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Abstract 

In August 2017, the Myanmar military initiated what the United Nations Commissioner 

for Human Rights called a text-book example of ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya ethnic 

minority. In 2020, Myanmar is called to the International Court of Justice to answer to 

allegations of committed genocide. As the UN has failed to invoke the responsibility to protect, 

the world has turned to regional organizations as a prevention mechanism in mass atrocity 

prevention. 

The research objective of this study is to examine how Myanmar’s regional organization 

ASEAN has responded to the oppression of the Rohingya minority, as to explain why the 

atrocities targeting the Rohingya in Myanmar could not be prevented regionally and add to the 

research on mass atrocity prevention. This thesis is an abductive text analysis with an analytical 

framework based on Regional Security Complex Theory, which is used to investigate power 

relations within the region. 

This thesis argues that the reason the crisis could not be prevented by ASEAN was due to 

problems on the national, regional, and international levels. Myanmar’s disinterest in human 

rights, ASEAN’s norm of non-interference, and the international community’s interest in 

Myanmar’s rich resources all became obstacles in preventing the atrocity from happening. 

Since genocide prevention has failed several times since the UN’s genocide convention 

was adopted and entered into force, it is important to add more research to previous work to 

understand why mass atrocities continue to happen and how we could prevent these atrocities 

from happening again. The research looks at the Rohingya crisis to draw learnings that can be 

added to the research on mass atrocity prevention. 
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1.0 Introduction  

On the 11th September 2017, Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein, United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, said that the situation in Myanmar “... seems a textbook 

example of ethnic cleansing” (OHCHR, 2017a). The situation he referred to was the Myanmar 

military's alleged oppression of the ethnic group Rohingya. A year later, the UN Human 

Rights Council released the report of the independent international fact-finding mission on 

Myanmar, in which the UN recommended to investigate and prosecute the Myanmar military 

to an international criminal tribunal for genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes 

(OHCHR, 2018). On 11 November 2019, The Gambia instituted proceedings before the 

International Court of Justice, stating that the government of Myanmar’s violence towards 

Rohingya was a violation of the Genocide Convention (ICJ, 2019). 

The Rohingya is a Muslim minority in the Rakhine state in west Myanmar. The 

systematic oppression of the group can be traced far back. In Myanmar, Rohingya are referred 

to as illegal immigrants. In 1982, new law stripped them of their Burmese citizenship. Over 

the years, they have been subjected to discrimination and deprivation of human rights. The 

most recent conflict can be traced to 2012 when an outbreak of human rights abuses erupted 

(OHCHR, 2018).  UNHCR released a report of May 2017 which stated that “More than 

168,000 Rohingya have fled Myanmar in the last five years as a result of violence and 

desperation…” (UNHCR, 2017). Those numbers have since increased. On September 14, 

2017, Amnesty International reported that more than 370,000 Rohingya had fled across the 

border in the previous three weeks. The same report shows satellite photos of Rohingya 

villages burnt down (Amnesty, 2017a). In reports from UNOCHA and UNHCR, the former 

states that as of May 2020 almost 745,000 have fled to Bangladesh, whereas the latter writes 

that the number is closer to 1 million (UNOCHA, 2020; UNHCR, 2020). This conflict did not 

come as a surprise. Several experts have long warned of the consequences it could lead to 

(Southwick, 2015). The question is then why this situation was not prevented. 

In 1945, the UN built a system based on the slogan “never again”. The Convention on 

the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide was accepted in 1948 and entered 

into force in 1951 (OHCHR, 2017b). After the failure to stop the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, 

and again in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1995, the UN General Assembly would adopt the 
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principle of ‘Responsibility to protect’ (R2P) in 2005 (ICISS, 2001; UN General Assembly, 

2005). Responsibility to protect entails that a state has the responsibility to protect its citizens 

and if it fails to do so the responsibility shifts to the international community (ICISS, 2001). 

The fact-finding mission on Myanmar concluded that the state has not acted accordingly to its 

responsibility to protect its civilians (OHCHR, 2018). 

Even though there are frameworks for preventive measures, the case in Myanmar 

would not be the first contested genocide in the 21st century. While the UN has not outright 

called the situation in Darfur a genocide, it has been referred to as such by others (UN 

General Assembly, 2007).  

The reasons for the UN being unable to prevent mass atrocities are today obvious. The 

lack of political will ensured that the genocide in Rwanda could take place (Bellamy, 2009). 

In the UN, there have sometimes been two sides arguing on whether they should intervene or 

not, creating deadlocks (Bellamy, 2009). This is also related to the power relations in the 

Security Council, where five countries have the power to veto and power to ensure prevention 

cannot happen. There is an earlier case with Myanmar that brings this to light. In 2007, the 

Security Council failed to adopt a draft resolution on Myanmar which would have called for 

the government to cease military attacks on its citizens and enable the UN to implement a 

good office mission. This was vetoed by both China and Russia (UN, 2007). There are also 

cases of “silent vetoes”, where veto has not been used but a state has threatened to use it, 

which China has been accused of using in this case with the Rohingya (Adams, 2019). At 

times where the international community has agreed to act, the political will has been 

lukewarm, and the peace operations based on weak mandates and peacekeepers have been ill-

equipped (Bellamy, 2009). 

Previous research on mass atrocity prevention is generally focused on the UN, and its 

inability to stop these atrocities from happening. Since mass atrocity prevention has not been 

successful on an international level, scholars are now looking into regional prevention 

mechanisms for mass atrocities, something the UN also encourages (Adediran, 2017). This 

paper will add to the research on regional prevention mechanisms by using ASEAN and the 

Rohingya crisis as a case study. Myanmar has since 1997 been a member of The Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). When referring to “the region” in this thesis, it is 

ASEAN and its member states being referred to, which all are part of South-East Asia. 
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Originally, ASEAN has adhered to the “ASEAN way”, which can be described as an 

agreement between the countries on non-interference. However, ASEAN, including 

Myanmar, took part in the World Summit in 2005 and agreed to adopt the principle of R2P 

(Bellamy, 2011).  

 

1.1 Research problem  

Despite adopting the responsibility to protect, the ASEAN failed to stop what is now 

facing the Rohingya. ASEAN and Myanmar’s neighboring countries all have interests in the 

country and have all been affected, for example by receiving large numbers of Rohingya 

refugees. Regional cooperation to stop genocide would be in the interest of most states, 

because of the spillover effects affecting the region and neighboring countries and threatening 

regional organizations such as ASEAN’s legitimacy. Why then did the region not respond to 

the warning signals that have been voiced for decades? 

To cover the research problem, this research will use the case study of the Rohingya in 

Myanmar, to look into the power relations in the region, to see what and if something has been 

done to prevent the ongoing oppression of Rohingya, or if there have been influential powers 

stopping the process. 

The relevance of this research is clear. Genocide is an international crime which 

affects not only the murdered persons and their families but the citizens of that country, 

neighboring countries, and the international community. Since genocide prevention has failed 

more than once since the UN’s genocide convention was adopted and entered into force, it is 

important to build on previous work to understand why mass atrocities continue to happen and 

how we could possibly prevent these atrocities from happening again, and create new ways to 

do so as the current prevention work is unsatisfactory. 

1.2 Research objective  

The research objective is to examine how Myanmar’s regional organization ASEAN 

have responded regarding the oppression of the Rohingya minority, as to explain why the 

atrocities targeting the Rohingya in Myanmar could not be prevented regionally by ASEAN. 
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1.3 Research questions 

- To what extent could ASEAN influence the prevention of mass atrocity towards 

Rohingya? 

- How have the power relations in the region affected the response to the mass atrocity? 

- Why was the mistreatment of the Rohingya not prevented? 

1.4 Thesis structure 

 The second chapter presents previous research on mass atrocity, responsibility to protect 

and regional mass atrocity prevention. The third chapter describes the Regional Security 

Complex Theory and how this will be used as an analytical framework. The fourth chapter 

presents the method used in this research, an abductive text-analysis. In the fifth chapter, a 

background to the Rohingya crisis is presented. In the sixth chapter, the findings are presented 

using the analytical framework, and the analyzed to answer the research questions to fulfill the 

research objective. The seventh chapter concludes this research and gives recommendations on 

future research.  
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 2.0 Previous research 

In this chapter, the paper will focus on previous research on mass atrocity and genocide, 

the responsibility to protect, and regional prevention, as well as previous research on Myanmar 

and the Rohingya concerning these research areas.  

2.1 Mass atrocity prevention and the responsibility to protect 

 Mass atrocity crimes have been referred to as the most serious crimes against humankind. 

Mass atrocity crimes include three international crimes: genocide, crimes against humanity, and 

war crimes (UN, 2014). Genocide is defined as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole 

or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group” (ICC, 2011: art.6). Crimes against 

humanity are defined as widespread or systemic attacks committed with intent against a civilian 

population (ibid.: art.7). Finally, War Crimes are defined as violations of international 

humanitarian law (ibid.: art.8). Furthermore, ethnic cleansing, which means that persons of a 

certain group are forcefully removed from a certain area, have not been recognized as an 

individual crime under international law. However, a UN Commission of Experts have stated 

that ethnic cleansing can comprise crimes against humanity, specific war crimes, as well as fall 

within the definition of the genocide convention (UN, 2014). 

There is extensive research on mass atrocity crimes and how they can be prevented. 

Contemporary research investigates history and what lessons can be learned. There is 

extensive research on Rwanda, Srebrenica, Darfur, and the UN’s way of handling them 

(Adams, 2019; Bellamy, 2009; Bellamy & Lupel, 2015). As stated in the introduction chapter, 

the reasons the UN is unable to prevent mass atrocities are obvious. The lack of political will 

ensured that the genocide in Rwanda could take place (Bellamy, 2009). In the UN, there have 

sometimes been two sides arguing on whether they should intervene or not, creating 

deadlocks (Bellamy, 2009). This is also related to the power relations in the Security Council, 

where five countries have the power to veto and power to ensure prevention cannot happen. 

There is an earlier case with Myanmar that brings this to light. In 2007, the Security Council 

failed to adopt a draft resolution on Myanmar which would have called for the government to 

cease military attacks on its citizens and enable the UN to implement a good office mission. 

This was vetoed by both China and Russia (UN, 2007). There are also cases of “silent 
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vetoes”, where veto has not been used but a state has threatened to use it, which China has 

been accused of using in this case with the Rohingya (Adams, 2019). At times where the 

international community has agreed to act, the political will has been lukewarm, and the peace 

operations based on weak mandates and peacekeepers have been ill-equipped (Bellamy, 

2009). 

Several researchers have investigated Myanmar and its human rights discriminations and 

concluded that little has been done to prevent these (Adams, 2019; Bellamy & Drummond, 2011; 

Katanyuu, 2006; Southwick, 2015). Southwick (2015) called for action in stopping the human 

rights abuses through intervention since the warning signals have been there for a long time. This 

thesis will use a regional standpoint to add to the research on mass atrocity prevention. 

The responsibility to protect (R2P) was first introduced in 2001 (ICISS, 2001). R2P 

came as a response to the mass atrocity of Srebrenica where the international community had a 

hard time agreeing on making an intervention. NATO proceeded with a military intervention, 

without the approval of the General Assembly. This brought the discussion on the right to 

intervene in a humanitarian crisis and R2P was born (ICISS, 2001). 

R2P is a principle that declares it is not only a state’s right to control its own affairs but 

also its responsibility to protect its citizens from mass atrocity. The responsibility to protect is 

based on three pillars. The first pillar is called the responsibility to prevent, where it is first and 

foremost a state’s responsibility to protect its citizens from mass atrocity. The second pillar 

states that the international community must encourage and insist that states adhere to this. The 

third pillar states that in case a state is unable to protect its citizens, the responsibility shifts to 

the international community. The principle became widely accepted at the 2005 World Summit 

(UN, 2005). 

Despite being widely accepted, R2P soon proved to be hard to put in practice. State 

sovereignty is still used as an excuse to block intervention. R2P is reluctantly used because 

some claim it can be used as an excuse to infringe on a country’s sovereignty, and not because 

of humanitarian aid. There is a debate in the scientific community which of the two is truly the 

aim (Ramsbotham et al., 2011).  

In 2009, the Secretary-general said that “the principles relating to the responsibility to 

protect need to be integrated and mainstreamed in the ongoing work of the organization” (UN 

General Assembly, 2009). And therefore, in 2013, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
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announced the “Human rights upfront” initiative, to strengthen the UN’s work in preventing 

problems in peace, security, development, and human rights (Bellamy & Lupel, 2015).  

However, this did not focus on mass atrocity prevention (ibid). 

We can see that prevention work today is unsatisfactory. In contemporary literature, 

Alex J Bellamy is one of the leading researchers on R2P (Bellamy, 2009; Bellamy, 2011). 

Bellamy & Lupel (2015) explain that the reason the UN's fail to prevent mass atrocity is the 

gap between the organization's expectations and what it can do. As the UN continues to be 

criticized for its inability to act, some scholars are calling for regional mechanisms instead.  

2.2 Regional mass atrocity prevention 

 

In previous research, studies show that ASEAN and Myanmar’s neighboring countries 

have been affected by the human rights abuses and crisis, and several call for the international 

community to act (Aung, 2020; Bellamy & Drummond, 2011; Islam, 2019; Katanyuu, 2006; 

Parnini et al, 2013; Southwick, 2015; Tobing, 2018). Some are now looking at this from a 

regional standpoint. 

There are several reports which call for regional cooperation concerning R2P and the 

prevention of mass atrocities. One such report is the 2001 report of the International 

Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, which states that “Conflict prevention 

must be integrated into policies, planning and programmes at the national, regional and 

international levels” (ICISS, 2001, 26).  The 2005 World Summit outcome document called for 

cooperation with regional organizations through a case-by-case basis to prevent mass atrocities 

(UN, 2005). In the 2011 UN report on The role of regional and sub-regional arrangements in 

implementing the responsibility to protect, the Secretary-General calls for regional 

organizations to look for mass atrocity warning signals and to mediate in case of conflicts 

(UN, 2011). Several nations, sub-regional, and regional organizations have taken measures. 

One such is the Latin American Network for Genocide and Mass Atrocity Prevention, 

comprised of 18 states from central- and south America (Auschwitz Institute, 2018).  The 

Great Lakes Region have also been working together on prevention and punishment for mass 

atrocities (Welsh, 2015). The African Union has been recognized as the “the first and only 

regional or international organization to enshrine the principle of ‘responsibility to protect’ 
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(R2P) in its Constitutive Act,” although it has been questioned if it is truly implemented in 

practice (Freire et al., 2016). 

 The three mentioned reports argue that regional cooperation should come through calls 

from the Security Council. Adediran (2017) argues that regional institutions as authorizing 

mechanisms would be advantageous to that of the Security Council. He argues that the 

political will increases with regional proximity to a humanitarian crisis. In 1989 the Security 

Council decided against aiding Liberia in their civil war. Because the conflict led to an 

increase of refugees to neighboring countries, the Economic Community of West African 

States, argued the conflict was no longer only a civil war but a conflict that affected the whole 

region and was therefore enough to legitimize a regional organization to take action. Adediran 

writes that when a civil war creates regional consequences such as destabilizing the economy, 

refugees, and threatens peace and security, it should be enough to legitimize the regional 

organization to act (ibid.:463, 467). 

The 2011 UN report on the Role of Regional and Sub-regional Organizations in 

Implementing the Responsibility to Protect argues that regional organizations should be 

included when deciding on a course of action. This is because states that are closer to the event 

may have more information, a more nuanced understanding of the history and culture, and may 

be directly affected by the consequences of the decisions taken by the Security Council. This 

would solve the fear of Western imperialism, which is brought up as an argument against R2P 

(ibid., 472-476). 

 Adediran also addresses three common objections to a regional mechanism. Critics 

believe that allowing regional organizations to interfere would create an instability in the 

international order, that regional hegemons may try to further their interests, and that regional 

organizations may lack the structure and resources (ibid., 477-483). Adediran reminds us of 

the consequences of the Security Council’s inability to act, and that the Security Council is not 

immune to the threat of hegemony either, as the P5 (China, France, USA, UK and Russia) 

have a stronghold and veto power (ibid.). He concludes that “regional organizations are well-

primed to act in place of the Security Council because they address several of its current 

shortcomings.” However, he also admits there are exceptions, such as North Korea (ibid., 476-

486). 

 When researching R2P in relation to South-East Asia, Myanmar is often chosen as a 
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case study. This is due to two events - the cyclone Nargis, and the recent Rohingya crisis. In 

May 2008, Myanmar was hit by cyclone Nargis which caused a huge humanitarian crisis 

where 138’000 people lost their lives. This crisis received international attention and called on 

ASEAN to seriously challenge its non-interference norm and the ASEAN-way (Frank, 2018). 

Myanmar failed to provide aid to its citizens and denied aid organizations access to affected 

areas. This event brought about institutional reforms within ASEAN to better respond with 

relief help in case of natural disasters. It also forced Myanmar to accept outside help in case of 

a humanitarian catastrophe. Junk (2016:92), looked into R2P and cyclone Nargis in Myanmar 

and  writes at the end of his article “The fate of the Rohingya and other marginalized ethnic 

groups will reveal whether Myanmar authorities and international actors have learned their 

lesson on the opportunities and challenges of invoking R2P”. Looking at the recent mass 

atrocity, one could answer that the lesson has not been learned. Adams (2019:17) writes that 

the UN failed to pass any resolutions to halt the mass atrocities in Myanmar when it needed it 

most. Many have called on the international community to respond to the human rights 

offenses in Myanmar, and to invoke R2P. This paper will try to answer why the calls have not 

been answered. Milić (2018) used the Regional Security Complex Theory in researching who 

should intervene in the Rohingya crisis and found that the statelessness of the Rohingya poses 

a problem when looking at who bears the responsibility to protect. 

While Milić looked at who should intervene, this thesis will look at why no one did 

before the escalation of the crisis occurred. Using RSCT as analytical framework will allow 

for this study to look the crisis on a national, regional, and international level, to explain the 

regional security and power balance and how that has tied into how the region responded to 

the crisis. With the recent mass atrocity in Myanmar, this thesis is arguing that research 

looking into the response, or lack thereof, made by ASEAN is needed to add in the discussion 

on mass atrocity prevention.  
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3.0 Analytical & theoretical framework 

This chapter will explain the Regional Security Complex Theory and how it will be used 

in this research as the analytical framework. 

The analytical framework is based on abductive reasoning. The theory chosen to 

analyze the research is the Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT). RSCT is described by 

Buzan and Wæver as a blend of materialist and constructivist approaches (Buzan & Wæver, 

2003:4). The theory draws ideas from neorealism and securitization theory (ibid). The 

neorealism in this theory can be found where it describes power play (ibid). Securitization is 

found in the theory as it studies the “political processes by which security issues get 

constituted” (ibid). It differs from neoliberalism in the sense that this theory is focused on a 

regional scale instead of a global one (ibid).  

 The authors describe the theory as to understand regional security and the balance of 

power within regions (ibid). They explain “The central idea in RSCT is that, since most threats 

travel more easily over short distances than over long ones, security interdependence is normally 

patterned into regionally based clusters: security complexes” (ibid), and while there are a few 

states that are able to power play globally and project their power in regions outside of theirs (for 

example China, which causes spillover effects and is able to power play all through the regions 

in Asia (ibid, 59-60)), most states securitization is defined by their neighbors (ibid, 14), hence 

why a regional analysis is preferred to that of a national or global one (ibid, 43). National- and 

global views have been dominating security analysis, but the authors argue that a national 

analysis is not meaningful since security dynamics are inherently relational, and global security 

is an aspiration and not a reality. In a region, states are linked together in such a way where their 

security cannot be separated, and where the national and global levels meet (ibid).  

The theory can be used in two ways, either as descriptive for area studies, or for 

prediction for future changes in a region. Since this study will not be looking towards the future, 

it is the former version that will be used. The theory offers a framework to organize empirical 

studies of regional framework (ibid, 51). The descriptive application of RSCT is used to work on 

specific regions, by offering the possibility to link studies of internal conditions, relations among 

the states in the region, the relation between regions and how the regional dynamics interact with 

globally acting powers (ibid, 52).  
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The theory has four levels of analysis where it specifies what to study, and how these can 

be interrelated.  

1. Domestically generated vulnerabilities - is the state strong or weak due to stability of the 

domestic order and correspondence between state and nation? The specific vulnerability 

of a state defines the kind of security fears it has - and sometimes makes another state or 

group of states a structural threat even if it or they have no hostile intentions.  

2. State-to-state relations. What does the states’ relationship to each other look like? What 

are the power dynamics?  

3. How a region interacts with neighboring regions. What do the relationship and power 

play between regions look like? 

4. The role of global powers in the region – what is the interplay between global and 

regional security structures? 

These four levels constitute the security constellation (ibid, 51). The main goal of this 

research is not to research how regions interact, and will therefore not look at this. An important 

note, however, is that Myanmar sometimes is referred to as an insulator - a country which exists 

between two regions (ibid, 41). The authors explain that RSC cannot be applied to just any group 

of states and that these regions are exclusive, even to great powers (ibid, 47). However, they do 

bring forth a counterargument from Lake and Morgan (1997), who argue that memberships 

indeed can be overlapping and that regional systems are and remain open. RSCT heavily focus 

on geographical factors, which Lake & Morgan describe as an unnecessary limitation for 

membership in an RSC (ibid.). Buzan and Waever do mention the exception of insulators, 

difficult border cases between regions, where a great power can penetrate a weaker neighboring 

RSC, and become involved (Buzan & Wæver, 2003, 49). Myanmar is sometimes described as an 

insulator (Buzan, 2011).  

When analyzing the regional security complex (RSC), one looks for power relations, 

polarity, pattern of amity-enmity, and boundaries (Buzan & Wæver, 2003:49 & 59). Amity-

Enmity is the pattern of who fears who, and is found in the history, politics, and material 

conditions. It is important for security analysis since it shapes the options and consequences for a 

state or global power to project their influence in a region (ibid, 47). Myanmar is an interesting 

case, since while it is a member of the South-East Asian nations, it is also bordering South Asia 

and countries such as China and India, which can cause spillover effects. 
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The aim of this research is to find out how the region has been interacting with Myanmar 

to stop the atrocities committed to the Rohingya. To not make this research too broad, the 

descriptive RSC analysis has been broken down to three categories, with the third and fourth 

point integrated into one point, to be used in the text analysis. They are as followed: 

1. What are Myanmar’s security fears?  

This will explain how it interacts with other states.  

2. What does Myanmar’s relation to ASEAN look like?  

This will explain how much influence ASEAN have on Myanmar and vice 

versa.  

3. How does Myanmar, ASEAN, and the global arena interact?  

This will explain if there is power play between regions, countries, or 

other global powers. For example, if global powers can influence any 

decisions made in the region in any way.   

In turn, this will, as is the aim of the theory, explain the regional security and the balance 

of power within the region, and this will also allow the three research questions to be answered. 
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4.0 Methodology  

 The choice of methods in this study is based on careful consideration as to what could be 

properly used to answer the research objective in a satisfactory way. The choice landed in a 

qualitative single case study, carried out as an abductive desk study based on the text analysis of 

documents and reports of secondary sources. This chapter will critically analyze the limitations 

and consequences of the use of these methods and bring forth arguments as to why they were 

chosen.  

4.1 Qualitative, Desk study, Text-analysis 

The choice of doing a qualitative study, in this case through text analytical desk 

study, is based on the research objective and research questions, which are open-ended and 

cannot be measured. A qualitative study allows the research to have an emphasis on words 

rather than numbers (Bryman, 2012). This will allow the study to go into the details of the 

context, such as behavior. Bryman explains that a qualitative study can provide a detailed 

explanation of the actions in a situation, and that these details can be important to provide 

information of why certain behaviors take place (ibid). A quantitative study would not 

allow us to answer the research problem in this case.  

The material for this research was collected through a desk study. Desk studies are 

limited due to the nature where one must look towards secondary sources while collecting 

data, yet this method was chosen since it would be able to answer the research questions. The 

objective is to find an explanation to the problem by looking at it from a meso- and macro-

perspective, and not through the perception from individual persons. A field study could have 

been used to collect firsthand information from people in Myanmar, but since extensive 

information exist on the subjects related to this study, there was no need for interviews to 

collect data to fulfill the research objective.   

The text-analysis is carried out using existing data from primary and secondary sources 

such as documents, reports, and articles released by the UN, ASEAN, and other relevant 

organizations. It also uses scientific articles, such as international research, policy papers, 

dissertations, and reports. The texts will be analyzed through the four criteria that are based on 

RSCT and further explained in the analytical framework. These will be presented in the 
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Findings. A limitation to this method is that the researcher might lack familiarity with the data 

and have no control over it (ibid.). The sources will therefore be carefully chosen. There are also 

several advantages to carry out secondary analysis on data, one of them being that it is easier to 

analyze connections over time (ibid.), which is relevant in this case as the mistreating of the 

Rohingya has been ongoing for decades.  

4.2 Abductive reasoning 

Abductive reasoning is explained as a method where the researcher “grounds a theoretical 

understanding of the contexts and people he or she is studying in the language, meanings, and 

perspectives that form their worldview” (Bryman, 2012:394). Abductive reasoning offers a 

flexible structure. This thesis will adopt abductive reasoning, a choice based on the research 

objective. The research will not exclude anything that can be used as an explanation. Abductive 

reasoning can be critiqued as it cannot verify the conclusions, but instead rests on the notion of it 

being the most likely. In this case, this method is still seen as favorable as the aim of this 

research is neither to create or test any theories. Neither a deductive nor an inductive method 

would be practical to use in this study as they are either used to create new theories or test old 

ones, neither which this study will do.  

This thesis is based on the Regional Security Complex Theory, from which an analytical 

framework is created to guide the research. The theory was chosen as it is used to analyze and 

create and understanding of the regional security and balance of powers in a region, which is in 

line with the research objective to find out how the region has been interacting with Myanmar to 

stop the atrocities committed to the Rohingya.  

4.3 Single case study: limitations and delimitations 

The choice of using ASEAN and Myanmar as a case study comes naturally. This is 

the latest case in the failure of mass atrocity prevention. The warning signals existed for a 

long time, but before the crisis escalated there was not much attention and the international 

community took its time before it reacted. Myanmar has therefore been chosen as the single 

case study in this research.  

Case studies are described as an object of interest where the researcher carries out 

intensive examination of the setting (Bryman, 2012). Using single case studies have 
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sometimes been critiqued of generalization and selection bias but have also shown to be used 

in good effect (George & Bennett, 2005:32), further it has been critiqued in how well the data 

can support the arguments generated (Bryman, 2012). George and Bennett argue that case-

studies have several advantages, for example in exploring historical explanations (2005:21), 

which becomes relevant to this study. Important to add is also that while Myanmar is the 

single case study, the focus of the study is regional prevention.  

A limitation to this study can be found in the lack of data that is produced from inside 

Myanmar and ASEAN. Myanmar was long closed off to the international community. Due to 

ASEAN principles, many conversations and discussions are done behind closed doors, and 

therefore not documented and released to the public. There has been extensive research on 

these principles and speech acts, which will be used to fill this gap.  

To delimit this study, this research will not study all of Myanmar’s neighboring 

countries, but those that are frequently mentioned and make the greatest impact on Myanmar 

and the region.  

4.4 Sources, source credibility, and source examination 

The data is based on secondary sources, which means it is limited to data collected by 

other researchers. The data has been analyzed before, which means that had another research 

method been used the result and conclusions could be different (George and Bennett, 2005). 

Sources are collected from internet databases such as Google Scholar, EBSCO, as well as the 

websites of the organizations used in the study to collect documents, reports, and statements. 

Through these databases, the sources have been carefully collected. To ensure the 

information is authentic and that the information can be verified, triangulation has been used, 

which is the method to use more than one source of data in a study so that findings may be 

confirmed (Bryman, 2012).  
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5.0 Background  

5.1 History on Myanmar 

Myanmar has a long history of authoritarian rule, with promises to become a more 

democratic state. The country is still reminiscent of its history as a former colony, ruled by the 

United Kingdom. Myanmar reached its independence in 1948 (James, 2006:35-36), and took its 

first steps towards democracy (Zöllner, 2014:14). However, after its independence, the 

government, ruled by the ethnic majority Burman, would soon find themselves in conflict with 

ethnic minorities who claimed their own independence (Beehner, 2018:3). Myanmar’s military, 

Tatmadaw, seized their opportunity during this time to increase their influence in the country. In 

1962 they overtook the power through a coup d’état (James, 2006:143). Myanmar would then go 

through decades of military rule, gross human rights violations, conflicts, and international 

isolation (Beehner, 2018).  

The constitution was updated in 2008 and democracy first seemed to be given an 

opportunity to grow, but 25% of the parliamentary seats are reserved for Tatmadaw, and 75% of 

the parliamentary vote is needed to approve of constitutional changes, which means Tatmadaw is 

able to veto (HRW, 2016). 

In 2011, Myanmar went through reforms to commit to develop democracy, and took 

several steps to liberalize and promote openness (Myoe, 2014:233-237). In 2015, Aung San Suu 

Kyi, a human rights advocate, and Nobel peace prize winner, was made State Counselor and 

became de facto president of the country (Barany, 2018). The international community saw this 

as a huge win for democracy and human rights in the country. Those who believed this would 

mark the shift for the better in the country would soon be gravely disappointed (ibid.). Peace 

talks have been slow, conflicts have increased, and Tatmadaw still holds most power in the 

country (ibid.) This was something which would become evident in the genocide committed on 

the Rohingya in 2017. 

5.2 The Rohingya conflict 

The Rohingya are a Muslim minority group living in the Rakhine state of North-West 

Myanmar (Arashpour & Roustaei, 2016:384). They are the second largest ethnic group in the 
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state, while Rakhine Buddhists make up for the majority (Parnini et al, 2013:135). Rakhine is 

home to 1-2 million Rohingya (ibid.), the numbers uncertain since the Rohingya are rendered as 

stateless (Arashpour & Roustaei, 2016:385). Since August 2017, UNHCR approximates that 1 

million Rohingya have fled the country because of conflict and genocide (UNHCR, 2020).   

The Rohingya’s existence in the Rakhine state can be traced back two hundred years 

(Southwick, 2015:139). They have been a target of discrimination and violence since before the 

country became independent in 1948 (Lee, 2014:327). This is due to rivalries between various 

ethnic groups claiming the area (ibid.). The Rohingya were considered citizens after 

independence, but after the 1962 military coup they became referred to as illegal Bengali 

immigrants, and as a danger to the national security (ibid.:325). This became the start of 

stripping the Rohingya of their civil, political, and economic rights (ibid.).  

In 1978 many Rohingya had their official documentation taken away, causing them to 

become stateless and victims of violence (Arashpour & Roustaei, 2016:385). In 1982, a new law 

failed to recognize the Rohingya as a national ethnic group and stripped them of their citizenship 

(ibid.). Human Rights Watch states the legislation “... was deliberately targeted at the 

Rohingyas” (HRW, 1996).  

In 2012, violence sparked in the Rakhine state between radical Buddhists and Rohingya 

(OHCHR, 2018:7). Hate speech described Muslim minorities as dangerous (Southwick, 

2015:139). Since the reforms in 2011, Myanmar has seen an increase in Buddhist nationalism 

and hate speech towards Muslims (OHCHR, 2018). Tatmadaw was complicit in the violence by 

destroying properties, injuring, torturing, and killing Rohingya (OHCHR, 2018:7, 26). This 

violence continued in 2013 with anti-Muslimism riots (Lee, 2014:330-331). The world believed 

Aung San Suu Kyi would bring a positive change to the country together with the new 

government, but the conflicts increased. Reports from several sources tell the stories of how the 

Rohingya have been subjected to extortion, arbitrary arrest, forced labor, ill-treatment, and 

sexual violence (OHCHR, 2018:6). 

The escalated conflict in 2017 started on the 25th of August. Members of the Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacked several security posts to call for global attention 

(ibid.:8). In retaliation, Tatmadaw attacked the Rohingya with help from border police and other 

locals. The violence was reported as systematic, organized, and ruthless (ibid.). Hundreds of 

people were killed and injured. Villages were also set on fire where many burned to death in 
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their homes and this kept Rohingya from returning (OHCHR, 2018:12-13). Myanmar authorities 

claim that the burning was done by Rohingya themselves, although there is no credibility to 

those claims (Amnesty, 2017b:27). According to the UN fact-finding mission, the authorities 

described it as “clearance operations” and Médecins Sans Frontiers estimated more than 10’000 

deaths (OHCHR, 2018:8). Men were immediately killed, while women were subjected to sexual 

violence before being injured or killed. Bodies were then disposed of in mass graves (ibid.). 

Amnesty reported that more than 370,000 Rohingya had fled across the border in only three 

weeks (Amnesty, 2017a). The UN writes that the conflict in 2017 was “foreseeable and planned” 

(OHCHR, 2018:9).  

5.3 Consequences 

In September 2018, the United Nations General Assembly released a report from the 

independent international fact-finding mission on Myanmar. The mission focused on the alleged 

human rights abuses in several states since 2011 and took into consideration the armed conflict 

between ARSA and Tatmadaw in 2017. The mission concluded that several generals of the 

Myanmar military should be investigated and prosecuted in an international criminal tribunal for 

genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes (OHCHR, 2018). 

The Rohingya crisis brought several consequences. Many Rohingya have fled to other 

countries during these years of conflict. Most refugees end up in the neighboring country of 

Bangladesh, but you will also find them in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand. These atrocities 

affect not only Rohingya and Myanmar, but neighboring countries and the international 

community (Lee, 2014:331). Myanmar’s human rights abuses have earlier led to reprimands and 

sanctions (HRW, 2012). 

 Myanmar is part of the regional organization ASEAN. Since the conflict, the world has 

turned to ASEAN to take a stand and help resolve the conflict. ASEAN has for the most part 

been quiet on the matter, which goes in line with their charter which calls for non-interference in 

internal affairs of ASEAN members (ASEAN charter, 2011). In 2015, ASEAN Parliamentarians 

for Human Rights conducted a fact-finding mission in Myanmar to examine the situation of 

human rights in the country, through the United Nations’ Framework of Analysis to Atrocity 

Crimes. The Framework is a tool which is used to assess the risk for atrocity crimes, genocide, 

war crimes and crimes against humanity. The fact-finding mission concluded that nearly every 
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risk factor of the framework was present in Myanmar and that there was a high risk of ongoing 

atrocity crimes now and beyond. The document further states “Ongoing human rights abuses 

against Rohingya pose a threat to regional peace and security and must end.” It also states that 

ASEAN members share a responsibility to prevent atrocities within ASEAN, and “Despite these 

troubling realities, the Rohingya issue remains conspicuously absent from the agenda of the 

ASEAN Summit. ASEAN and other global leaders ignore these dynamics at their own peril” 

(APHR, 2015). 

History proves this escalation should not have come as a surprise. Indicators of mass 

atrocity crimes in Myanmar have continuously been overlooked but have not gone unnoticed. 

Warning signals blared before the escalated conflict in 2017, and have been voiced by several 

international organizations, and individual countries. Professionals have analyzed the situation in 

the country and called for action, yet little happened to prevent what would eventually lead to the 

genocide. In 2020 Myanmar was called to the ICJ, but few measures are being taken to prevent 

the violence that is still being committed towards the Rohingya in Myanmar (Singh, 2020). 

The question now is why this could not be prevented, and why there is low regional 

interest to intervene when the region undoubtedly suffers consequences?  
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6.0 Findings & Analysis 

In this chapter we will answer the three questions derived from the Regional Security 

Complex Theory - What are Myanmar's security fears? What does Myanmar’s relation to 

ASEAN look like? How do Myanmar, ASEAN, and the global arena interact? The focus will be 

regarding the Rohingya conflict.  

6.1 Myanmar’s security fears 

 Beehner (2018:1) offers an insight into Myanmar's vulnerabilities as a state, its security 

fears and how the country has acted towards other states. Throughout history, Myanmar has been 

dominated by a military government and ethnic insurgency groups (ibid.). Its long history of 

violence and civil war has not subsided even as the country has begun to democratize, an 

explanation can be found in the country's journey of state-building and shift in perceived threats 

(ibid.:2).  

 Myanmar has carried out an ”aggressive state-building” as the military and local 

paramilitary forces by force have tried to take control of its borders to legitimize its control of 

the country (ibid.). The military also profits from cross-border trade, be it legal or illegal, which 

seeks to boost the country's economy (ibid.). Aside from trying to control the borders, there have 

been several institutional crises and challenges to the regime's authority, coming from the 

country's civil-military relations (ibid.). The country has perceived and experienced threats 

coming from internal insurgency as well as ethnic armed actors along the periphery (ibid.). There 

has also been cross-border force and tension between Myanmar and its neighboring states, a 

threat which is necessary for the military to legitimize its claim of institutional authority and to 

profit from the border trade (ibid.:3). This has become integral to Myanmar's state formation 

process (ibid.:5).  

 The harsh citizenship laws have been established to discriminate against non-Buddhist 

minorities, a symptom as the state has been under both British and Japanese rule. This has been 

used to strengthen the country's national identity (ibid.:3-4). During the colonial era, minorities 

were favored in comparison to the Burmese majority (ibid.:5). When the country reached its 

independence, civil war broke out as a fight for power and legitimacy (ibid.).  

 Beehner writes that the inability to reach a peace agreement is because of the ethnic 
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fragmented society, a pattern seen in other places of our globe, stemming from ”... lack of 

commitments, unfair distribution of natural resources, and security dilemmas arising from 

distrust at the local level” (ibid.:6). The author compares Myanmar's state-building to that of 

other post-colonial states, where many came out as weak states, where the state was one among 

many institutions seeking control. This, as with Myanmar, led to civil war (ibid.:8). Instead of 

using cooperation, they use coercion to claim their authority. The Tatmadaw sees itself as a vital 

force against internal and external threats (ibid.:10-11).  

Myoe (2014) released a paper which examined Tatmadaw’s perception and process in 

opening the country in 2011, and dives deep into the history and current aspects of Tatmadaw 

and explains to what extent the Tatmadaw has control in the country.  

The Commander in Chief of the Tatmadaw is the supreme commander of the country’s 

armed forces is, which includes the police, paramilitary organizations, and the civil defense 

forces (ibid.:238). He is also able to influence the government to a large extent, by for example 

choosing the vice-president of the country. Further, Tatmadaw representatives in parliament can 

engage in debates and vote on issues on the agenda (ibid.:239). In contrast, there is no civilian 

control or oversight of the Tatmadaw’s national strategies and operations. There is a belief that 

defense policy is strictly exclusive to the Tatmadaw, that no civilian shall interfere since only the 

military understands national security (ibid.:240). 

 Tatmadaw has had a political role in the country from the beginning, seen as born out of 

necessity to ensure Myanmar’s independence (ibid.:241). Its role has been to deal with internal 

security and counterinsurgency which has been seen as a precondition to further economic 

development and strengthening the military’s importance. Tatmadaw was given the role to build 

the state which shaped the country’s political arena (ibid.:241-243). 

 Through its history, Tatmadaw has protected Myanmar from internal and external threats 

that could endanger any of its three National Causes: non-disintegration of the Union, non-

disintegration of national solidarity, and perpetuation of national sovereignty (Myoe, 2014:241). 

Since it equals itself to the state, that which challenges the military is also a threat to the state 

(ibid.:248).  

The objective of the 2011 reforms was for Myanmar to “... become a modern developed 

nation that meets the aspirations of its people for a better life and to achieve greater integration 

with the international community by 2020” (ibid.:235-236). In turn, the Tatmadaw views itself to 
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have a crucial part in this process (ibid.:238). Since 2011, the country has entered peace-

settlements with ethnic armed groups, promoted democratic freedoms such as freedom of the 

press and freedom of association, and invited the international community in more cooperation 

(ibid.:236). The persistence of insurgency groups remains a priority on the Tatmadaw’s security 

agenda, despite successful ceasefire agreements (ibid.:247-248). 

If the country were to truly become democratic, the military must cooperate with the 

government on political reforms and withdraw from politics. Myoe argues that Tatmadaw will 

continue to support the liberalization of the country, but that it will not accept structural changes 

that undermine its national political role to ensure national unity and solidarity (ibid.). 

Trevor Wilson (2016) echoes some of Beehner’s conclusions. Wilson dives further into 

Myanmar’s relationship to the international arena. The three National Causes remain 

unchallenged and explain the degree to which external factors can influence Myanmar’s political 

space. Tatmadaw’s role in nation-building is more important than people may believe. Lately, 

Tatmadaw have demonstrated support for national reconciliation (Wilson, 2016:63). He writes 

that it was a challenge for Myanmar's transition to integrate Tatmadaw to the new multi-party 

government. Tatmadaw has been somewhat permissive but remains as ''above the law'' in some 

contexts such as human rights abuses (ibid.:64). Observers thought the transition would bring 

change to Tatmadaw’s role and attitude, but the military has kept most of its non-military 

interests it has engaged in previously and are reluctant to altogether align with the domestic rule 

of law. Tatmadaw’s human rights abuses are in direct conflict with the country’s goal of peace 

and end of conflicts. Because of these abuses, they are criticized by the international arena, and 

sanctions keep being a source of tension. While the sanctions have created tensions, they have 

not had the desired effect. Tatmadaw has not eased on its political will, and the sanctions are 

mostly hurting the poor in the country and have decreased outside influence in the country 

(ibid.:64-65).  

Wilson writes that while the international arena has had some influence, it has not had 

any greater impact on the country. Myanmar has to a large extent made sure to engage in 

international organizations, and while Myanmar has not completely conformed to all 

international standards, it has complied with them to a larger extent and does not entirely ignore 

the set norms. Wilson describes Myanmar as open to listening to international ideas and that the 

country is inclined to tolerate UN influence rather than reject it completely (ibid.:68-69). He 
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notices that there are limitations to the compliance to international norms, and uses UNs inability 

to improve the treatment of Rohingya as an example, explaining there is large dissonance in the 

international norms and Myanmar’s national viewpoint on the matter (ibid.:69). He also notes 

that China is the country with closest relationship to Myanmar, by reason of a comprehensive 

security arrangement which also secures trust between the countries. It might mean China has 

some influence in the country, but Wilson also notes that no other country has the power to 

influence any strategic choices in Myanmar to a large extent (ibid.:69-70). He ends the article by 

writing that Tatmadaw may comply with international norms, but not if they infringe on 

Myanmar’s strategic interests (ibid.:71). 

 Myanmar’s security fears must be understood through the country’s long history of state 

building. One can conclude that its fears are rooted in its history of colonialism, interstate 

conflicts, weak state-building, protection of its sovereignty, and Tatmadaw’s hold of power.  

Tatmadaw’s primary interest lies in protecting the country’s national sovereignty, unity, and 

stability. The Rohingya are perceived as a threat to this. Although the country went through 

reforms in 2011 to open the country, the authority and legitimacy of the state are still fragile. The 

Tatmadaw continues to have the most influence in the country and serves as an economic and 

political force.  

6.2 Myanmar’s relation to ASEAN  

 To join ASEAN was an easy decision as Myanmar sought cooperation and peace 

(Wilson, 2016:63-64). Myanmar is committed to ASEAN’s vision and supports common 

regional interests. Today, Myanmar military leaders are participating actively in international 

meetings and events and have a close relationship with ASEAN counterparts (ibid.).  

ASEAN was created by Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines 

in 1967. The organization was established to promote political stability, regime security, and 

economic growth in the region (Karns et al., 2015:209). The motto was to “assist in the state 

building process by enhancing the sovereignty of the members” (Weber, 2013:23). Though the 

countries differed a lot in historical, cultural, and economic aspects, their fear of external threat 

from China and the USA united them. ASEAN wanted to minimize the possibility of an 

intervention and domination (Karns et al., 2015:2019-210). ASEAN has a norm of non-

intervention often referred to as the “ASEAN-way,” their style of diplomacy. The ASEAN-way 
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is based on principles in the ASEAN Charter with the idea that a regional identity over time 

should be built on agreements reached by consultation and consensus between all members. It 

includes non-interference in the domestic affairs of ASEAN members - they shall respect the 

right of sovereignty, free from external interference, use of force, subversion, or coercion 

(Weber, 2013:23). It also entails a consensus style of decision-making, meaning that unless 

there is a consensus, there is no agreement. This is a norm that has blocked a collective 

response to problems in the region on several occasions (Karns et al., 2015:210). The ASEAN 

way has become an important part in the member states collective identity (James, 2006:50). 

ASEAN, including Myanmar, took part in the World Summit in 2005 and agreed to adopt the 

principle of R2P, and the organization claims it is committed to promote democracy, human 

rights, and human security (Karns et al., 2015:211). 

Myanmar is keen on keeping sovereignty above all, a standard in the region. Weber 

(2013) describes the problems caused by the insistence of non-interference in domestic affairs. 

She uses Asia-pacific and ASEAN to illustrate how sovereignty today is being used as a 

“semantic weapon’’. In other words, how sovereignty-related norms impede improved human 

rights. She repeats that under international law, states have not only rights but also obligations 

(ibid.:19).  There is a need to investigate how to better implement the responsibility to protect 

(ibid.:30). 

The ASEAN way has proved to be a challenge to security cooperation in the region. 

Many Asian countries are still in the state-building process, which makes them reluctant to 

compromise their sovereignty to outside actors and causes some to view each other as potential 

threats (ibid.:22). ASEAN would rather defend its sovereignty norm than protect human rights 

(ibid.:24-25). The reason behind this is explained as the states being institutionally weak. There 

is a threat to political legitimacy from within (ibid.:25).  

While human rights and state sovereignty are theoretically separate, they are practically 

connected, and can be in conflict (ibid.:26-27). While sovereignty and non-intervention can 

protect less powerful states from powerful ones, it also prevents the international community to 

step in when a state is doing wrong (ibid.:27). While all Asia-pacific countries have endorsed the 

responsibility to protect, there is a problem in how to implement it. Weber explains it as Asia-

pacific being too culturally diverse, the difference in political and legal systems, and the lack of 

political will and awareness (ibid.:29).  
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Masilamani & Peterson (2014) have investigated ASEAN’s concept of constructive 

engagement, and how the organization has used this concept to gain a closer relationship to 

Tatmadaw. Constructive engagement was introduced by Thailand in 1991 before Myanmar was 

a member of the organization. The aim of constructive engagement is to create a gradual change. 

They viewed this as to strengthen the relationship economically and politically. Through this, 

they would be able to develop Myanmar socioeconomically, which in turn would lead to a 

gradual change towards liberalization and democratization (ibid.:2).  

ASEAN believes its norms of non-intervention and sovereignty are the reason for 

intrastate peace (ibid.:10). By using non-intervention towards Myanmar, ASEAN believes this 

will bring gradual and long-term change, towards democracy and respect for human rights 

(ibid.:11). While the west has chosen to use sanctions, ASEAN saw that constructive 

engagement would further liberalization by investments, trade, and recognition of Tatmadaw. 

Through dialogue and encouraging the country to change its policies, ASEAN believe they can 

reach this goal, instead of using economic and political sanctions that will hurt the poor in the 

country, and which also goes against the ASEAN way (ibid.:4). 

 Through membership in ASEAN, Tatmadaw was able to use the organization’s 

credibility and standing to guarantee its power. Myanmar was now able to grow its trade and 

military network, both regionally and internationally. Myanmar was also able to receive support 

from the IMF, enhance its negotiating power towards other countries, and sit at the UN table. 

Myanmar has through its ASEAN membership been able to develop economically to invest, 

increase tourism, and develop its infrastructure and rural areas. This membership has given 

Tatmadaw political leverage, credibility, and stronger hold of its power. It has also enabled 

Myanmar to avoid criticism of human rights violations. The membership has meant that other 

member states have chosen to invest in the country, and China and India have also strengthened 

their relations to the country (ibid.:5-6). 

  In turn, ASEAN could take advantage of Myanmar’s natural resources. For ASEAN, this 

was an economic move rather than political. The economic development of Myanmar was the 

primary goal, and liberalization and democratization the secondary. Regional security and rich 

resources (natural gas, cheap labor, and more) that can be found in Myanmar have been more 

important to the region than the country’s democracy and human rights record. ASEAN also 

wanted to lower Myanmar’s dependency on China and create a more balanced regional power 
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that favored ASEAN. To reduce China’s economic influence in Myanmar was important (ibid.:8-

9). ASEAN has economically benefited through its relationship with Myanmar, but it has also 

compromised its legitimacy in the global community (ibid.:9). 

 External pressure forced them to do something about Myanmar’s human rights violations 

and to further democracy. ASEAN took this seriously because of the economic effects this could 

have. This changed its strategy from non-interference to flexible engagement. There has been a 

movement from ASEAN way to flexible consensus building to approach conflict resolution, 

though the ASEAN way seems to still be preferred because of non-interference (ibid.:13). 

Mostly it was to deflect external pressure from the international community, as human rights are 

not put very high on the priority list (ibid.:12). It is important to note that ASEAN’s member 

states do not have the cleanest democracy and human rights records.  

 The authors conclude that constructive engagement was used to show the international 

community that ASEAN acted towards Myanmar’s human rights violations. Through this 

ASEAN was also able to enhance both Myanmar and ASEAN’s political and economic ties 

(ibid.:14-15). 

Mathew Davies (2018) has investigated how and if ASEAN can promote democracy in 

Myanmar. Davies describes ASEAN’s commitments to democracy as weak. The charter states 

they want to strengthen and adhere democracy, as well as respect human rights, but does not 

claim to want to become democratic (ibid.:179). He uses the example of the charter mentioning 

the “principles of democracy” but it does not inquire what these principles are. Further, the 

charter states that these are “in accordance with national law”, which means that national 

interpretations will outweigh any regional standards (ibid.:180). Likewise, the ASEAN 

Intergovernmental Committee on Human Rights (AICHR) works to promote and protect human 

rights within ASEAN but must do so accordingly to the ASEAN members’ independence and 

sovereignty, as well as respect the principles of non-interference and freedom from external 

coercion (ibid.:180-181). ASEAN was first and foremost created with the mission to ensure 

maximum sovereignty to a collective of weak states (ibid.:179). In the beginning, it had no 

commitment to democracy and human rights, which can explain why legal commitments today 

are weak (ibid.:185).  

In the beginning, ASEAN did put pressure on Myanmar which did not reach ASEANs 

standard of democracy, which by Davies is described as a low standard. This did have an effect, 
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although small (ibid.:182). After the reforms in 2011, the UN declared the country was moving 

towards becoming more democratic. This was something ASEAN celebrated and claimed that 

Myanmar was in line with its roadmap towards democracy. It halted ASEANs pressure on 

Myanmar’s democracy development and any comments on its national affairs (ibid.:182-183).  

Myanmar’s membership in ASEAN means that the country has access to a large network 

and meetings with other member states and neighboring countries. It also allows for Myanmar to 

be provided with investment and trade opportunities which the country otherwise would have 

been excluded from (ibid.:187). Since the 2011 reforms, the ASEAN members have been 

supporting the country. Davies uses the examples of in the November 2015 Universal Periodic 

Review for Myanmar where Indonesia commended Myanmar's progress towards democracy and 

its promotion and protection of human rights, as did Vietnam (ibid.:187). Davies concludes that 

ASEANs commitment to the ASEAN way has shaped the newer standards of democracy and 

human rights (ibid.:190).  

Tobing (2018) looks at the consequences of the non-interference policy in the Rohingya 

conflict, which has blocked regional interference in the Rohingya case. He concludes that 

constructive engagement is not enough to respond to a humanitarian crisis, such as the Rohingya 

crisis which is state-sponsored. In cases such as this, ASEAN turns a blind eye since there is no 

proper discussion that can be held about it (ibid.:149-159). The ASEAN way has handled 

conflicts and disputes, and ensured security and peace in the region, but it has been problematic 

for the inability to stand firm on sensitive matters such as human rights violations (ibid.:150). 

Tobing notices two limitations to the ASEAN way. The first is the norm of consultation, 

and the second consensus-building. These norms make it hard to comment and create a dialogue 

on issues of other states. If the issue is sensitive, it will not be put on the agenda, and if the states 

cannot reach a consensus on an issue, the members will simply agree to disagree and move on. 

ASEAN will remain silent on the matter, which of course equals no action on the issue 

(ibid.:155-156).  

Tobing also points to how the principle has been a leading reason as to why there have 

been no intrastate conflicts since ASEAN was founded. The aim of constructive engagement is 

to foster gradual change to a state government, to favor dialogue, and to move away from the 

need to impose sanctions and diplomatic isolation, which has been the method used by the west 

(ibid.:157-158). Constructive engagement used towards Myanmar has strengthened the 
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economics and diplomatic ties between the member states through a gradual change, something 

which makes achieving the goals of increased regional investment in Myanmar possible. The 

principle also makes it possible to discuss internal politics and domestic situations of the 

countries through dialogue and consultation, while respecting sovereignty (ibid.:158). 

ASEAN has remained silent on the conflict, even though neighboring countries are being 

affected. The principle has made it impossible to make the crisis a priority, to even discuss the 

root problems of the conflict, which in turn makes it impossible to discuss solutions to the 

problem (ibid.:161-162). Two members of ASEAN have stood out in this case - Indonesia and 

Malaysia. Indonesia has claimed that the Rohingya crisis is a case of regional concern, and has 

asked to pursue constructive engagement, but will not intervene. Malaysia took a step further and 

contradicted the ASEAN way by outright condemning Myanmar’s violations towards Rohingya 

and calling it a genocide. Malaysia asked ASEAN to investigate the allegations, but later eased 

tensions by asking for a meeting to discuss the concerns instead (Shivakoti, 2017:2-3). 

Tobing states that through its long-term work and constructive engagement, ASEAN has 

been able to create changes in Myanmar and points to that the country has welcomed inputs and 

insights, though these changes have been and continue to be slow which we find with the 

Rohingya (Tobing, 2018:164-165). He uses two examples of when ASEAN was able to play a 

role in issues in Myanmar. In the first case, Myanmar accepted the repatriation of the Rohingya 

from Bangladesh, although they still did not speak on the issue, as the country did not 

acknowledge the problem as theirs. In the second example, ASEAN was able to aid Myanmar 

with a humanitarian mission after cyclone Nargis (ibid.:165). Tobing also claims that the 

cooperation between ASEAN and Myanmar is the reason why Myanmar is more open to 

cooperation and of assistance from the international community today (ibid.:166). ASEANs 

constructive engagement also made it possible to discuss and investigate issues in the Rakhine 

state in 2016, which can be seen as a breakthrough to openly discuss the Rohingya, though the 

name “Rohingya” will not be mentioned. Tobing argues this was Myanmar asking ASEAN for 

support in resolving the problem, which could now create change in Myanmar’s policy towards 

Rohingya (ibid.). 

Humanitarian issues are a sensitive issue in the region, the Rohingya case is not exclusive 

to this. The Rohingya case is unique in that it has created a refugee wave where the persons are 

officially stateless. Therefore, ASEAN should put more attention towards this and future cases. 
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Further, Myanmar has always been a sensitive and challenging issue for ASEAN regarding 

humanitarian issues, as has the topic of refugees (ibid.:166-167).  

The relationship between Myanmar and ASEAN is complex. Since ASEAN came 

together, the region has been free from intrastate conflicts, which can be attributed to the 

ASEAN way. Tatmadaw has been able to find political leverage, credibility, and a strong hold of 

power, as well as avoid criticism. It has also opened for countries investing in Myanmar. In turn, 

ASEAN has been able to enjoy Myanmar’s natural resources. The organization has also been a 

participant in developing the country and reduced the influence of countries such as China. Its 

relationship to Myanmar has also caused their legitimacy in the international community to be 

compromised. ASEANs efforts to aid in developing Myanmar have had a positive effect, 

although it is a slow process. While Myanmar might be moving closer to liberalization and 

democratization, the Rohingya conflict has proved that ASEAN lacks the means to enforce the 

responsibility to protect, and to protect the region's citizens from human rights violations. The 

non-interference principle does not align with the rest of the world, which has moved on to 

sovereignty as a responsibility. 

6.3 Myanmar, ASEAN, and the global arena 

Myanmar has been a country of concern for the United Nations for 30 years, with 

resolutions condemning its human rights situation since 1991. For three decades, 

successive special rapporteurs on the situation of human rights in Myanmar concluded 

that patterns of human rights violations were widespread and systematic, linked to the 

State and military policy. (OHCHR, 2018:5) 

 

The UN together with other organizations have alerted the international community of a 

looming catastrophe for decades and viewed the displacement of the Rohingya in the 70s and 90s 

as early warnings (OHCHR, 2018:6). It is true that concerns have been raised, but still they could 

not prevent the mass atrocity.  

Human Rights Watch has reported yearly on the oppression of Myanmar’s ethnic 

minorities and the responses from Myanmar and international actors. In their reports between 

2012-2018, they have continued to voice concerns of the treatment of the Rohingya. In their 

2012 report they write “In 2011, 16 countries publicly supported calls for a UN-led commission 
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of inquiry into violations of international human rights and humanitarian law in Burma, but none 

was prepared to lead efforts to make this a reality. Most countries adopted a “wait and see” 

approach to Burma...” (HRW, 2012). 

 In 2011, the US, Canada, and EU imposed restrictive trade and financial sanctions, while 

China, India, and Thailand continued to invest heavily in the country and Russia continued its 

arms trade (HRW, 2012). In 2012, reforms in Myanmar opened the country and the US and EU 

lifted their sanctions (HRW, 2013). A year later, the UN Human Rights Council would call on 

Myanmar’s government to stop its human rights violations (HRW, 2014). Through these years, 

we can find a trend of the west relaxing the sanctions they imposed in 2011, and countries such 

as the US and UK strengthening their military ties, even though the reports continue to show 

state violations towards the ethnic group. In the report from 2018 we find that Myanmar’s 

government kept receiving strong backing from Western donors, which were described as 

hopeful about the reform process, but concerned about weak governance and Tatmadaw’s role 

(HRW, 2018).  

Myanmar is in a strategic position regarding global power play, by neighboring both 

China and India, as well as bordering another region (East Asia). Myanmar has in the past two 

decades increasingly enhanced their relationship with ASEAN and their closest neighbors. 

Especially China and India, as to counter western sanctions and criticism (James, 2006:35). 

 Islam (2019) has looked at the Rohingya crisis from a macro-perspective to answer the 

question of how the international human rights norm has failed to protect them. This article 

offers valuable insight on the global power play in the region. Islam argues the reason for the 

Rohingya crisis is due to Myanmar not adhering to the human rights norm, which is important if 

the international community is to act on an issue like this. He points to the crises in Yemen and 

Syria to explain they have suffered the same issue (Islam, 2019:10). Lack of political will was 

found on the national, regional, and international level (ibid.:10-11). Powerful states are 

important to ensure that norms are being enforced. In the case of this conflict, several important 

states have remained silent or blocked important resolutions. Russia, China, and India are 

particularly pointed out. The former two blocked a UN resolution with their veto power 

(ibid.:11). Islam points out that it is important to look at the power and interest when looking to 

change a state’s norms or influence in its behavior. In this case, we find that Myanmar was not 

interested in the human rights norm, and neither were Russia or China because of their interest in 
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Myanmar’s resources weighed heavier (ibid.:12). Having India and especially China as close 

economic partners shields Myanmar from international investigation (ibid.:13). 

 Aung (2020:23) describes China's interests in the crisis as protecting Chinese interests 

and promoting relations. China is Myanmar’s largest trading partner and they have several 

projects in the making in Myanmar, such as the Belt and Road Initiative and a hydro power 

project (ibid.). Human Rights Watch (2018) has criticized China for protecting Myanmar's 

government from international criticism because of their projects in the country (Islam, 2019:12). 

Mahmud (2019:3318) writes that China claims that the root causes of the conflict can be found in 

underdevelopment, and to solve this problem, the country is investing in infrastructure in the 

Rakhine state. The infrastructure in question regards oil- and gas-pipelines, as well as seaports. 

Further, China blocked the UN's efforts to condemn Tatmadaw’s violations towards the 

Rohingya in 2017 (ibid.). China sees a UN intervention in Rakhine backed by the west as 

something that could spread and compromise Chinese interest in the state (Aung, 2020:23). The 

US, Australia, Japan, and India are, according to Aung, known as the anti-China force, working 

to advance a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific. These four states are also investing, 

furthering the development, and working on humanitarian projects in Rakhine. As is the UN and 

several international organizations, which Myanmar and China view as proxies of the west. If the 

Rohingya crisis persists, China views this as a way for the US to increase its presence in the state 

with the backing on the UN and other international organizations with humanitarian support. 

This could interrupt China’s access to the Indian Ocean. To prevent this, China has proposed a 

solution in aiding economic development which it believes will address the root causes of the 

conflict. China is also increasing its role as a mediator between Myanmar and Bangladesh in the 

repatriation of the Rohingya (ibid.:23-25). China is not outright rejecting the UN’s role in the 

crisis and strives to increase its role in the organization to prevent an increase of US influence. 

With the role of a mediator, this is possible (ibid.:24). China is also interested in improving its 

relationship with Myanmar. Aung writes that the public opinion of China in Myanmar is not 

good and viewed China as supporting the previous military junta and exploiting Myanmar’s 

resources. China believes that siding with Myanmar at the UN will create popularity with the 

public (ibid.). Aung concludes that Myanmar and China both share concerns about the US and 

western interference in their domestic affairs (ibid.:26).  
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These domestic interests have been able to put a halt on furthering human rights in 

Myanmar, and in the case of Russia and China, they have also been able to halt the work of the 

UN. With the support from Russia and China, Myanmar will be able to avoid its crimes against 

humanity (Islam, 2019:15). According to Mahmud, India did not take any action because of 

political and economic sensitivity. The political aspects are found in its relationship towards 

China which it does not want to sour, and the economic aspects regard India’s resource projects 

in Myanmar (Mahmud, 2019:3318). Russia has strong military ties to Myanmar, a way to 

strengthen its power in Asia (Islam, 2019:13). 

Aung (2020) has looked at the US influence in this crisis. Aung writes that the US has 

blamed China and Russia for protecting Myanmar, called for the UN to take more action, and 

described the crisis as an international threat (ibid.:12). The US has also described China as a 

global security threat, one of the reasons being the potential of spreading terrorism (ibid.:17, 33). 

Aung describes the US as interested in promoting democracy in the country which would 

improve regional and international security, and that supporting the human rights of the 

Rohingya is one way to do so. Would democracy decline, they believe Tatmadaw will gain more 

power, make Myanmar more isolated, and strengthen its ties with China and Russia (ibid.:14, 19-

20). Aung argues that the US has already lost ground in Southeast Asia and that they are now 

looking towards other ASEAN members to hinder Chinese expansion in the region (ibid.:15-16, 

19-20). The US has lost ground in Myanmar, marked as a country that is pro-Rohingya 

(ibid.:35). Aung points to the lack of visits from the US and west in the country since 2017 as 

proof that relations are not good (ibid.). Since the US and west have supported the Rohingya in 

Rakhine, the local population see this as “committing genocide to Rakhine people,” because this 

allows the Muslim population to grow (ibid.:36). Helen James points out that because of the 

western sanctions, it has been natural for Myanmar to look towards Asia (James, 2006:107). 

Instead of the US or the west, Japan has been pointed out as a third party to intervene on behalf 

of the UN (Aung, 2020:36).  

Japan has gathered more public support in Rakhine, and to collaborate with Japan has 

been a way for the US to work in the state (ibid.:36-37). The country has strengthened its ties to 

Myanmar and worked to further democratization in the country. Japan has in meetings with 

Myanmar leadership expressed its concerns for the Rohingya and voiced that cooperation with 

the UN is important. Japan has also held dialogues with Rohingya activists and humanitarian 
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organizations and supported their work. Japan’s interest in Myanmar is related to its investments 

in the country, and to pose as a responsible international leader. Japan also wants to counter 

China’s Belt and Road initiative in Myanmar and Bangladesh since Bangladesh poses as an 

important economic hub for being the fastest growing economy in Asia. The crisis is a risk to 

Japanese investment and could damage peace and stability in the two regions (ibid.:29). Japan is 

described as the only country that can counter China, and Japan has expressed they do not worry 

about China’s presence in Myanmar (ibid.:31, 37).  

Japan has previous experience in supporting peace processes in South-East Asia, with for 

example Cambodia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. In all cases, it was to promote 

democracy (ibid.:30). Japan has a concept of “Proactive Contribution to Peace” as a principle of 

its national security and foreign policy (ibid.). Japan can therefore not ignore the Rohingya crisis 

which impacts regional security and stability. Japan supports the call for free access to the UN in 

Rakhine but has also supported Myanmar’s independent investigation of the crisis (ibid.:31). 

Japan has abstained from UN resolutions regarding the Rohingya crisis (ibid.:26).  

One of Japan’s concerns is that the crisis may derail democracy. Should this happen, 

Japanese initiatives and its concept of proactive contribution to peace would fail. Japan believes 

it is important to support democracy rather than pressure the country, for it to work. If Myanmar 

could increase its level of democracy, it could contribute to regional peace and security and be 

less reliant on China. Japan and the US view Chinese investment in Myanmar that leads to 

expansion in the Indian ocean is a threat to regional security. A failure to democratize the 

country would strengthen its ties to China (ibid.:31). Japan also fears that terrorism might spread 

in the region with refugees, which Japan is pressured by the UN to accept (ibid.:32).  

 Some observers worry about China’s potential influence in the region. But rather than 

viewing China as a threat, China could have a spillover effect of growth on ASEAN, and the 

trade between China and ASEAN has been growing (Acharya, 2013:269). For some, it has raised 

concerns of China increasing its dominance with companies and products in the region, but 

ASEAN’s trade with Japan, the EU, and the US remain significant. China might be able to assert 

dominance through economic influence towards less developed members, such as Myanmar, but 

not all ASEAN members would sacrifice their national and regional interests because of China 

(ibid.:270). Concerns about Chinese expansionism is mostly regarding the South China Sea 
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(ibid.). As previously stated, one of the reasons ASEAN approved a Myanmar membership has 

been to lessen Chinese influence. 

 To sustain its economic growth, China needs the resources and markets ASEAN 

members can provide and need of its cooperation to legitimize its power in the world. Acharya 

describes this as a “test case of Beijing’s credibility as an engaged and constructive world 

power” (Acharya, 2013:272). It is also in China’s interest to keep a good relationship to ASEAN 

states to assure they will not move to closer alignment with its competitors (ibid.). 

 Aung writes that there is no power that can completely influence Myanmar and 

Tatmadaw. The country will not easily be pressured by the international community. To isolate 

Myanmar because of the crisis, would only make them closer to China, and in extension Russia. 

The real victims in this case would be the Rohingya (Aung, 2020:49).  

 We find that the international community is affected by the Rohingya crisis, and that all 

are interested in solving the conflict. However, the difference lies in the strategy to do so. The 

polarity of the east and west is evident. In the introduction of this paper, we saw that the 

responsibility to protect has been largely ineffective because of deadlocks, vetoes, silent vetoes 

and a lack of political will, we find evidence of this also in the case of the Rohingya crisis. In this 

section, we have looked at the power play in the region and signs of amity-enmity. ASEAN is 

trying to balance the power in the region, to avoid the influence of superpowers, which could 

create conflict between the countries and make ASEAN look weak. The ASEAN way is still 

used as the primary strategy, which ensures that the violations against the Rohingya are not put 

on the agenda, where human rights are put on the sidelines. China, Russia, and India are backing 

them in this sense because of their interests in Myanmar’s resources. Any UN resolutions will be 

blocked by China and Russia. The west has to a large extent ruined its relations because of 

sanctions and involvement with the Rohingya, something that the nationalistic Myanmar views 

as a threat to its national security. Japan tries to act as a mediator, wanting to enhance democracy 

in the country, but not pressure it. All of the countries have an interest in Myanmar’s natural 

resources and want to avoid further conflict which could hurt their own interests. The power play 

in the region is shielding Myanmar in several regards. 
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6.4 Analysis 
 In this chapter we will use the findings to answer the research questions and fulfill the 

research objective. The research objective is to examine how Myanmar's regional organization, 

ASEAN, have responded regarding the oppression of the Rohingya minority, as to explain why 

the atrocities targeting the Rohingya in Myanmar could not be prevented.  

6.4.1 To what extent could ASEAN influence the prevention of mass atrocity 

towards Rohingya? 

 When the UN was unable to make the Rohingya issue into an international matter, the 

world turned to ASEAN. While there have been calls to strengthen regional prevention, we find 

in this case that ASEAN had low influence in preventing the atrocity. This can be attributed to 

Tatmadaw’s hold of power in Myanmar, but perhaps even more so to the ASEAN way, which is 

a deeply held norm in the region derived from the organization's charter that is based on respect 

for sovereignty and non-interference.  

ASEAN claims to be committed to liberalize, further democracy, and improve the respect 

for human rights in Myanmar. However, ASEANs own commitments to democracy and human 

rights is weak. In the ASEAN charter we will find that the organization looks to further 

democracy, but it does not explain exactly what democracy means or that the countries should 

democratize. Neither Myanmar nor ASEAN has held human rights as a priority on their agenda. 

The Responsibility to Protect has also been hard to integrate due to the stance that 

sovereignty must come first. It has been stated that these areas have been improved in the 

country, attributed to constructive engagement and the long-term work in this area. Myanmar has 

always been a sensitive case for ASEAN. This has brought forth changes in the way the 

organization works, for example by moving towards constructive engagement, which is based on 

dialogue and encouragement. The goal of constructive engagement is a gradual change, and in 

that sense it might be successful. Lately, Myanmar has opened for discussions on the issues in 

the Rakhine state, although not explicitly on the Rohingya. While the democratization process is 

moving forward, it is a slow process and has not been enough to prevent such things as mass 

atrocities yet. 

The ASEAN way contains two limitations: consultation and consensus-building. 

Consultation ensures that sensitive issues, such as the Rohingya crisis, are not brought up in 
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meetings. Consensus-building means that if not all member states agree to a decision, no 

decision is made, and no further action is taken. These two norms make it impossible to prevent, 

criticize, investigate, monitor, or even discuss the Rohingya crisis in ASEAN.  

We did find two outliers in ASEAN that went against the norms by voicing concerns and 

calling for action, however nothing came of it. Indonesia opposed intervention and Malaysia 

soon backed down. ASEAN has been careful not to push Myanmar too hard on the areas of 

human rights and democracy, wary this might cause the country to disengage from ASEAN and 

move closer to China. It would also hurt their economic relations which ASEAN values more 

than the country’s human rights situation.  

Had the subject of the Rohingya crisis been put on the ASEAN agenda, it is still not 

guaranteed anything would have come of it. In the ASEAN charter, we will find the wording “in 

accordance to national law,” which means that domestic principles and norms come first, and 

regional norms are second. Tatmadaw will support the liberalization of the country if it does not 

undermine its role to protect the state from external and internal threats to national security. This 

is where the Tatmadaw believe they have a vital role and the Rohingya perceived as one such 

threat. The harsh citizenship laws have been a way for Tatmadaw to create a national identity, 

which it believes legitimize their power. As Tatmadaw equals itself to the state, they believe any 

threats or challenges to the state, is also a threat or challenge to Tatmadaw. The very reason 

Myanmar decided to join ASEAN was to shield the country from external threat, to avoid 

criticism from the international community, and to legitimize Tatmadaw’s role. 

ASEAN proves an interesting case, where the notion of sovereignty provides a collective 

identity for the members of the organization. Many of the ASEAN members have a shared past 

as previous colonies and have been used as proxies in war by more powerful states. While the 

ASEAN’s principle of non-interference has rid the region of intrastate conflicts, it has made it 

hard to prevent domestic human rights abuses. The ASEAN way has blocked regional 

interference in the Rohingya conflict. ASEAN was created to deflect external interference and 

domination. Therefore, it has been written in its charter that national law weighs heavier than 

regional norms. ASEAN does have its own intergovernmental commission on human rights, but 

due to it being tied to ASEAN it is also tied to the ASEAN way, blocking it from fulfilling its 

mandate. As ASEAN is tied to the ASEAN way, which derives from its charter, progress in 
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human rights and democracy will remain a long-term project in countries such as Myanmar and 

situations such as the Rohingya conflict will be allowed to continue.  

 

6.4.2 How have the power relations in the region affected the response to the mass 

atrocity? 

 Myanmar is perfectly positioned for global power play. The power relations in the region 

created an inability to respond to the warning signals and genocide. We find that several 

organizations and countries have been able to block the prevention of the conflict.  

 Myanmar holds natural resources and cheap labor that are desirable to all countries in the 

region and the world. Its connection to the Indian ocean offers another source of interest. 

Myanmar was long closed off to the regional and international arena but has recently become 

more liberalized. Due liberalization and neighboring India, China, and Bangladesh, Myanmar is 

a country with a relatively fast-growing economy. This has played a part in how the countries 

have decided to act on this matter. Lack of political will is found on all levels as Myanmar’s 

attractive resources have been more important than stopping its human rights abuses. The 

responsibility to protect has therefore not been put to practice. 

 The UN tried to bring up the subject to garner action on several occasions through the 

years. Countries have either been silent on the matter or blocked any resolutions with open and 

silent vetoes. It has been described as a “wait and see approach”. 

 China and Russia are the countries that have used their vetoes to prevent action. The 

reason behind this can be traced to their interest in Myanmar’s resources. China is Myanmar's 

largest trading partner with several investment projects in the country. Further, China believes an 

intervention from the UN, which it equals to the US and the west, would affect these. An 

intervention is therefore not seen as a desirable outcome from China’s standpoint, but neither is 

an escalation of the conflict which could increase the international pressure. Instead, China has 

taken on the role as mediator between Bangladesh and Myanmar in the repatriation of the 

Rohingya. China also explains that the root causes of the Rohingya conflict stems from 

underdevelopment, and therefore now seeks to invest more in the country to further economic 

development. China’s interest in Myanmar seems to be economical and a way to gain more 

power in the region.  
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 We find several other countries have put in effort to balance China’s potential influence 

in Myanmar. It is predicted that pushing Myanmar closer towards China is to ensure that 

Tatmadaw will increase its power in the country, which would allow for human rights abuses to 

continue. The US has been described as an actor which wants to see liberalization and 

democratization in Myanmar. However, the US and the West’s history of putting sanctions on 

Myanmar as well as their engagement with the Rohingya civil society has branded them as pro-

Rohingya and caused Myanmar to look towards Asia. Japan much like the US, wants to further 

democracy in Myanmar, but uses a different approach. At the UN they have been quiet on the 

matter, and instead chose to use dialogue with Myanmar leaders and Rohingya civil society. 

Their approach has been successful in other contexts, and perhaps it will prove to be successful 

in Myanmar in the long-term. This is a way to balance China, which it perceives as a regional 

threat. Important to note is that western states and Japan are also investing in Myanmar. It is 

therefore in their interest to promote peace in the region, to further human rights, ensure safety of 

their investments in the country, and to prevent the spread of terrorism.  

One interesting observation is when Myanmar started showing signs of democratizing 

after the reforms in 2011, most western countries immediately stopped pushing and started to 

invest, even though there were no signs of the human rights abuses decreasing, which might 

show that much like China, the interests are economical and a way to gain more power in the 

region.  

 One of the very reasons ASEAN was created, was to counter big powers such as China. 

Myanmar was accepted as a member in the organization to create a closer relationship and lessen 

China’s influence. ASEAN and its principles create a sense of security in the region, by putting 

sovereignty first, creating a collective identity. ASEAN offers protection from powerful states 

and the reason why there have been no intrastate conflicts in the region can be attributed to this. 

Through its relationship with Myanmar, the region can access Myanmar’s resources and reduce 

China’s influence. China and ASEAN both profit from a good relationship. China can profit 

from ASEAN’s resources, markets and legitimize its power in the world. In turn, ASEAN can 

enjoy the spillover effects from China’s growing economy. A closer alignment also makes sure 

they can lessen the influence from the west. 
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Exactly how much influence China has on Myanmar and the region seems to be a 

contested subject. Either way, most of the power play in the region is based on the notion that 

China’s power must be balanced.  

 Without an interest to respect the human rights norm, it makes it impossible for the 

international community to act in a country. There is also no country or power that is completely 

able to influence Myanmar and Tatmadaw. 

 In summary, Myanmar’s rich resources makes the country attractive for investment. The 

global power play in the region is balancing different push and pull effects from the countries 

involved. The countries seem to believe in different solutions to the conflict and aim to create 

changes in the long term. Equal to the strategies towards Myanmar is that to interfere in 

Myanmar’s domestic strategies would push the country away, something which they all want to 

avoid. These factors have resulted in a persistence of violence and mass atrocity in Myanmar.  

6.4.3 Why was the mistreatment of the Rohingya not prevented? 

The mistreatment of the Rohingya is an issue that has been ongoing for decades. Around 

the world, voices have called out to the international, regional, and national community to stop 

the atrocities. Their voices were not heard, and many Rohingya have been killed, injured, and 

displaced. This paper offers an insight as to why the mistreatment of the Rohingya could not be 

prevented. 

With the help of RSCT we have looked at patterns in several layers - internal conditions, 

regional relationship, and international relations, to locate power play and to find out why the 

region could not prevent the mass atrocity from happening. We have found that ASEAN has 

been unable to assert much influence to stop the conflict due to the ASEAN way and 

Tatmadaw’s hold of power, and we have found that the power relations in the region have made 

it almost impossible for the international community to do anything about the crisis, much due to 

vetoes at the UN. Moreover, Myanmar’s resources and geographical placement have been an 

interest on all levels and impacted many of the choices. The problem with ASEAN’s prevention 

work in this case stems from three levels - national, regional, and international. Ultimately, 

furthering human rights in Myanmar and aiding the Rohingya has not been a prime objective on 

any level.  
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Myanmar, ASEAN, and the international community have agreed to the Responsibility to 

Protect in theory but are not putting it into practice. An intervention must be approved in the 

United Nations Security Council. The act is still a highly contested subject internationally, as 

R2P is by some believed to be an excuse to intervene. We know that this is a security fear in 

Myanmar and the region and neighboring countries, and what is preventing the international 

community to put a stop to the atrocities. It has previously been found that lack of political will, 

lack of resources, open and silent vetoes, and deadlocks have stood in the way for the 

international community to act in mass atrocities. This conflict is no different. Due to issues 

blocking interference, that would be in accordance with the responsibility to protect, the 

mistreatment of the Rohingya was not prevented.  

 The responsibility to protect is a work in progress in many cases. While the principle has 

been accepted, it has yet to be integrated and mainstreamed in national, regional, and 

international levels. This includes Myanmar, ASEAN, and the UN. That could be a key reason as 

to why the prevention of mass atrocities today is still unsatisfactory.  

 Regional cooperation mechanisms could be advantageous to that of the UN because 

regional proximity increases the political will to aid in a humanitarian crisis. In the case of the 

Rohingya, we find that Indonesia and Malaysia voiced concerns but there was no additional 

action taken in ASEAN. In this case the political will remained lukewarm and it offers no true 

evidence that can support that a regional cooperation mechanism would be of advantage.  

The world might have looked towards ASEAN to prevent the mistreatment of the 

Rohingya, but the calls were ignored.   
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7.0 Conclusions 
The research objective was to examine how Myanmar’s regional organization ASEAN 

responded regarding the oppression of the Rohingya minority, as to explain why the atrocities 

targeting the Rohingya in Myanmar could not be prevented regionally. This paper was an 

abductive text analysis, where the Regional Security Complex Theory was used as an analytical 

framework to look at the problem from a regional standpoint, as to answer the research 

questions. The research looked at the Rohingya crisis to draw learnings that can be added to the 

research on mass atrocity prevention. This paper found that there are several factors blocking 

ASEANs potential to prevent an atrocity like the one that has faced and is still facing the 

Rohingya.  

The result points to that the international community still has a lot to work on before we 

will be able to stop mass atrocities from happening. R2P is still not properly integrated into the 

UN framework, and neither is it integrated into regional frameworks. As the world turns more 

towards regional organizations to prevent mass atrocities, it is wise to study their capabilities to 

do so. This thesis found that the ASEAN’s deeply held norm of non-interference prevented the 

organization from discussing and acting towards the crisis. Further, Myanmar’s disinterest in the 

human rights norm and the international community’s interest in the country’s resources also 

proved to be obstacles to prevent the atrocity. 

During the development of this thesis, several questions arose that could take this 

research further. As an example, one should study what effect the Rohingya crisis has had on the 

ASEAN members regarding the ASEAN way and sovereignty as responsibility. Is it possible for 

ASEAN to find a middle ground where a mix of the ASEAN way and R2P can be used in 

humanitarian interventions? And how can the UN continue to work to strengthen regional 

institutions such as ASEAN in mass atrocity prevention?  

A continued conversation on how regional organizations can prevent mass atrocities is 

important, to ensure that the mistreatment such as the one towards the Rohingya will not be 

repeated again and again in the future.  
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