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ABSTRACT

Sebagai salah satu kelompok minoritas yang paling menderita di dunia, etnis 
Rohingya mengalami perlakuan diskriminasi dari pemerintah Myanmar dan juga 
mengalami konflik kekerasan dengan penduduk Rakhine yang beragama Buddha. 
Negara-negara ASEAN menerima arus pengungsi Rohingya yang konstan 
sebagai tantangan utama yang harus dihadapi, tapi ancaman tersembunyi juga 
muncul dimana Rohingya dapat teradikalisasi oleh kelompok ekstremis Islam 
dan juga memengaruhi kelompok-kelompok radikal di berbagai negara ASEAN 
untuk bertindak. Berdasarkan permasalahan tersebut, artikel ini bertujuan untuk 
mencari tahu sumber masalah yang menjadi dasar konflik Rohingya dengan 
menggunakan teori Protracted Social Conflict oleh Edward Azar, kemudian 
menjelaskan kemungkinan terjadinya radikalisasi dan dampaknya terhadap 
keamanan regional, kemudian pada akhirnya diharapkan ASEAN mendapatkan 
solusi untuk digunakan khususnya disaat akhir 2015 dimana ASEAN harus 
mengimplementasikan tiga pilar yang menjadi dasar dari ASEAN Community. 

Kata-kata kunci: Rohingya, Myanmar, ASEAN, Pengungsi, Konflik 
religius-sosial, fundamentalisme

As one of the most persecuted minority group in the world, the Rohingyas faced 
discriminatory acts from the government of Myanmar and experienced violent 
clashes with Rakhine Buddhists. Constant flows of Rohingyas refugees to ASEAN 
countries are the challenge that must be faced now, but underlying threats of 
radicalization also appears as Rohingyas are influenced by Islamic extremism 
and at the same time influencing radical groups throughout ASEAN countries 
to act. This article aims to explore the root causes of Rohingyas conflict with the 
Protracted Social Conflict theory by Edward Azar, explains possible radicalization 
and its impact to regional security, while coming up with solutions that ASEAN 
could utilize especially nearing the end of 2015 where ASEAN must implement all 
its three pillars for the ASEAN Community. 

Keywords: Rohingya, Myanmar, ASEAN, Refugees, Socio-religious 
conflicts, fundamentalism  
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The Crisis of Rohingya from the Perspective of 
Edward Azar

Recognized as one of the most persecuted minority group by the 
United Nations, the Rohingyas are part of the Muslim population in 
the largely Buddhist inhabited Myanmar. Their history can be traced 
back to the fifteenth century where they originated as Muslims 
migrating to the Arakan Kingdom known in present day as Rakhine 
state, a part of Myanmar. Muslims from Bangladesh also migrated to 
Myanmar as both country was once a British colony. The Rohingyas 
have a legitimate claim of history in Myanmar. But as we hear  in 
the news, Rohingyas have been persecuted by the Government and 
Buddhist population back in the country, constant flow of refugees 
spreading out from Rakhine state, and most recently violent clashes 
that erupted between Rohingyas and Rakhine Buddhists. Where 
relations between Rohingyas and Rakhine Buddhists have been 
hostile since the ancient times of Arakan Kingdom and erupted into 
visible discrimination after Myanmar’s Independence in 1948. 

The international community have been trying to provide solutions 
for the Rohingyas refugee crisis, while pressuring Myanmar to 
address the issue. But beneath the evident, crisis also lurks underlying 
threats of radicalization of Rohingyas that can impact regional 
security. ASEAN as the main Southeast Asian organization should 
provide a viable long term solution that tackles the root causes of the 
refugee crisis and potential radicalization. The Rohingya crisis can 
be seen as a socio-religious conflict that has many factors affecting 
it. Therefore, Edward Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict theory 
shall be used as the analytical tool. The theory emphasize four key 
factors in investigating social conflicts; communal content, deprivation 
of basic human needs, government and states role, dan international 
linkage(Ramsbotham et al. 2011).

The communal content consider the identity group as the most useful 
unit of analysis. The identity group is defined through their race, 
religion, culture, ethnics and other related aspects. Furthermore, 
the relations between the identity group and the state involved 
are observed because it created social fragmentations where most 
case a dominant ethnic group that ruled in the form of government 
discriminate minority groups.
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Such is the case of Rohingyas where first we can identify two main 
actors of Rohingyas and Rakhine Buddhists. 

The two ethnic groups that reside in Rakhine state have been in a 
long dispute about their history and identity. The Rohingyas claim 
they are descendant of migrating Muslims from Arabs long since 
the 7th century and they have vocally refused to be considered 
Bengali descendants. They also claim that Arakan was once a 
Muslim kingdom thus they have legitimate status as a citizen 
of Myanmar by birth-right. On the other hand, the Rakhines are 
considered by Myanmar government as one of the ethnic majority. 
They share similar Buddhist culture with ethnics of Bamar, which 
the government once enforced it to be the only ethnic group that 
is allowed in the country in 1962 (Roberts 2010). The Rakhines 
considered themselves as proud Buddhist protectors that stopped 
Islam’s expansion to South Asia. Combined with current political 
tension, the Rakhines furthermore embraced the role as protectors 
from fearof Bangladesh’s territorial advancement to Rakhine state 
with Islamization and Rohingyas.

The second factor explains that basic human needs are non-
negotiable and conflicts that arise from deprivations of such will 
be violent. Basic needs are identifed as security, developmental, 
political access, and identity needs that can be related to what the 
Rohingyas are experiencing in Myanmar. The government is denying 
the existence of Rohingyas as part of their ethinicity where in 1982, 
they established the Burmese Citizenship Act that classified people 
inhabiting the country. Rohingyas are not included in the ethnic 
list and they are also unable to prove their liniage and historical 
presence in Myanmar due to their disputed history with Rakhines as 
mentioned before.The only identification that Rohingya people have 
right now is temporary “white cards” that the government gave in 
the 1990s to the muslim population.

By doing so, the government then proceed to restrict important 
basic human needs to be given to Rohingyas, such as restrictions to 
freedom of movements, freedom of religion, marriage, education, 
employment and economic livelihood, land and property ownership, 
and other basic facets of everyday life (Ramsbotham 2011).
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This leads to the third factor, where Azar mentioned that government 
and states play an important role in the satisfaction or frustration 
of its identity group’s needs (Ramsbotham 2011). As mentioned 
previously Myanmar’s government have issued a discriminatory 
policy that denounced Rohingyas identity and severely restricts 
their access to basic human needs. Correspondingly, Azar argued 
developing countries with colonial rule legacy tends to have a PSC 
due to rigid political authority and weak participatory capacity by 
its people. The relations between Rohingyas and the government 
have long been in a fragile state since British colonial rules where 
Islamic-descendants from neighboring Bengal was allowed to enter 
Myanmar because it was under the same administration. The event 
fuelled resentment by Buddhist counterparts in the country that 
erupted when Japanese forces invaded and fought against Muslim 
locals backed by British authority in World War II. The resentment 
continued under the leadership of General Ne Win in 1978 where 
he dissolved Rohingya political organizations and conducted the 
Dragon King Operation. A massive attempt to crackdown Rohingyas 
under the guise of documenting citizens and to suppress the Muslim 
insurgency in the country that resulted in 200.000 people fleeing 
to Bangladesh. Even until now the government backed NaSaKa 
organization that is comprised of military, police, immigration, 
continue to enforce discriminatory acts against the Rohingyas 
(Human Rights Watch 2000).

International linkage as the last factor is explained by Azar where 
weak states are greatly affected by the political-economy relations 
between each other (Ramsbotham 2011). In this case, in the form of 
international institutions such as ASEAN also affects the way states 
behave in addressing domestic or international issues.

If such external forces can affect social conflicts happening in 
a country like the active role of ISIS in the conflict of Syria, then 
ASEAN as the main international force that should be addressing 
the conflict in Myanmar plays a passive role and made no visible 
efforts in alleviating the plight of Rohingyas. These four factors are 
the root causes that ASEAN should analyze and put effort further, 
because the crisis is not only about treating flows of refugees but 
underlying threats of radicalization that can affect regional security 
as well.
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The Radicalization of Rohingyas and Its Impact to 
Regional Security

In the modern context of terrorism, minority groups that are heavily 
discriminated by their own government are taken advantages 
by terrorist groups to join their cause. Although in the case of 
Rohingyas, terrorist groups does not whole-heartedly support 
Rohingyas struggle but to further their broader strategic goals (Singh 
2013). Bilveer Singh explains in his book the causes of Rohingyas 
radicalization with the following factors; poor living conditions where 
as explained before Rohingyas are restricted to basic human needs 
especially proper education. The Rohingyas are exposed to local 
madrasa which have mushroomed in neighbouring Bangladesh in the 
1990s, those madrasa have strong indications of Islamic extremism 
and ties to radical groups from the Middle East.The next factor is effect 
of Islamic Charities. Much like how Arab countries plant the seed of 
radicalization through education, shady aid agencies also plays part 
in providing monetary aids that are misused to arm militant groups. 
For example the Rabitat-al-Alam-al-Islami NGO is said to be closely 
linked to the Rohingya Solidarity Organization (RSO), the militant 
organization that appeared in retaliation to the government’s act in 
the 1980s (Human Rights Watch 2010).

Such radicalization process are evident in countries that is a popular 
destination for Rohingyas refugees and the potential is already 
recognized by the United Nations (UN). 

The UNHCR (2013) reports that clashes between Rohingyas and 
Rakhine Buddhist in 2012 have attracted attention of the Lashkar-
e-Toiba (LeT) fundamentalist group from Pakistan, with the help of 
India’s Intelligence Service, the said group have plans on extending 
their footprints in Bangladesh and Myanmar. Another terror group 
from Pakistan, the Jama’at ul Mujahedeen Bangladesh (JMB) is 
said to have interest in exploiting the crisis of Rohingyas and are 
already allying with RSO.  Many extremist groups in Bangladesh 
have connection to Afghanistan’s Taliban, including JMB that have 
created training camps for Rohingyas to join the jihad and their 
military trainers are said to have Afghani origins (Singh 2013). 
Where Rohingyas are trained to fight for their extremist cause in 
Afghanistan or sent to fight for RSO. 
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Subtler security impacts occurred in ASEAN countries that are the 
main hosts for Rohingyas refugees such as Indonesia and Malaysia. 
In Indonesia, groups that are considered fundamentalists such as the 
Hizbut-Tahrir and Jemaat Anshorut Tauhid (JAT) have expressed 
their cries of Jihad to help their fellow brethren following 2013’s 
anti-Muslim rallies in Myanmar. The cries of Jihad manifested into 
real dangers when Indonesia’s national security foiled a planned 
bombing to the Myanmar Embassy in Jakarta. Closely following 
the event, on 4th August 2015 two bombs exploded in the Ekayana 
Buddhist temple in Jakarta when 300 worshippers where gathering 
for a sermon, but only three people were injured.Found in the ruins 
after was a note that stated ‘we respond to the screams of Rohingyas’ 
that is strong evident to link the bombing with Rohingyas issue.
Muslim radicals in Indonesia will use any possible issue as reason 
to conduct such acts, this is because radical extremists group in 
the country consider no such thing as nationality or status that 
differentiates their fellow Muslim brethrens (Jakarta Globe 2015).

In Malaysia, an incident occured where frenzy attacks by Rohingyas 
nationality left four people dead in April 2013. Although they 
targeted Buddhist Myanmars, Malaysian nationalities are also 
seriously injured even though they are not Buddhists.

Between those incidents, there are news of two Rohingyas leaders 
visiting Indonesia to gain support for more fighters, guns, cashs, 
and instructors. Analysts commented that Rohingyas radical group 
leaders are re-strengthening regional links because of less support 
they gained back home (The Wall Street Journal 2013). 

In the short run, academicians agreed that the radicalization process 
will not impact other countries or even Myanmar’s national security 
compared to the Morro Islamic Liberation Front in Philippines. 
But ASEAN should heed warnings from occuring incidents that 
sparked by constant flow of Rohingyas refugees to countries such 
as Indonesia and Malaysia. As ethnic-religious conflicts have rooted 
problems that requires long-term solutions, ASEAN should not only 
focus on coming up with solutions on how to deal with the growing 
flows of refugees but attend the underlying threats of radicalization 
and its impact to regional security as well. The next paragraph will 
discuss what ASEAN should do by incorporting the four factors of 
PSC and creating solutions based on those four factors.
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The ASEAN Community 2015 as the Solution

Rather than addressing the issue of refugess flows with quick and 
short-terms solutions, ASEAN members should unite together to 
disccuss Rohingyas crisis comprehensively. Especially nearing the 
end of 2015 where ASEAN must commit to the ASEAN Community 
goals they have made. By addressing this issue itself ASEAN 
can prove its commitment in two of its pillar, the Socio-cultural 
and Political-security blueprints. One of the primary goals in the 
socio-cultural pillar is “Human Development” where the focus of 
advancing and priotizing education is included.  In it one of the 
actions that ASEAN want to undertake is to “Achieve universal access 
to primary education across ASEAN by 2015 through advocating for equal 
opportunity in education regardless of social class, geography ethnicity, 
background or physical disabilities (ASCC Blueprint 2009).

As mentioned before, Rohingyas are deprived of basic human needs 
through restrictions from the government and its NaSaKa enforcers. 
Most importantly, Rohingyas are deprived of basic education thus 
they retorted to madrasa schools that promotes religious radicalism. 
While attempts of pressuring Myanmar to be more concerned with 
Rohingyas issue proves little success, ASEAN can concentrate its 
effort for human development in Rakhine state through education 
and employment.

It is not enough to provide aids in the form of food rations or 
health assistances only, ASEAN must prioritize on giving equal 
education to Rohingyas, where ASEAN-sponsored educational 
institutions can mitigate the risk of radicalization and give hopes 
to Rohingyas on employment opportunities in the future. Those 
educational institutions can exist independently by fundings from 
ASEAN or in a form of teaching development program for staffs 
based on Rohingyas ethnicity. Thus it will give a sense of purpose 
for Rohingyas under ASEAN while also giving them employment 
opportunities. The education program does not need to include 
higher educations but provide primary, secondary, and technical 
skills as a start. By providing education, ASEAN can also include 
history lessons and promote tolerance between ethnicity that will 
help future generations of Rohingyas from becoming radicalized. 
ASEAN can also play role in sponsoring secular charities that can 
incorporate education and employment fundings (Singh 2013).
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Second is addressing the communal hate between Rohingyas 
and Rakhines that roots from dispute of history and identity. The 
Buddhist community feel that they need to protect Rakhine state 
that have a long history of Buddhism and fear of Islamization by 
Bangladesh, while Rohingyas also feel they have a legitimate history 
thus belonging as full citizens of Myanmar. The resentment have 
been rooted since Myanmar’s independence and even gained support 
from the government through the “Dragon King” operation and the 
Burmese Citizenship Act. In a country where Buddhism is the major 
religion and have support from its government, Rohingyas can be 
considered on a losing side and in the long run will see extremism 
as the way to voice their concerns. 

The solution for this issue must focus on how to form an identity for 
Rohingyas that can be tolerated with their fellow Buddhist citizens 
and also be recognized officially by the government as well. The 
International Crisis Group (ICG) proposed Rohingyas to change the 
term of identification and come up with an alternate identity marker 
that can be proposed to the government, but ICG and Rohingyas 
leaders are pessimistic if the proposal will be accepted.Even if 
the Rohingyas were granted naturalized citizenship under the 
Burmese Citizenship Act, they fear the government might revoke 
their citizenship at anytime. ASEAN can play a part in building 
awareness and a sense of one identity, that is the identity of ASEAN 
(International Crisis Group 2014). 

The forming of ASEAN identity is important because it is stated 
in the Socio-cultural Community blueprint that ASEAN will take 
action to“encourage the deepening of understanding and tolerance among 
the peoples of ASEAN through interfaith dialogue” (ASCC Blueprint 
2009). The concrete actions that ASEAN can do is to facilitate as an 
arena between both Rohingyas and Rakhine, in the forms of forum 
between Rohingyas and Buddhist prominent leaders. ASEAN must 
carefully mediate both sides to achieve cultural understanding 
that despite historical differences Rohingyas and Rakhines can 
live peacefully without resentment to each others. ASEAN’s role 
can be paralel with effort of other international aids in appealing 
Myanmar’s government to grant citizenship for Rohingyas.
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If ASEAN can mediate mutual understanding between Rohingyas 
and Buddhist communities, then the government might be 
persuaded more easily because Buddhist communities plays an 
important role in affecting Myanmar’s government, just like how 
Muslim communities plays an important role to the politics of 
Indonesia and Malaysia. 

ASEAN’s role in the fourth factor can be reversed from passive 
to active contribution of  positive effects to Rohingyas issue. 
From ensuring education and promoting understanding between 
Rohingyas and Buddhist Rakhines. One of the Security-Political 
community blueprint goals is the promotion and protection of 
human rights. Therefore ASEAN can utilize both of its organs that 
focus on humanitarian issues; the ASEAN Coordinating Centre 
for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) and the ASEAN 
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) (Antara 
News 2015).

The AICHR, since its birth in 2009 had not made any significant 
contribution for the Rohingyas issue. Due to the non-interference 
policy that ASEAN mandates, providing solutions to the third PSC 
factor of governmental roles will be difficult. To directly pressure 
Myanmar’s role in the Rohingyas issue will require ASEAN to 
re-define the non-interference policy that ASEAN members use 
to avoid human rights issue in their country. On 2014, Myanmar 
was elected as the Chairman of ASEAN and stated the Rohingya 
issue was a “...domestic Myanmar affair and that Myanmar was fully 
capable of handling the situation by itself” (The New York Times 
2015). Other ASEAN members then responded the statement by 
respecting Myanmar’s decision to handle the issue with the UN and 
other human rights organization and will stand ready to play a role 
whenever Myanmar’s needed ASEAN to do so (ASEAN Secretariat 
2015). 

So far the AICHR have not touched the issue of Rohingya and instead 
focused on environmental rights issue by conducting seminars in 
Myanmar.Instead of confidence-building measures between AICHR 
and Myanmar that takes unnecessary time, AICHR should become 
the main IGO in coordinating efforts of providing education and 
employment opportunities to Rohingyas in the Rakhine state. 
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Furthermore, ASEAN should delegate to AICHR the role of facilitating 
forums and interfaith dialogues between Rohingyas and Rakhines, 
in the hopes of achieving mutual understanding between both sides 
from the perspectives of human rights and promoting the ASEAN 
identity as well (AICHR 2015). ASEAN should expand the scope of 
disaster managements on responding to flows of refugees like the 
Rohingyas crisis. Rather than each ASEAN countries coordinating 
extra efforts like the Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand’s trilateral 
meeting in 2015, only to result in Indonesia & Malaysia to provide 
temporary shelters  and Thailand to provide assistance in the sea 
until further solutions can come up. By expanding the scope of 
AHA Centre to deal with the Rohingyas crisis, ASEAN will have the 
chance to bring positive image to the international community while 
putting greater efforts to deal with the refugees flows.

Conclusion

ASEAN as the main international organization in Southeast Asia 
should take a bigger role in responding to the Rohingyas refugee 
crisis. Not just to provide temporary short solutions to handle the 
constant flows of Rohingyas taking shelter in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Thailand but to provide solutions to the underlying threats of 
Rohingyas radicalization that can impact regional security in the 
long run. Through Edward Azar’s Protracted Social Conflict Theory, 
four factors are identified as the underlying cause of Rohingyas 
refugee crisis. First is the communal content between Rohingyas 
and Rakhine Buddhists, second is Rohingyas deprivation of basic 
needs that creates the danger of radicalization by Islamic extremist 
groups. third is Myanmar governmental role that supports Buddhist 
violent act against Rohingyas while at the same time discriminates 
Rohingyas through its Citizenship Act, and international linkage as 
the fourth factor where so far ASEAN had been passive in treating 
the issue and not effectively putting its internal organizations to 
maximize efforts.  

Nearing the end of 2015, ASEAN should uphold its promise in 
implementing the Socio-Cultural and Political-Security Community 
blueprints. By providing education needs and employment 
opportunities to Rohingyas ASEAN can mitigate the risk of 
radicalization while upholding the socio-cultural community 
value in prioritizing education and create a mutual understanding. 
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Utilizing both the AICHR and AHA Centre, ASEAN can also uphold 
its political-security community values of promotion and protecting 
human rights. If ASEAN could treat this issue using the ASEAN 
way, it will not only mitigate regional security risks but will be 
ablecreating a positive image for the organization as well. 



ASEAN’s Role in Mitigating the Risks of Ronhingya Radicalization

78 Jurnal Hubungan Internasional □ Tahun IX, No.1, Januari - Juni 2016

Bibliography

Antara News, 2015. Waiting for AICHR`s optimal performance 
[online]. in : http://www.antaranews.com/en/
news/1281435057/waiting-for-aichrs-optimal-performance 
[accessed 31th October 2015]

ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights 
(AICHR), 2015. Archive for the ‘Myanmar’ Category [online]. in 
: http://aichr.org/category/activities/myanmar/ [accessed 
31th October 2015]

ASEAN Secretariat, 2015. ASEAN Chairman Statement on Myanmar 
[online]. in : http://www.asean.org/news/item/asean-
chairman-statement-on-myanmar [accessed 31th October 
2015]

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 2009. ASEAN 
Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint. [online]. in : 
http://www.asean.org/archive/5187-19.pdf [accessed 30th 
October 2015]

Human Rights Watch (HRW), 2000. Burma / Bangladesh Burmese 
Refugees in Bangladesh: Still no Solution. [online]. in : 
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/burma/index.htm 
[accessed 11 October 2015]

Human Rights Watch (HRW), 2013. All You Can Do is Pray. [online]. 
in : https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/
burma0413webwcover_0.pdf [accessed 11 October 2015]

International Crisis Group (ICG), 2014. Myanmar: the Politics of 
Rakhine State. [online]. in : http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/
media/Files/asia/south-east-asia/burma-myanmar/261-
myanmar-the-politics-of-rakhine-state.pdf [accessed 30th 
October 2015]

Jakarta Globe, 2015. Explosion at Indonesian Buddhist Temple Injures 
Three: Police [online]. in : http://jakartaglobe.beritasatu.com/
news/explosion-at-indonesian-buddhist-temple-injures-one-
police/ [accessed 29th October 2015]

Ramsbotham, Oliver, et al., 2011. Contemporary Conflict Resolution. 



Jurnal Hubungan Internasional □ Tahun IX, No.1, Januari - Juni 2016 79

Naufal Armia Arifin

Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

Roberts, Christopher, 2010. ASEAN’s Myanmar Crisis: Challenges 
to the Pursuit of a Security Community. Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies.

Singh Bilveer, 2013.Myanmar’s Rohingyas: Challenges Confronting a 
Persecuted Minority and Implications for Natoinal and Regional 
Security. Yogyakarta: Gadjah Mada University Press.

The New York Times, 2015. Myanmar to Bar Rohingya From Fleeing, 
but Won’t Address Their Plight [online]. in : http://www.
nytimes.com/2015/06/13/world/asia/myanmar-to-bar-
rohingya-from-fleeing-but-wont-address-their-plight.html?_
r=0 [accessed 30th October 2015]

The Wall Street Journal, 2013. Malaysia Fears Spillover From 
Myanmar Violence After 4 Killed [online]. in : http://blogs.
wsj.com/indonesiarealtime/2013/06/06/malaysia-fears-
spillover-from-myanmar-violence-after-4-killed/ [accessed 
29th October 2015]

United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees, 2013.  Emerging 
Threat [online]. in : http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/
vtx/refdaily?pass=52fc6fbd5&id=51f8a8895 [accessed 28th 
October 2015]



80 Jurnal Hubungan Internasional □ Tahun IX, No.1, Januari - Juni 2016


