugees in Muslim-majority countries, offering
crucial insights that will inform integration policies and interventions.

Keywords: Rohingya, Refugees, Religious Identity, Islam, Malaysia.
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440 Nur Nadia Lukmanulbakim & Mohd Al Adib Samuri

Abstrak: Artikel ini mengeksplorasi peran identitas agama dalam
pengalaman  para pengungsi Robingya yang membentuk keterlibatan
sosial, mekanisme penanggulangan, dan pendekatan integrasi mereka di
Malaysia. Berbeda dengan hanya fokus pada ras, studi ini menckankan
pentingnya agama, terutama di negara mayoritas Muslim seperti Malaysia,
di mana Rohingya mencari perlindungan dari penindasan agama sambil
mempertabankan identitas keimanan mereka. Melalui analisis kualitatif,
artikel ini menguji tantangan paska migrasi yang dibadapi oleh Rohingya
dalam berintegrasi dengan komunitas tuan rumah dan mempertahankan
identitas agama mereka. Meskipun berbagi identitas keislaman dengan
penduduk Malaysia, Robingya yang menghadapi kesulitan dalam integrasi,
seringkali merasa terpinggirkan. Mereka mendirikan ruang yang berpusat
pada komunitas untuk mempertabankan praktik keagamaan dan warisan
budaya mereka. Penelitian ini juga menckankan interaksi kompleks antara
identitas agama dan integrasi sosial di antara para pengungsi Muslim di
negara mayoritas Muslim, serta menawarkan sudut pandang krusial untuk
merumuskan kebijakan integrasi dan intervensi.

Kata kunci: Rohingya, Pengungsi, Identitas Keagamaan, Islam, Malaysia.
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The Religious Identity of Rohingya Refugees in Malaysia 441

ecent scholarly discourse has increasingly focused on the role
of religious identity in refugee experiences (Hasan, Mitschke,
nd Ravi 2018; Di Lorenzo Pires and Zahreddine 2021;
Safak-AyvazoGlu et al. 2021). Discourse on this subject is essential
for several reasons. Firstly, religious identity plays a significant role in
shaping refugees” sense of belonging and well-being. It provides them
with comfort, strength, and community support during displacement
and uncertainty. Secondly, understanding the religious dimensions of
refugee experiences can inform culturally sensitive interventions and
support mechanisms that recognize and respect the religious beliefs and
practices of refugees. Thirdly, religious identity often intersects with
other aspects of refugees’ identities, such as ethnicity and nationality,
contributing to the complexities of their experiences and integration
processes. Religious identity significantly influences the social
engagement, coping mechanisms, and acculturation approaches of
refugees throughout their migration. It also shapes their interactions
with host communities, especially in developed Western nations. Wu
et al. (2021) explored the interrelation of religiosity and well-being
among refugees in New York, emphasizing the importance of religious
freedom for their sense of belonging. However, the authors noted that
religiosity alone does not guarantee better inclusion.

Religious identity is crucial for Muslim refugees as it provides comfort,
strength, pride, and humility (Hasan, Mitschke, and Ravi 2018). This
identity profoundly influences coping strategies and acculturation
preferences, with the more strongly affiliated leaning toward integration
and those with weaker ties tending toward assimilation (Safak-AyvazoGlu
etal. 2021). Most existing research focuses on Middle Eastern refugees
emerging from non-religious conflicts and settling in developed
countries. However, there remains a notable gap in understanding how
other refugee groups from different regions, such as the Rohingya in
transit countries like Malaysia, where Islam is the majority religion,
adapt and practice their religious identity. For the Rohingya, religious
identity and citizenship have been central to their discrimination and
forced migration over the years (Leider 2018; Kipgen 2019; Alam 2018;
M. Islam 2020). The Rohingya Muslims have been doubly victimized
in Myanmar due to radicalization among a section of Buddhists there,
compounded by state security forces and Buddhist extremists (Subedi
and Garnett 2020). This backdrop has intensified their struggle to
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442 Nur Nadia Lukmanulbakim & Mohd Al Adib Samuri

maintain their religious and cultural identities post-migration amid
persecution and human rights abuses. Rebolledo (2019) and Mim
(2020) highlighted that religious practices among Rohingya refugees in
places like Bangladesh are crucial for preserving their cultural identity,
negotiating with local authorities, and building solidarity with host
communities.

Rohingya refugees in Malaysia encounter various challenges related
to their religious identity. Despite being fellow Muslims in a Muslim-
majority country, they struggle to integrate into the wider Malaysian
Muslim community. Language barriers, legal restrictions, and
socioeconomic disparities compound this struggle. As a marginalized
and stateless population, Rohingya refugees face discrimination and
exclusion, limiting their access to essential services and opportunities for
social and economic integration. Additionally, their religious identity
exposes them to heightened vulnerability, with reports of religious
persecution and restrictions on practicing their faith.

The present study aims to explore the religious identity of Rohingya
refugees and examine the role of their faith in their migration and
settlement in Malaysia, as well as the strategies employed to maintain
and strengthen their religious identity. The study aims to inform
policymakers, civil society organizations, and governments through the
insights and findings of this research to enhance their understanding of
the religious identity and practices of Rohingya refugees in transit and
host countries. The following section presents a review of the literature
on the religious identity of Rohingya refugees and the role of religion
in their post-migration experience. The subsequent sections detail the
research methods, findings, and discussion. The study concludes with a
summary and the overall implications of this research.

Religious Identity in the Muslim Context

To understand the significance of religious identity in the context
of Muslim refugees, it is imperative to examine the intricate facets and
profound implications that religious identity holds for individuals and
broader Muslim society. Being shaped by core beliefs and symbols,
religious identity provides a profound sense of belonging and a unique
perspective rooted in sacred values. It reflects an individual’s affiliation
with a specific religion or religious group, encompassing beliefs,
values, practices, and a sense of belonging (Peck 2005). Linked with
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national, ethnic, and cultural identities, religious identity is influenced
by historical, geographical, and socio-political contexts. It profoundly
impacts one’s worldview, moral framework, and lifestyle (Zine
2001). This identity is formed through personal experiences, family
upbringing, social interactions, and spiritual pursuits, indicating a
complex network of influences contributing to religious connectedness
(Bankier-Karp 2022). It evolves and is uniquely crafted for each
individual. The constructivist approach highlights the ongoing process
of formation and transformation, recognizing that identity is fluid and
continuously changing.

For Rohingya refugees and other refugees before them, religious
identity influences their understanding of the world and their place
within it. Religious identity not only provides comfort, direction, and
purpose but also serves as a comprehensive framework for addressing
existential questions. It plays a crucial role in shaping values, attitudes,
and behaviors, as well as moral, social, and philosophical worldviews
(Muratkhan et al. 2021). Religious groups foster strong bonds through
this collective worldview, fulfilling psychological needs and reinforcing
shared beliefs (Wakefield et al. 2023). Additionally, religious identity
serves as a coping mechanism during stressful events, offering hope
and solace through prayer, meditation, and a belief in an afterlife or
benevolent higher power (Fischer et al. 2010).

In the Muslim communities, religious identity arises from a complex
interplay of individual beliefs, cultural influences, and communal
practices. Peek (2005) delineated three critical phases of religious identity
development among young Muslims—ascribed (inherited), chosen
(personal selection), and declared (public profession)—highlighting its
multifaceted nature. Core to both individual and communal Muslim
identity are the Pillars of Faith and Islam. Cultural contexts also shape
expressions of Islamic beliefs, resulting in variations in attire, dietary
customs, and religious festivities, all of which are grounded in Islamic
principles but adapted to local cultures. Communal practices such as
congregational prayers, Friday prayer, and acts of worship like zakat,
sadaqah, fasting during Ramadan, and the Hajj pilgrimage contribute
significantly to individual and community Islamic identity. These
practices reinforce Islamic values on a personal level and foster unity
within the broader Muslim community, nurturing the concept of
ummabh.
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In Islam, ummabh signifies the global Muslim community united by
their faith, promoting unity irrespective of national, ethnic, or cultural
differences. This unity extends beyond spiritual ideology to encompass
social and political dimensions, shaping the self-perception and global
role of Muslims. In prioritizing adherence to Islamic beliefs and laws
over political affiliations, Muslims view their community primarily
through a religious lens. Faruqi and Maysam (2005) proposed that an
ummah can form even within a small group of individuals on a remote
island, independent of any established governmental structure. Bakar
(2012) highlighted the Quran’s emphasis on balance in defining the
Muslim ummalk’s identity, portraying knowledge as integral to their
collective identity.

The concept of ummah fosters a deep sense of brotherhood among
Muslims, emphasizing mutual support and care. Founded on principles
of equality and brotherhood (al-Ahsan 1986), the Islamic wmmah
expanded the tribal solidarity of pre-Islamic Arabia to a broader,
inclusive community, transcending tribal boundaries and replacing
blood ties with universal ideals. Muslims bear a unique responsibility
toward their fellow Muslims and the wider ummah by providing aid
and solidarity; promoting justice, peace, and harmony; and opposing
oppression and injustice (Oda 1984). The concept of ummah guides
Muslims to prioritize community well-being, emphasizing the pursuit
of high moral standards above other aspects of identity. It underscores
the importance of collective action and active participation in addressing
the challenges facing the ummah. This discourse on religious identity
and the ummah forms the basis for the subsequent discussion on
Muslim refugees and their religious identity in the Rohingya context.

Religious Identity among Refugees

Spirituality and religion play integral roles in the journeys of refugees
from their home countries to resettlement in new lands (Ennis 2011).
Religion is a multifaceted support system for resettled refugees, offering
continuity during challenging times and reinforcing connections with
their communities and families. It provides stability and solace, serving
as a coping mechanism and refuge, particularly for those who have
endured trauma and loss (Muruthi et al. 2020). Religious communities
also offer refugees a sense of belonging and assistance in maintaining
their cultural traditions and identity, especially when they feel isolated
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in new environments (Nagel 2023). For Muslim refugees, the Islamic
faith provides comfort, strength, pride, and humility, underscoring the
need for infrastructure that supports and preserves these faith traditions
within the context of refugee resettlement (Younis and Hassan 2019).
Refugees also utilize their religious beliefs and practices to reconnect
with their homeland and regain a sense of belonging. Dorais (2007)
observed that Vietnamese refugees have revitalized their religious
practices in their new countries, bringing continuity to their disrupted
lives. In another study, Hoskins (2015) explored this concept by
examining the practice of spirit possession among Vietnamese refugees,
highlighting how religion ties them to their homeland and fosters a
sense of diasporic community despite their new and alien surroundings.
He elaborated on how indigenous Vietnamese people practicing
religions such as Caodaism and Dao Mau have created connections to
their homeland by maintaining their religious and spiritual possession
practices and relevant geographical features.

Religious identity significantly influences the coping strategies and
acculturation orientation of refugees in their host communities. To
cope with the challenges and stresses of resettlement such as adapting to
new cultures and rebuilding their lives, refugees often turn to religion
as a source of comfort. For example, a study by Safak-AyvazoGlu et al.
(2021) examined how the significant influence of religion in Syrian
refugee social life impacted the perceived differences between Syrian
refugees and Dutch culture. The study revealed that the social life
of these refugees was interwoven with religious aspects and activities
that actively encouraged a community lifestyle with frequent social
contact, as opposed to the individualistic lifestyle embraced by the
Dutch. Meanwhile, religious prohibitions such as drinking alcohol
made it difficult for the refugees to enjoy an integrated social life with
the local Dutch community. In his research on refugees and religion,
Jung (2020) described how North Korean refugees have maintained
and practiced their faith after resettlement. Based on an ethnographic
study on North Korean refugees in the United Kingdom and Germany,
the article explains how Christianity has helped North Korean refugees
cope with the process of rebuilding their lives and communities as
former North Koreans and now citizens of other states. The article
describes, in detail, the experiences of two North Korean refugees, one
in the United Kingdom and another in Germany, in terms of their use
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of Christian belief and the Church, not only as a community center
connecting them to other community members but also to create their
transnational identity.

Despite the various positive aspects of religious identity, it can also
pose challenges during resettlement. Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and Qasmiyeh
(2010) noted that Muslim asylum-seekers and refugees in the UK
have often faced exclusion from established Muslim communities,
indicating that religious identity can hinder integration. Furthermore,
the resettlement process can lead to significant shifts in religious
identity, suggesting its fluidity during this period (Burwell, Hill, and
Van Wicklin 1986). Refugees may face an identity crisis in their host
countries, leading to a re-evaluation or even an abandonment of their
faith, exacerbated by the challenges of integrating into their new society
and the loss of familiar support systems (M. S. Islam and Sahin 2023).
Some refugees transition away from the Islamic faith toward secular or
non-religious identities, as illustrated by Radford and Hetz (2021) in
their study. One of their research participants admitted her evolution
from being a practicing Muslim to identifying as a ‘closet atheist’, yet
she still embraced the cultural or ethical aspects of Muslim identity,
such as performing acts of kindness.

Much of the existing research focuses on religious identity narratives
and experiences of various refugee groups in Western host countries,
leaving the Rohingya comparatively understudied. Given this situation
and the ensuing gap in the literature, the question arises of how other
Muslim refugee populations (such as the Rohingya) navigate the
development, protection, and negotiation of their identity amid the
challenges of living as refugees in predominantly Muslim nations.

Rohingya and Their Religious Identity

The religious identity of Rohingya refugees holds immense
significance and profoundly influences multiple aspects of their lives.
It serves as a cornerstone of their cultural preservation, resistance
to persecution, fostering of community solidarity, and shaping of
their transnational identity. In Myanmar, systematic prohibitions
have prevented the Rohingya from safeguarding their cultural and
religious heritage. Yusuf (2018) contended that the Rohingya crisis
in Myanmar stems not from religious conflict but nationalism and
racial issues regarding citizenship rights, despite the depictions given
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by radical leaders within both the Islamic and Buddhist communities.
This interpretation has been contested by those who argue that
religious aspects, intensified by radical figures from both sides, have
significantly contributed to the crisis. Thus, to fully grasp the plight
of the Rohingya, it is imperative to acknowledge the primacy of
religious identity over racial or ethnic considerations. In enduring
severe persecution and deprivation of their basic human rights, the
Rohingya have also faced unspeakable abuse and statelessness (Wildan
2021). Their religious identity has become a symbol of resistance that
is central to their struggle for recognition and rights. It not only aids
in cultural preservation but also facilitates negotiation with authorities
and strengthens solidarity within refugee communities. While some
authors have emphasized the historical significance of ethnic identity
for Rohingya claims in Myanmar, it is also crucial to recognize the
escalating persecution and discrimination based on religious identity,
fueled by the rise of exclusionary Buddhist nationalism activism. In
Myanmar, the Rohingya have faced coordinated persecution from
both Rakhine Buddhists and the military, enduring discrimination and
violence (Samuri, Lukmanulhakim, and Hanip 2020). Complicating
the Rohingya crisis is the influence of religious narratives in Myanmar.
Buddhist nationalist groups there have constructed a discourse
portraying the country’s Buddhist culture, values, and existence as under
threat from foreign elements, particularly Muslims like the Rohingya,
whom they accuse of seeking to undermine Buddhism. Disseminated
through various channels including sermons and publications, these
narratives are steeped in anti-Muslim sentiments, often based on rumor
or distorted interpretations of Islamic teachings (Foxeus 2023).

The decision of many Rohingya refugees to seek refuge in Malaysia,
often perceived as an Islamic nation, is heavily influenced by their
religious identity. Research indicates that 60% of Rohingya refugees
flecing to Malaysia did so because of its Islamic image (Khairi and
Wahab 2018). Malaysia’s reputation as a bastion of moderate Islam
significantly impacts their migration choice, alongside considerations
of economic prosperity and political stability (Missbach and Stange
2021). Compared to other host countries like Bangladesh, Malaysia
offers the promise of protection, support, and solidarity for the
Rohingya from local Muslims while allowing them to maintain their
religious identity. However, the Rohingya encounter a stark reality in
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Malaysia due to the absence of a legal framework for refugees because the
government has not ratified the necessary conventions. Consequently,
they face restrictions in accessing formal employment, education, and
healthcare, and they are vulnerable to exploitation (Farzana, Pero, and
Othman 2020; Khairi and A. Wahab 2018; Chandran, Sakina, and
Suki 2020). In response to these harsh conditions, many Rohingya rely
heavily on their religious identity as a coping mechanism (Alam 2018).

Refugee governance in Malaysia adopts a case-specific approach,
affecting the integration of refugees into Malaysian society, particularly
in areas such as labor market access, healthcare, and education. Varied
experiences regarding mobility and freedom of movement have been
reported among the Rohingya (Nursyazwani 2020; Azis 2014).
Hoffstaedter (2017) noted Malaysia’s inclination toward refugee groups
with shared cultural and religious backgrounds, such as Thai Muslims,
Vietnamese Cham, and Acehnese. However, integrating Rohingya
refugees has posed unique challenges as Malaysian religious institutions
lack the infrastructure to address their specific needs. While efforts have
been made to distribute zakaz funds to Muslim refugees, inconsistencies
persist in categorizing eligible recipients, including Rohingya refugees
(Hoffstaedter 2017). Achieving successful integration and fostering a
sense of belonging for refugees in Malaysia, particularly the Rohingya,
are pressing concerns (Abdullah, Mohamed Dali, and Abd Razak
2018). Wong and Suan (2012) underlined the importance of religious
identity in shaping the Rohingya’s distinct identity.

Despite these circumstances, a literature gap exists regarding the
religious practices of Rohingya refugees in Malaysia. While previous
studies have explored integration, belonging, and identity formation,
more focused research is needed on how Muslim refugees like the
Rohingya navigate and express their religious identity in Malaysia’s
multicultural context. This is vital for understanding their integration
process and strategies for preserving their cultural and religious heritage
in a diverse and often challenging environment. This article aims to
address this gap by offering a comprehensive understanding of the
religious dimension of the lives of Rohingya refugees in Malaysia and
contributing to broader discussions on refugee integration.
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Rohingya Refugee Communities in Malaysia: Materials and Methods

This study was conducted in 2019 before the COVID-19 pandemic
spread throughout the world. The research methods included
conducting an ethnography, in-depth interviews, and focus group
discussions among Rohingya refugee communities in Penang, Johor,
Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan and Selangor. In
Malaysia, these five areas have become significant hotspots for Rohingya
refugees living in urban areas, who rent and share houses as there are no
official refugee camps in the country (Azis 2014). Twenty participants,
comprising 16 males and four females, were interviewed with the
help of intermediaries and interpreters. The unequal representation
of female participants is due to the conservative nature of Rohingya
communities, in which the role of women is to take care of the family
at home, and they would need permission from their husbands to leave
the house.

Meanwhile, an ethnography was conducted on Rohingya refugee
communities in the Klang Valley (an area encompassing Kuala Lumpur
and Selangor), with the resulting ethnographic notes later analyzed.
Focus group discussions were conducted in five states; Selangor,
Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, Johor, and Penang, each with
separate sessions for male and female participants. Between six and
eight participants took part in each session, and the total number
of participants in the FGD was 36. The reason for the division into
gender-specific sessions was to ensure that male participants could
not dominate the conversations and undermine the female voices.
Furthermore, most Rohingya adhere to the practice of purdah, which
mandates that women should not be seen or exposed to men (Samuri
and Hopkins 2023; Sanchez Bean 2021), making their participation in
mixed focus group discussions (FGDs) potentially uncomfortable. A
purposive sampling approach was employed to enlist participants, with
community gatekeepers—leaders within the Rohingya community—
utilized to identify potential participants for the FGDs. Several
recruitment criteria were established: participants needed to be men or
women aged 18 or above who had been in Malaysia for over three years.

The reason for using a qualitative approach through in-depth
interviews and an ethnography was the explorative nature of the study,
which aimed to explore the religious identity and issues of the Rohingya
refugee community. Qualitative research explores and understands
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the meanings that individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human
problem (Creswell and Creswell 2018). As such, the qualitative method
was an appropriate choice as the research design of this study. In-depth
interviews were employed as the primary means of understanding deep,
complex, personal attitude formation processes (Rivas and Gibson-
Light 2016).

The other reasons for choosing a qualitative research design were
the literacy level of the community and the language barrier between
the researcher and the respondents. Given this barrier, interpreters
well-versed in the Rohingya language and culture were mainly present
to accompany the researcher during the in-depth interviews and
ethnography. Each interpreter was tested for their language skills through
informal and written assessments, and feedback was obtained from the
Rohingya community members on the quality of the interpretation.

The interview protocol and questions were then reviewed by an
internal ethical committee comprising two Malaysian academics.
They met to review the instruments and procedures that would
be utilized among the Rohingya refugee community in Malaysia in
terms of applicability; ethical considerations involving the participant
recruitment; and psychological considerations when researching
vulnerable communities. The research successfully passed the ethical
committee review. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and
later coded with NVivo under the close supervision of the principal
investigator. To determine the accuracy of the coding, two reviews
were performed, followed by a categorization of the coding. Using
the results, the researchers identified several emerging themes, one of
which was related to the refugees’ religious identity. All the names given
in the excerpts below are pseudonyms to maintain the anonymity of
the participants.

Rohingya Refugees and Religious Identity in Malaysia

Key themes emerged from this study regarding the significance for
Rohingya refugees of Islam as their religious identity and how this has
shaped their post-migration experience in Malaysia. This study found
that religious identity is a crucial matter for Rohingya refugees living
in Malaysia. This can be demonstrated in how Rohingya refugees
uphold and perform their religious rituals and practices to maintain
their identity, which was evident throughout the study. Despite the
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discrimination and marginalization they face, their faith and religious
identity enable them to sustain hope and resilience in challenging times.

The Distinct Muslim

The importance of religious belief was consistently emphasized by
most of the Rohingya refugees interviewed. They identified themselves
as Muslims first, with statements such as “We as Muslims give ourselves
only to Allah” (Khairi, male, Johor) and “We are first and foremost
Muslims” (Amar, male, Johor). One male refugee from Johor described
his Islamic identity as based on two core components: belief in God
and Prophet Muhammad. He distanced himself from group affiliations,
asserting that his identity was rooted solely in Islam.

I believe in Islam. We must believe in one God and Prophet. We believe in

these two things. I only believe in these two. I am not part of any groups.

Everyone follows Prophet Muhammad’s and Allah’s instructions to stay on
the straight path... - Hasan, male, Johor.

For many Rohingya refugees, religion is perceived as the foundation
for success in this world and salvation in the hereafter. One Rohingya
refugee described his understanding of Islam as being successful in this
world and the hereafter. Ghafoor, a young man in the Klang Valley,
said, “To be successful in this world and hereafter: that is the main
reason for Islam. I am successful in this regard in this world, and if God
is willing, in the hereafter too.” This conviction was also echoed among
the female participants. Laili from Johor said that the purpose of the
religion is to gain salvation in the hereafter, which is what she needed
in this life.

These convictions have become an integral part of the identity of
these refugees, shaping their migration experiences as they seek asylum
in countries with similar religious identities, like Malaysia. Malaysia’s
reputation as an Islamic country and the prospect of joining a Muslim
community have attracted Rohingya refugees and contributed to
their sense of security, with Malaysia viewed as a place where they can
practice their faith and maintain their identity. The following interview
excerpts provide more insights on this issue:

After migrating to Malaysia, I am hopeful. I want to build relationships

with my fellow Muslims in Malaysia [and] Malaysian citizens. - Diana,
female, Penang.
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You know, this country is better compared to Myanmar. Back there, we
could not even perform solat like here. There was no sound of azan in
Myanmar. That is why I prefer staying here. However, moving to another
country would be our best choice if we cannot stay here. — Siraj, male,
Selangor.

Islam as a religion has been a refuge for us because it is a strong faith for
Muslims. It always leads us towards faith and belief. With Allah’s presence,
we feel protected. Having Allah means we have a chance in this life,
knowing another world awaits us in the afterlife. We know we will pass on
no matter what, but we will find our place in heaven. So with Islam, our
faith remains strong. Even in countries where we face persecution in the
name of Islam, our religion only makes us more determined to uphold and

defend it. — Aminah, female, Johor.

Diana, Siraj, and Aminah are examples of Rohingya refugees who
feel the same way about Malaysia as an Islamic country and Malaysian
Muslims. Others expressed the same sentiments, saying how they were
grateful to live in a Muslim country. This highlights how the Rohingya’s
religious identity plays a strong influencing role in deciding whether
their ‘safe haven’ will ultimately be; in this case, it is Malaysia. One
participant refused to resettle to a third country because it was not a
Muslim country and practicing their religion there would be difficult.
Mahadir from Johor said:

I moved from Thailand to Malaysia because of Islam, safety, and my
children’s education. Despite being offered to resettle to a third country, I
did not want to go since it is not a Muslim country.

A female Rohingya refugee, Ani, even praised Allah and described
Malaysia as ‘bumi Alla’ (Allah’s land) as she described her feelings
about living in the country.

After ten years since migrating here and living in Butterworth, Malaysia, I

praise Allah for this peaceful life in an Islamic state governed by Muslims.
- Ani, female, Penang.

Despite the perception that Malaysian Muslims accept Rohingya
refugees, they are often excluded from the wider Muslim community
and communal celebrations like Eid. This reality contradicts their initial
expectations of the Muslim fraternity and reinforces their identity as a
‘distinct Muslim’ group. Based on the participants’ responses, Eid was
like any other day, only with special morning prayers.
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Interviewer: What do you do in the mosque during Eid?

Participant: Just ... praying and sometimes reading the Quran. — Khairi,
male, Selangor

They [the Rohingya] attend prayers at the local mosque, but they did not
receive charity nor meat during the recent Eid al-Adha celebrations. - Field
notes, Selangor.

The local Malay Muslim community generally exhibits mixed
reactions to Rohingya refugees, with experiences varying from a sense
of shared religious identity to feelings of social distance. Ismail, a male
refugee from Johor, pointed out the common ground of their shared
Sunni Islamic practices and beliefs. He noted that these similarities,
especially in religious observances and cultural practices, foster a sense
of community with local Malays. According to him, “We do not have
much, but if there is work, we do talk a bit. That is about it. We mix
with the Malays because our religion is the same. We go to the mosque
and pray together. Our practices are similar in many ways, like marriage
and other things. We are alike ... the local people in these aspects.”

Hafiz, a young father from Selangor, offered a contrasting perspective.
He observed a clear social divide, mentioning that the local Malay
Muslim community, while not directly problematic, often fails to
fully acknowledge the refugees. This had resulted in a lack of deep and
meaningful connections despite Hafiz’s familiarity with many at the
nearby mosque. The predominantly Malay population, he stated, kept
a certain distance, indicating a more reserved or cautious approach
toward the refugees. This difference in experiences highlights the
complex nature of the relationship between Rohingya refugees and
the local Malay Muslim community, which alternates between shared
religious ties and social separation.

The religious identity of the Rohingya community can be further
distinguished through their application of madhhab (Islamiclaw schools)
to their daily lives. As with many South Asians, the Rohingya primarily
adhere to the Sunni Hanafi school and seek to preserve this aspect of
their religious identity while residing in Malaysia. This preference sets
them apart from Malay Muslims, who predominantly follow the Sunni
Shafie school. Zaini, from Kuala Lumpur, articulated this adherence to
the madhhab, stating, “We follow our forefathers’ madhhab. So when

we learn, we follow the Hanafi sect.” This was echoed by Hamid, a male
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refugee from Negeri Sembilan, who explained, “We follow the Hanafi
school of Islam. It is the same Islam here, but we are Hanafi, while here
it is mostly Shafie. The most important thing for us is to follow the
Quran. That is all we need.”

Among the various distinctions between local Muslims and refugees
are that the latter’s times for the dawn and late afternoon prayers
differ. There are also minor variations in the prayers themselves. These
discrepancies have led to refugees being absent from congregational
prayers during those times, which conflict with their Hanafi school
interpretation. Regarding dietary practices, a Rohingya woman was
surprised to discover that Malaysian Muslims eat seafood varieties
beyond fish, which the Hanafi school deems forbidden (haram). She
expressed a belief that the Rohingya interpretation of Islam, with its
strict adherence to halal food consumption, is more authentic than
the Malaysian practice. This highlights the limited awareness among
Rohingya refugees of the diversity within Islamic dietary laws, mainly
attributable to their lack of education in formal Islamic studies. Despite
this preference for the Hanafi school, it is essential to note that the
community does not strictly adhere to it in terms of the interpretation
of religious practice.

Maintaining Religious Identity: Strategies to Strengthen Religious Identity

Despite residing in a Muslim-majority country, the Rohingya
community in Malaysia has devised three ways to maintain and
construct their specific religious identity through education. The
first is the establishment of madrasah and religious schools focusing
on Quranic recitation for children. Secondly, Rohingya refugees have
assumed responsibility for educating their children at home and passing
down religious knowledge and practices to the younger generation.
The third is the establishment of Rohingya community-based suraus,
which refugees use as meeting places and religious learning centers.
Instead of utilizing local religious services, refugees have established
these institutions to preserve their cultural heritage and provide safe
spaces for practicing their faith and teaching their children its values.
It is worth mentioning that the religious learning of Rohingya refugees
through transnational Islamic movements such as jamaar Tablighi
strengthens their religious commitment.
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The first initiative emphasizes the importance of religious education
from an early age. It ensures the younger generation is deeply rooted
in their faith through the meticulous study of the Quran. Regrettably,
these madrasahs primarily concentrate on Quranic recitation and
basic Islamic studies, neglecting the complexities of other Islamic
disciplines such as agidah, figh, and sirah. This fieldwork revealed that
the Rohingya community in Selangor had set up a madrasah and hired
an Ustaz to teach Arabic and the Quran. Each family was contributing
MYR300 per month for the Ustaz’s services. This madrasah, which is
close by to their houses, was recently established by the community;
this entailed the involvement of five people who organized it at a
surau. The madrasah was set up because Rohingya children cannot
attend Malaysian public schools. As a result, the community decided
to hire the Ustaz specifically to educate their children in basic Arabic
for Quranic recitation purposes, with no other subjects being taught at
the school.

Although the Rohingya refugees in Malaysia primarily identify
as Muslim, their pre-migration knowledge of Islamic education and
religious practices remains unknown. The Malaysian government
provides no official support for religious practices for refugees, making
it necessary to investigate how Rohingya refugees develop and maintain
their identity through religious education in Malaysia. Most of the
participants in the current study mentioned that religious education
for their children was self-funded and established by the Rohingya
community. Most religious teachers in these self-established schools
had obtained their religious education certificates and credentials in
the Arakan/Rakhine states. Rohingya participants based in southern
Malaysia said:

The Rohingya community established a religious school. The religious

teachers belonged to a Rohingya organization based in Kuala Lumpur. -

Ali, male, Johor.

For religious class, religious teachers have religious certificates from
Myanmar and have experienced teaching in Myanmar. - Azam, male, Johor

It is interesting to note that the backgrounds of the religious
teachers were mentioned, with many identified as coming from a
specific Rohingya organization in Kuala Lumpur. Despite limited
resources, some Rohingya refugees have hired teachers and mobilized
people for education. The background common to most Rohingya
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religious teachers is that they had received their religious certificates
and/or gained teaching experience in Myanmar. A crucial focus of
the Rohingya community in Malaysia is to provide their children
with religious education similar to that provided in Myanmar. This
refugee group has yet to engage with local Islamic education authorities
despite Malaysian education (including Islamic studies) being relatively
far more advanced than that of Myanmar. In the opinion of many
participants, religious lessons in Myanmar are more traditional and
well-received by Rohingya community, which is why they recognize
the teachers’ credentials.

Secondly, at the family level, Rohingya refugees prioritize religious
education for their children. This emphasis on religious learning helps
to strengthen the children’s beliefs and understanding of Islam. This was
demonstrated in interviews with some of the fathers who participated
in this study:

A few days ago, I met one of my childhood friends with whom I went

to madrasah; he became a Hafeez Quran and completed (his) religious
study. However, I did not complete it. We talked about many things. He
told me right now that many Rohingya earn lots of money, but they are
not concerned if the money is halal, so I invited him to see my work to tell
me if it is halal [activities] ] am doing. He visited my place, saw what I was
doing, and told me there was nothing wrong with that, as I have five kids,
all girls. He emphasized the [need for them to have] continuous Islamic

teaching. - Ishak, male, Klang Valley.

In my understanding, religious education and understanding religion
[are needed] to protect myself and the kids, which act as the basis of
humankind. We educate the children during the development stage of
their mind and memory as we teach them agidah, akhlak, and all the good
things in their mind to strengthen their beliefs in the future.” - Hamdi,
male, Penang.

Religion is for the hereafter. Religion is for the children to learn. [Our]
worries are when they do not know halal [from] haram. We often discussed
the matters of prayers, halal, and haram. No politics. - Afif, male, Johor.

As part of their identity and cultural preservation, Rohingya parents
are primarily concerned with the religious upbringing of their children.
Rohingya children receive religious education as a moral and spiritual
development foundation, emphasizing halal and haram principles.
Children are expected to live a life they believe is permissible by Islam,
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which will serve as a moral compass. As illustrated by the interview
excerpts above, teaching young children about their faith during their
early development stage is crucial for strengthening their future identity
by focusing on the Islamic creed, good manners, and other positive
values.

Thirdly, the Rohingya community’s religious education is also
influenced by the establishment of prayer spaces (suraus) that serve
as gathering places for daily prayer and socialization. Some of these
communities have set up informal places of worship separate from
government-approved mosques. This approach allows them to maintain
their religious identity and participate in congregational prayers and
religious study circles. Several factors have driven this establishment of
such informal places of worship, the most pertinent of which is that
the local mosques and suraus conduct sermons and lectures in Bahasa
Malaysia, creating a language barrier for any refugees who do not
understand it.

For the refugees, learning the local language to the extent that they
can comprehend the formal Bahasa used in sermons and lectures would
require years, but without significant interaction with locals—which is
rare given their limited social mixing—language acquisition becomes
even more challenging. The informal worship spaces also serve as social
hubs where refugees can learn, meet, and communicate freely, fulfilling
a crucial need for community connection. There are two discernible
patterns of practices among Rohingya regarding congregational prayers
at a surau or mosque. Except for Friday, the first group prays at suraus
managed and established by Rohingya communities. Due to the strict
regulation of Friday prayers by the Islamic authorities, these Rohingya
refugees avoid the risk of prosecution for unlawfully performing these
prayers in unregistered places of worship, such as their self-established
suraus. The second group opts to pray at any mosques established and
managed by the local religious authorities, attending daily prayers there,
including Friday prayers. This decision has been informed by the fact
that these mosques impart similar content regarding Islamic teachings
or essential celebrations in the Islamic calendar, making them accessible
and informative for the Rohingya refugee community.

In addition to participating in communal prayers, some Rohingya
refugees, upon becoming proficient in the local language, also join
religious study circles at their surzau or local mosque. The teaching
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content is usually based on the Quran, Hadith, Islamic legal rulings,
Islamic creed, Prophet biographies, and general lessons. This was
described by a respondent based in Penang:

Both the local mosque and the Rohingya-established surau teach al-Quran
and Hadith. - Muhammad, male, Penang.

The lecture topic depends on the group’s interest, such as Maulidurrasul
[Prophet Muhammad’s Birthday]. - Azam, male, Johor.

Some Rohingya communities, mainly those who have been in
Malaysia for decades, actively participate in religious education
through study circles held in local mosques and suraus. In addition
to strengthening their religious knowledge, this communal learning
environment fosters bonding and shared interests within the community.

Some Rohingya refugees have bolstered their religious identity by
joining the apolitical transnational dawah movement, Jamaat Tablighi,
which advocates traditional and orthodox Islam on an individual
level. This involvement allows them to connect with people from
various backgrounds, including local Malay Muslims. Jamaat Tablighi
has gained popularity because of its conservatism, aligning with the
values and culture of South Asian Muslims. In this way, their religious
experiences and learning help to develop their sense of identity and
daily piety.

I often went to give lectures every Friday at [the] surau managed by Kulai

District Council. On Wednesday, I went out with the bligh group for

about three to 40 days with the Malays. This activity is often held to invite
people to the surau for congregational prayer. - Ali, male, Johor.

I have participated in the 7ablighi Jamaat. 1 attended for 49 days. There,
I learned many things about Islam, such as how to pray five times a day
and the duties of a Muslim, like going [out] to give dawah. — Halil, male,
Klang Valley.

It depends on the time of year; sometimes Malay, Rohingya, and Pakistani
are mixed in Jamaat. There were only Rohingya in the last Jamaar 1
attended. - Izzat, male, Kuala Lumpur.

The above interview excerpts and narratives demonstrate how the
religious identity of Rohingya refugees is deeply rooted in Islamic
practices that are not so different from those practiced by Malaysian
Muslims, while this identity profoundly influences their migration
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and settlement in Malaysia. However, due to the language barrier and
general sense of being labeled outsiders, refugees face challenges in both
maintaining their religious identity and fully integrating into the host
community.

Rohingya in Malaysia and Ummah-Based Policies

This research underscores the profound impact of religious identity
on the experiences of Rohingya refugees resettled in Malaysia as it offers
them a crucial sense of belonging and continuity in their new milieu.
Their robust religious identity serves as a guiding force as they navigate
asylum-seeking in Malaysia, a country with similar religious affiliations.
Despite unforeseen challenges and the denial of fundamental human
rights (Abdullah, Mohamed Dali, and Abd Razak 2018; Samuri
and Hopkins 2023), participants in this study have actively pursued
strategies to uphold their identity. Their endeavors to strengthen their
identity while staying in a Muslim-majority nation can be viewed as
a means of survival, asserting their place within the global ummah
and highlighting their need for protection as they aim to solidify their
affiliation with the Muslim community, irrespective of their treatment.

The findings reveal that Rohingya refugees perceive themselves as
a distinct Muslim group, differentiated from local Malay Muslims
despite their shared faith. A significant contrast lies in their religious
practices, with Rohingya predominantly following the Hanafi school
of Sunni Islam, unlike the Shafie school predominantly followed by
Malay Muslims. This disparity manifests in their daily religious rituals.
Additionally, their experiences in Malaysia often entail exclusion from
local Muslim community activities and gatherings, reinforcing their
identity asa separate Muslim entity. This observation aligns with previous
research O’Brien and Hoffstaedter (2020), suggesting that Rohingya
are not assimilated into Malaysian Sunni Islam, face discrimination
as foreigners, and encounter barriers to mosque attendance and
participation in neighborhood suraus. With limited access to religious
infrastructure tailored to their identity, many Rohingya must adhere to
local religious customs and the Shafii madhhab practiced in Malaysian
mosques.

The findings also show that Muslim refugees often grapple with
feelings of alienation in Muslim-majority countries like Malaysia,
contrary to previous assumptions that such experiences are confined
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to Western, secular, and non-religious nations where Muslim refugees
resettled (Zeno 2021; Tausch 2019). For example, studies have
uncovered instances of marginalization and exclusion faced by Muslim
refugee women in Australia (Northcote, Hancock, and Casimiro
2000). Similar patterns of alienation have been observed among Syrian
refugees in Turkey, despite the shared religious identity of most Syrians
and Turks (Bilge 2019; Demir and Ozgul 2019; Sahin and Kocaday1
2022).

This sense of rejection is often perpetuated and amplified by societal
attitudes, political rhetoric, and media portrayal. Rohingya refugees
in Malaysia are frequently labeled ‘illegals,” ‘foreigners,” ‘burdens,” and
sometimes ‘criminals’ by society (Lee and Mohd Don 2021; Ehmer and
Kothari 2020). Research by Don and Lee (2014) revealed how political
elites in the Malaysian media have depicted refugees and asylum
seekers as illegal and threatening while emphasizing their victimization.
Consequently, many Malaysians, including the Muslim majority, have
developed negative perceptions of refugees, undermining the concept
of Muslim ummah solidarity. Missbach and Stange (2021) argued that
the idea of Muslim solidarity is primarily aimed at Malaysian domestic
audiences for political gain while government support for refugees
diminishes over time. The lack of official support and the alienation
from the broader Muslim community contribute to a complex
relationship between Rohingya refugees and locals, impeding the full
integration of the former into Malaysian society.

The Rohingya community’s unique characteristics are evident
in their approach to religious education, as demonstrated in the
establishment of informal community-based madrasahs and suraus.
These institutions serve as havens where they can practice their faith,
preserve their cultural heritage, and instill Islamic values in their
children. Despite the challenges encountered in Malaysia, this method
enables the Rohingya to maintain a robust religious identity. However,
stakeholders have raised concerns over the need for a balanced education
to facilitate the adaptation and development of these children in their
host country. Bakali and Wasty (2020) emphasized the absence of a
formal curriculum in many Rohingya-operated madrasahs, resulting
in a lack of standardized texts and raising worries about potential
misinformation. This situation is exacerbated by the community’s
experiences of oppression and rights violations. Moreover, the autonomy
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of Rohingya-established madrasahs, operating outside the supervision of
the Malaysian Islamic authorities, poses the risk of their being exploited
by individuals with ulterior motives. This independence could lead to
the propagation of intolerance or narratives that are divergent from
mainstream Islamic teachings. Consequently, such religious education
might shape the religious identities of young Rohingya refugees in ways
inconsistent with the regulated Islamic teachings in Malaysia.

Concerns have arisen over the integration of Rohingya refugees
into the Malaysian host community. While they have established
community-based madrasahs and suraus to uphold their religious
identity, these efforts might inadvertently isolate the refugees from
the broader Malaysian society. This lack of integration into a Muslim-
majority nation prompts questions about the obstacles they might
encounter in non-Muslim countries that offer resettlement. In such
nations, Muslim refugees face even greater integration challenges due
to cultural, religious, and linguistic disparities. This could exacerbate
their marginalization and foster a heightened sense of ‘otherness’ within
their new communities. Policymakers and support organizations
must realize the intricacies of religious identity and social integration
among Rohingya refugees, especially in navigating the complexities
of integrating into Muslim-majority nations like Malaysia. By doing
so, more effective strategies can be devised to facilitate the seamless
integration of Rohingya refugees into host communities, irrespective of
the religious composition of the new country.

Muslim communities in Malaysia and Indonesia, which are key
destinations for Rohingya refugees, hold a crucial responsibility to extend
outreach and support, guided by the principle of ummah. It is imperative
that these refugees are embraced without prejudice, mistreatment, or
the weight of misconceptions and negative stereotypes. Compassionate
assistance from fellow Muslims can significantly alleviate their
adversities. This approach resonates with previous research advocating
that Muslim-majority nations should fully embrace the concept of
ummah in providing aid to refugees. As posited by Takahashi (2021),
leveraging the notion of ummah is vital in addressing the inadequacies
of international legal frameworks in protecting the rights of Muslim
refugees and migrants. The wmmah concept promotes a sense of
Muslim solidarity aimed at ensuring safety and access for all adherents
of Islam, actively challenging exclusionary practices and safeguarding
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the citizenship rights of Muslim minorities. While explicit ummah-
based policies may not be universally established in Muslim-majority
countries, the responses of nations like Jordan, Turkey, and Bangladesh
during refugee crises indicate their implicit acknowledgment of the
ummah principle guiding their actions (Mohammed and Jureidini
2022). This demonstrates a contemporary and significant commitment
to ummah values, embodying ideals of responsibility, inclusivity, and
solidarity within the global Muslim community.

Conclusion Remarks

This study underscores the paramount importance of scholarly
discourse on the role of religious identity in refugee experiences,
particularly as it pertains to the challenges faced by Rohingya refugees
in Malaysia. Drawing on a combination of existing literature and
qualitative analysis, the research elucidates the profound relevance of
religious identity in shaping the social engagement, coping mechanisms,
and acculturation approaches of Rohingya refugees. The decision to
spotlight the religious aspect, as opposed to emphasizing race, was
rooted in the unique challenges encountered by the Rohingya in a
Muslim-majority host country like Malaysia.

The complexities surrounding the maintenance of religious identity
and the concomitant process of integration into the host society have
been brought to the forefront. Rohingya refugees, despite sharing the
same Islamic faith as the majority of Muslim Malays, grapple with
integration challenges and experience feelings of marginalization and
‘otherness’ that are akin to the experiences of Muslim refugees in
Western nations. Their proactive establishment of community-centric
madrasahs and prayer spaces reflects a nuanced strategy to preserve
their religious practices and cultural heritage in the face of these
challenges. At the same time, while the establishment of community-
based religious and educational institutions might provide vital support
networks, it could also contribute to the isolation of Rohingya refugees
from broader Malaysian society.

Moving forward, policymakers and practitioners must recognize
and address the intricacies highlighted in this research. Understanding
how religious identity influences social interactions, coping strategies,
and integration processes is foundational for developing nuanced
policies and interventions. Culturally sensitive approaches that respect
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and accommodate the religious beliefs of refugees are essential to
fostering a sense of belonging and inclusion in host communities. The
insights gained from this study can inform future initiatives aimed at
facilitating the integration of Rohingya refugees and, more broadly,
Muslim refugees in Muslim-majority countries. This would include
fostering greater understanding and solidarity within host communities
to bridge the divide between local Muslims and refugee populations,
ensuring that the notion of ummah is meaningfully applied.
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