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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

"Like all people everywhere, they need and deserve a future, hope and dignity. This 

is not just a question of the Rohingya community's right to self-identity; the broader 

issue is that all of Myanmar’s people of every ethnicity and background should be 

able to live in equality and harmony, side-by-side with their neighbors." 

- Ban Ki-moon, 2016.1  

 

1.1. Introduction to topic 

Burma - formerly Myanmar - became independent from the British in 1948. The country is one 

of the most ethnically diverse in Asia and has been largely dominated by the Bamar people, 

the largest ethnic group in Myanmar. After gaining independence, this dominance led to 

conflicts about self-determination claims by other ethnic groups. Since the military seized 

power in 1962, ethnic minorities have been increasingly excluded from positions of authority 

and faced different restrictions. In 1982, the Citizenship Law recognized eight major national 

ethnic groups in the country, which can be broken down further into 135 recognized national 

ethnic groups.2 However, this law does not include all ethnic groups in Myanmar. Myanmar is 

a predominantly Buddhist country, in which other ethnic groups are discriminated against. The 

Rohingya Muslims represent the largest percentage of Muslims in Myanmar and claim a long-

standing connection to Rakhine State, the state in Myanmar where they live. They also self-

identify as a distinct ethnic group with its own language and culture.3 However, many 

Myanmar governments have rejected these claims and the Rohingyas were thus not included 

in the Citizenship Law of 1982, making them stateless.4 

Since 2011, the country has undergone a large transformation following wide-ranging reforms 

launched by the government to open up the democratic space. Changes have been made 

regarding the freedom of assembly and oppression.5 At the beginning of his presidency in 2011, 

                                                           
1 Lun Min Mang, “UN chief Ban Ki-moon calls for ‘strengthened’ peace process,” The Myanmar Times, August 

31, 2016, accessed June 2, 2017, https://www.mmtimes.com/national-news/22236-un-chief-ban-ki-moon-calls-

for-strengthened-peace-process.html. 
2 United Nations, General Assembly, Human Rights Council, Situation of human rights of Rohingya Muslims and 

other minorities in Myanmar: Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, A/HRC/32/18 

(June 28, 2016), pars. 2, 5, available from http://undocs.org/A/HRC/32/18. 
3 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” pars. 2-3. 
4 Ibid., par. 3. 
5 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 6. 

United Nations, General Assembly, Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of 

human rights in Myanmar, Yanghee Lee, A/HRC/28/72 (March 23, 2015), available from 

http://undocs.org/A/HRC/28/72. 

http://undocs.org/A/HRC/32/18
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/28/72
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President Thein Sein made a series of commitments towards democracy and reform.6 In 2015, 

fair and free elections took place.7 However, the military still retains twenty-five percent of the 

seats in parliament and some minorities, among which the Rohingya, were disqualified from 

standing for election.8 Moreover, in several areas the restrictions on democratic space remain 

severe and there continue to be increasing concerns about discrimination and ethnic conflicts.9 

One of these ethnic conflicts is the one involving the Rohingya Muslims. The Rakhine, the 

Buddhist population in the Rakhine State, reject the links that the Rohingya claim to have to 

the State and consider them ‘Bengali’, thus viewing them as illegal immigrants.10 The 

Rohingya – and other – Muslims are often portrayed by them as ‘a threat to race and religion’.11 

Rakhine State is already one of the poorest states of Myanmar, with limited access to basic 

services and few livelihood opportunities for the entire population. The Rohingya face 

additional barriers in the State.12 

Since 2012, incidents of religious intolerance and incitement to hatred by extremist and ultra-

nationalist Buddhist groups have increased enormously in Myanmar.13 The violence has been 

targeted at Rohingya Muslims, an ethnic group that, as previously mentioned, had already 

suffered long-standing discrimination in the Rakhine State.14 In June and October 2012, 

violence broke out, which led to hundreds of cases of injury and death, the destruction of 

property and the displacement of 140.000 people.15 In October 2016, violence broke out again. 

Myanmar security forces have been heavily present in lockdown areas since several hundred 

men reportedly attacked three border guard posts. Security forces have sealed off the area, 

thereby preventing humanitarian organizations, media and independent human rights monitors 

from entering.16 The violence continued in 2017 and the situation deteriorated in August, when 

Myanmar’s military responded unlawfully and disproportionately to an attack by an armed 

                                                           
6 UNHRC, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 4 
7 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 6. 
8 Ibid., pars. 6-7. 
9 UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 4 
10 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Flash Report: Interviews with Rohingyas 

fleeing from Myanmar since 9 October 2016 (February 3, 2017), 5. 
11 OHCHR, “Flash Report,” 5. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid., 35. 
15 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 10. 
16 Amnesty International, Urgent Action: Still no information on hundreds missing Rohingya, ASA 16/5689/2017 

(New York: February 15, 2017). 
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group of Rohingyas. Up to 400.000 Rohingyas are reported to have fled to Bangladesh in 

August and September, which has created a shortage of shelter, food and clean water.17 

Because of the conflict, Rohingyas face multiple restrictions and forms of discrimination and 

harassment. These violations and abuses result from national, State, or local laws, policies and 

practices.18 As was stated above, they continue to be denied access to basic rights, including 

the right to food, healthcare, education, survival, and development, as well as the right to enjoy 

their culture and be protected from discrimination.19 They also endure the arbitrary deprivation 

of nationality and restrictions have been placed on their religious practices.20 Moreover, the 

Rohingyas face travel restrictions, which also prevent Rohingya students from attending any 

form of university education.21 The restrictions on freedom of movement also impact the access 

to health care, food, water, sanitation, primary education and livelihoods. Other discriminatory 

and restrictive local orders include curfews and restrictions on gatherings of more than four 

people. Permission is required for travel between townships, for Rohingya couples to marry, 

often with a two-child limitation for couples.22 Furthermore, Rohingya are vulnerable to human 

rights violations like sexual and gender-based violence, forced labor, limitations on political 

rights and documentation, arbitrary arrest, torture, ill-treatment in detention, and denial of due 

process and trial rights. No independent and credible investigations have been conducted into 

allegations of serious human rights violations.23 Nonetheless, these systematic human rights 

violations have triggered migration flows of Rohingyas from Rakhine State to other countries, 

facilitated by trafficking and smuggling networks.24 

                                                           
17 “UNICEF scales-up relief for Rohingya facing critical 'shortages of everything',” UN News Centre, September 

14, 2017, accessed September 16, 2017, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57517. 

“Myanmar: UN expert urges efforts to break 'worsening cycle of violence' in Rakhine,” UN News Centre, August 

31, 2017, accessed September 16, 2017, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57447.  

“Who are the Rohingya and why are they fleeing Myanmar?” Amnesty International, News, September 7, 2017, 

accessed September 16, 2017, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/who-are-the-rohingya-and-why-

are-they-fleeing-myanmar/.  
18 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” pars. 25-54. 
19 United Nations, Committee on the Rights of the Child, Consideration of reports submitted by States parties 

under article 44 of the Convention: Concluding observations: Myanmar, CRC/C/MMR/CO3-4 (March 14, 2012), 

par. 96. 
20 OHCHR, “Flash Report,” 35. 

UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” pars. 25-54. 
21 United Nations, General Assembly, Situation of human rights in Myanmar: Report of the Special Rapporteur 

on the situation of human rights in Myanmar, A/70/412 (October 6, 2015), par. 36, available from 

http://undocs.org/A/70/412.  
22 UNGA, “Situation of human, A/70/412,” par. 39. 

UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 55. 
23 UNGA, “Situation of human, A/70/412,” par. 40.  

UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 38. 

UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” pars. 25-54. 
24 UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 11. 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57447
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/who-are-the-rohingya-and-why-are-they-fleeing-myanmar/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/09/who-are-the-rohingya-and-why-are-they-fleeing-myanmar/
http://undocs.org/A/70/412
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1.2. Introduction to religious violence and peacebuilding 

It is hard to give a definition for the term ‘religion’. However, for the analytical purpose of this 

thesis, it is very useful to give one. In this thesis, religion will be defined as ‘the human response 

to a reality perceived as sacred’, disclosing and celebrating ‘the transcendent source and 

significant of human experience’.25 This definition is given by Appleby. Appleby is aware of 

the criticism by Cavanaugh, who states that there is no transhistorical and transcultural concept 

of religion separate from politics, and that religion does not have a dangerous inclination to 

promote violence. What counts as religion and what does not in any given context depends on 

different configurations of power and authority.26 As mentioned, Appleby has recognized this 

critique and stated that it is indeed wrong to think that a transhistorical and transcultural essence 

determines the attitudes and practices of religious people, apart from their cultural 

circumstances.27 In other words, there is no underlying idea of religious practices, for this 

depends on the cultural setting, in this case Myanmar. In this definition, this means that ‘the 

human response’ is not a fixed concept, but can be determined by culture and configurations 

of power and authority. 

Religion can be source for both violence and peace.28 However, often it is seen as a source for 

violence. Nowadays, many people assume they know the ‘who and why’ of religious 

violence.29 Because of the influence of Westernized global media, a market for books with 

titles features words like ‘sacred terror’ and ‘holy war’ has been opened up and has been very 

profitable. However, the subject of religion needs more refinement when discussed in policy 

circles, since, combined with secularist ideas dominating in North America and Europe, 

religion is perceived as being exotic and is being connected to fundamentalism - and 

fundamentalism to terrorism.30   

                                                           
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Protecting peace and prosperity in Southeast Asia: synchronizing 

economic and security agendas (February 2016), 37-41. 
25 R. Scott Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred: Religion, Violence and Reconciliation (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 8. 
26 William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 8, 57-58. 
27 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 15. 
28 Appleby, “The Ambivalence.” 

John D. Brewer, Gareth I. Higgins, and Francis Teeney, “Religion and Peacemaking: A Conceptualization,” 

Sociology 44, no. 6 (2010): 1020. 

Marc Gopin, Between Eden and Armagedeon: The Future of World Religions, Violence and Peacemaking 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 13. 
29 R. Scott Appleby, “Religious Violence: The Strong, the Weak, and the Pathological,” in The Oxford Handbook 

of Religion, Conflict, and Peacebuilding, ed. R. Scott Appleby, Atalia Omer, and David Little (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 33.  
30 Appleby, “Religious Violence,” 33. 
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Nonetheless, as Fox states, considerable proof does exist verifying a relationship between 

violence and religion.31 He describes four causes of religious violence: instrumental violence, 

violence to defend the religion, religious doctrines that give instructions to go to war and 

violence happening when benign religious actions of another group are seen as a threat. 

Moreover, he asserts that it is easy for religious institutions to mobilize their followers because 

there can be a higher-order claim in religious violence.32 This higher-order claim gives people 

a larger-than-life reason to turn a conflict violent and thus justifies religious violence.33 

Because of this higher-order claim, a conflict can be called a ‘cosmic war’. In this case, 

believers assume that an existential threat to their religion exists. This threat does not comprise 

of just a threat to the religion locally, but it is believed that the religion itself is in danger.34 

Appleby also recognizes this violent side of religion, stating that religion stimulates deadly 

conflicts. However, he also acknowledges another side of religion, emphasizing that religion 

can be used for conflict transformation by applying religious peacebuilding. Thus, he 

recognizes the ambivalence of religion.35 Religion can be violent, but when used in 

peacebuilding, it could play a very big role in helping to end conflicts in involving religious 

violence, in the long term.36 The key to this conflict transformation would be to revise the 

religious traditions that have inspired the conflict.37 He focuses on the militant peacemaker - 

someone that is dedicated to ending conflicts and violence and to creating harmony.38 

Appleby is not the only one who believes that religion matters in peacemaking and therefore 

needs to be taken seriously in conflict transformation. Authors have several reasons to consider 

religion in conflict resolution. Firstly, religion still plays an important role in people’s lives. 

This way, religion can contribute to the construction of shared moral values. This also means 

that states should not automatically be viewed as secular.39 Secondly, contemporary conflicts 

are often internal wars, based on religious or ethnic issues.40 Therefore, when religion is part 

                                                           
31 Jonathan Fox, An Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice (New York: Routledge, 2012), 

131. 
32 Fox, “An Introduction,” 124-129, 131. 
33 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God. The Global Rise of Religious Violence, 3rd ed. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2003), 7, 146. 
34 Fox, “An Introduction,” 130. 
35 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 7. 
36 Appleby, “The Ambivalence.” 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Megan Shore, Religion and Conflict Resolution: Christianity and South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 18, 22-24. 
40 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 17. 
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of a conflict, it can transform itself into becoming part of the solution.41  Thirdly, most religions 

share peaceful values, which are a good alternative to the focus on the violent sides of religion. 

Therefore, it is necessary that conflict resolution experts understand how religion can help 

contribute to positive peace.42 

For the reasons given above, it would be helpful if the relationship between conflict resolution 

theory and religion would improve. This way, diplomats and conflict experts would profit from 

a better understanding of religious motives. Conflict resolution tends to have a more secular 

approach, but a solution to a conflict must speak to the believers’ reality and thus sometimes 

might have to include religious societies.43 A good example of religious peacebuilding is the 

conflict in Northern Ireland. As was seen in this conflict, the construction of new ideologies 

and identities based on religious concepts contributed to the conflict transformation.44 

Religion cannot only be used in conflict transformation by diplomats and conflict experts, but 

it can also play a role at the ‘middle-range’ and ‘grassroots’ levels. For this, Lederach has 

created a framework that builds on different levels of peacebuilding.45 According to Lederach, 

approaches that only focus on conflict resolution at the ‘top leadership’ level are ineffective 

and thus there must be leadership at the other levels.46 Religious leaders can be very prominent 

at the middle-range and hence can help mediate between different levels. Moreover, because 

of their moral authority, they can inspire ‘peace activism’.47 Lastly, it must be noted that all 

mentioned above will be more relevant to socially cohesive societies or in settings where 

religion has an implication in the conflict.48 

In this thesis, the theory that has been described above will be applied to the case study of 

Myanmar. The thesis will try to analyze to what extent the conflict is a religious conflict by 

examining religious elements and determine whether these have instigated violence. Moreover, 

                                                           
41 Brewer, “Religion and Peacemaking,” 1033. 
42 Gopin, “Between,” 18. 

Shore, “Religion,” 17-18. 

Appleby, “The Ambivalence.”  
43 Gopin, “Between,” 14-15, 28. 
44 Gladys Ganiel, and Paul Dixon, “Religion, Pragmatic Fundamentalism and the Transformation of the Northern 

Ireland Conflict,” Journal of Peace Research 45, no. 3 (2008): 432. 
45 Ganiel, “Religion, Pragmatic Fundamentalism,” 427. 
46 John Paul Lederach, Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies (Washington: United State 

Institute of Peace, 1997), 38-55. 
47 Ganiel, “Religion, Pragmatic Fundamentalism,” 427. 
48 John D. Brewer, Gareth I. Higgins, and Francis Teeney, Religion, Civil Society, and Peace in Northern Ireland 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 28. 
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religious peacebuilding will be explored as an idea to see if it would be useful in helping to 

find a solution to the conflict.  

 

1.3. Aims and research question of the thesis 

To analyze the conflict in Myanmar from a perspective of religious violence and peacebuilding 

is relevant because the conflict has not been analyzed much from a religious point of view, 

even though it might be seen as a religious conflict. The conflict is one where human rights are 

majorly violated and it has caused many people to flee. Moreover, the country is currently 

undergoing a democratic transition, while still violation human rights. I believe that this makes 

it a very interesting case to study. 

This thesis therefore aims to examine conflict transformation, religious violence and religious 

peacebuilding. It will look at the different sides to religion. Moreover, this thesis will analyze 

the conflict in Myanmar, with the aim to interpret the history and development of the conflict, 

and to investigate the influence of religion in the conflict and evaluate the concept of religious 

peacebuilding regarding the conflict. Furthermore, this thesis will examine how religion can 

influence the outcome of the conflict.  

Thus, the thesis will analyze the conflict in Myanmar, focusing on the religious aspects of both 

the conflict and conflict transformation, by trying the answer the following question: To what 

extent is religion a useful factor to understanding the conflict and its transformation in 

Myanmar involving the Rohingyas? To answer this question, the thesis will be divided in 

several sections. 

After this introduction, a methodology of the thesis will follow. Then, the second chapter of 

the thesis will explain what religious violence is comprised of and analyze conflict 

transformation and religious peacebuilding, trying to answer the following question: “How 

does religion influence the choice to pick up weapon, and how can it be used in helping the end 

the conflict?” The third chapter will thoroughly analyze the conflict in Myanmar, focusing on 

the history of Myanmar and the origin and development of the conflict. It will also discuss the 

refugee crisis in the countries surrounding Myanmar. It will answer the question of how the 

conflict in Myanmar concerning the Rohingya originated and has developed. The fourth 

chapter will apply the theory to the case study, by answering the question how religious 

elements influence the conflict and whether religious peacebuilding is an appropriate approach 

to deal with the conflict. This will be followed by a conclusion.   
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Methodology  
 

As was stated above, the research question of this thesis is as follows: ‘To what extent is 

religion a useful factor to understanding the conflict and its transformation in Myanmar 

involving the Rohingyas?’  This section will now explain the methodology of this thesis as to 

how it plans to answer this question. I will look more extensively into the way my study is 

composed, why I chose my case, and the disadvantages of this my data (collection). A 

constructivist approach will be taken, which works well with qualitative data and text data.49 

The constructivist approach to research is based on understanding the world of human 

experience, which is continually shaped through the human interaction with objects and other 

subjects.50  

Firstly, I would like to state that the definitions that are used throughout this thesis are 

introduced in the chapter separately, since this provides more clarity. Secondly, I would like to 

discuss the fact that the thesis concerns a current conflict. This means that my thesis will not 

always be up-to-date. Because of time constrictions, at one point I will have to stop updating 

the information on the Myanmar conflict. I have decided to analyze the conflict up to and 

including 2017. 

For this thesis, a qualitative study will be conducted, in which document research and discourse 

analysis will be done. The documents that will be used for the analysis of the case study are 

documents presented by several international organizations, like the UN and Amnesty 

International. Since I will not have to opportunity to visit Myanmar myself to gather data, these 

documents were chosen because they provide the most legitimate source instead. The data will 

be gathered mainly from reports, statements and web pages of these organizations. Even though 

these documents are the most credible option for this thesis, it is still important to keep in mind 

the bias of both the creator of the document and of the author of the thesis. The organizations 

have mostly collected their data through interviews with refugees. This means that the 

documents provide secondhand sources and it is important to not consider the data as 

necessarily precise. Many reports by the UN that are used are drafted by the Special Rapporteur 

on the situation of human rights in Myanmar or based on information gathered by this Special 

Rapporteur. The Special Rapporteur is part of the Special Procedures of the Human Rights 

                                                           
49 Noella Mackenzie, and Sally Knipe, “Research dilemmas: Paradigms, methods and methodology,” Issues in 

Educational Research 16, no. 2 (2006): 193-205.  
50 Louis Cohen, and Lawrence Manion, Research Methods in Education, 4th ed. (London, Routledge, 1994), 36. 
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Council, an independent fact-finding and monitoring mechanism. The Special Rapporteurs 

serve in their personal capacities, which means that they are independent from any government 

or organization. Moreover, they work on a voluntary basis, meaning that they are not UN staff 

and thus do not receive a salary. This creases their independent status. They report annually to 

the Human Rights Council and to the State itself.51 Furthermore, Amnesty International claims 

it is independent of any government, political ideology, economic interest or religion. It is 

funded mainly by membership and public donations.52 The first report by Amnesty 

International that is used in this report dates back to 2016 and is based on interviews that have 

been conducted with victims and eyewitnesses of abuses. For this report, Amnesty International 

also spoke to human rights monitors, humanitarian workers, journalists and Rohingya leaders. 

Research was conducted mostly from outside the country, since Amnesty International was not 

granted access to northern Rakhine State by the Myanmar government.53 For the second report, 

published in 2017, Amnesty International was able to make field trips to Rakhine State, where 

interviews were conducted. They met with victims and with township and state level 

government officials. Moreover, an extensive review of legislation, academic and other 

literature was done for this report.54 

As for discourse analysis, I have chosen to work with critical discourse analysis in the chapters 

where this data will be used, for it provides insight into the interests and power dynamics of 

the different organizations cited. It studies the way social power abuse, dominance and 

inequality are enacted and reproduced by text and talk in the social and political context.55 This 

way, it addresses social problems, since power relations are discursive. Discourse analysis is 

interpretative and explanatory, because discourse is a form of action and constitutes society 

and culture.56 Critical discourse analysis then deals with the relationship between discourse and 

power.57 The Myanmar government uses discourse as power by refusing to call Rohingya by 

the name they would like to be identified with. Social power can be defined in terms of control. 

                                                           
51 “Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council,” United Nations Human Rights, Office of the High 

Commissioner (website), accessed January 16, 2018, 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Introduction.aspx.  
52 Amnesty International, “Caged without a roof”: Apartheid in Myanmar’s Rakhine state, ASA 16/7484/2017 

(New York: Amnesty International Ltd, 2017). 
53 Amnesty International, We are at breaking point: Rohingya: Persecuted in Myanmar, neglected in Bangladesh, 

ASA 16/5362/2016 (London: Amnesty International Ltd, 2016), 10-11. 
54 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 16-17. 
55 Teun A. van Dijk, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” in The Handbook of Discourse Analysis, ed. Deborah 

Schiffrin, Deborah Tannen, Heidi E. Hamilton (Malden: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2001), 352.  
56 Norman Fairclough, and Ruth Wodak, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” in Discourse as Social Interaction, ed. 

Teun van Dijk (London: Sage, 1997), 271-280. 
57 Van Dijk, “Critical Discourse,” 364. 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Introduction.aspx
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Groups have power if they are able to control the acts and minds of other groups, as is the case 

with the Myanmar government.58 As will become clear in this thesis, the monks (and their 

discourse) in Myanmar also have great influence over the acts and minds of citizens in 

Myanmar. Access to specific forms of discourse is a power resource, because discourse can 

influence people’s minds. The groups who control most influential discourse have more 

chances to control the minds and actions of others.59 In the case of Myanmar, it is important to 

be aware that the government regulates a lot of the data, by preventing organizations from 

entering certain areas. Moreover, power relations are shown in the data that is gathered from 

refugees, for they still fear repercussions from the military or other citizens. 

Furthermore, different theories will be used. For these, I will gather scientific, peer-reviewed 

articles and consult books. Moreover, a case study will be conducted of the conflict in 

Myanmar, as was explained in the introduction. This was chosen, as was also stated in the 

introduction, because the conflict has not been analyzed much from a perspective of religious 

violence and peacebuilding. Moreover, since 2011, the country is undergoing drastic changes 

to transform into a democracy. However, this conflict still involves many human rights 

violations, which the government chooses to ignore. This is very odd considering the country 

wants to become more democratic and makes it an interesting case to study. 

There are a few disadvantages to my approach, having to do with my data. Firstly, I will not 

visit Myanmar and will thus not have any primary material that I collected myself. This means 

that I will have to rely on other sources. In order to still have the  most legitimate and 

trustworthy sources possible, I chose to use the reports drafted mainly by the United Nations. 

These reports will be analyzed using critical discourse analysis. Moreover, the information in 

the reports is all translated. There can be mistakes in interpretation and translation by 

researchers or journalists in Myanmar. Since I do not speak the language, I do have to rely on 

translated sources. Here I have chosen to rely on the sources from the UN as well, for similar 

reasons as mentioned before. I trust that this organization works with skilled translators and 

interpreters. Another disadvantage is the lack of data about and access to the conflict in 

Myanmar in general. Because parts of Myanmar, and particularly the Rakhine State, are closed 

off, it is difficult for everyone to gather information about the conflict. Many reports are made 

from information that is told by refugees who have fled to other countries. The people who are 

still in the country might not want to talk, because they are scared of government reprisals if 
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they were identified as having spoken to an international organization. This can pose challenges 

to the analysis of the conflict concerning the Rohingya in Myanmar and thus I will have to 

keep this in mind when writing my thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Religious violence and peacebuilding 
 

For centuries, wars and conflicts have broken out all over the world.60 Religion has made a 

serious contribution to this bloodshed.61 In this chapter, I would like to find out why this is the 

case: How does religion influence the choice to pick up weapon, and how can it be used in 

helping the end the conflict? Therefore, this chapter will focus on religious violence and 

peacebuilding. It hopes to thoroughly examine the literature on religious violence, conflict 

transformation and religious peacebuilding. By doing so, this chapter can be of guidance when 

analyzing the conflict in Myanmar. This chapter will be structured as follows. Firstly, it will 

focus on religious violence. It will try to determine what constitutes religious violence and why 

religious violence happens. Then, the chapter will go into conflict transformation, to transform 

violence to peace. After that, the chapter will go into depth about religious peacebuilding, to 

find ways in which religion can contribute to the peacebuilding process. The chapter will end 

by illustrating the example of religious peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. 

For this thesis, it is important to examine the theory about religious violence and peacebuilding, 

because it will be used later to analyze the case study of the conflict in Myanmar concerning 

the Rohingyas. To be able to properly analyze the case study, it is essential to have created a 

theoretical framework. 

 

2.1. Religious violence 

As was stated in the introduction, ‘religious violence’ will be discussed first. Religion is in 

everyday discourse often linked to violence, with some even stating that religion has been 

responsible for more death and suffering than any other human activity.62 Even though people 
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only started being particularly wary of the dangers of religion after 9/11, religious violence has 

a long history, having occurred in the form of crusades, inquisitions, holy wars of the past and 

now jihads and other religious conflicts. Even now, many conflicts, including the one in 

Myanmar, have a religious aspect to them. Despite the fact that the link between religion and 

violence is often understudied or underrated, scholars agree that this linkage does exist, even 

though religious motives are not always clear.63 Nowadays, many societies are based on 

secularist values, which cast religion as a violent, unreasonable force that must be excluded 

from all political activities.64 Because religious motives can inspire bloodshed, it is important 

to look into this link at the start of the thesis. 

2.1.1. Definitions 

To start the sub-chapter, a few helpful definitions will be given. As has been stated in the 

introduction, the term ‘religion’ is one that is difficult to define. Nonetheless, is it useful to 

have one to work with for the analytical purpose of this thesis. Cavanaugh writes that most 

scholars writing on the relationship between religion and violence neglect to give a definition 

of religion.65 He actually does not define the term either, stating that there is no transhistorical 

and transcultural concept of religion essentially separate from politics. What can be seen as 

‘religion’ depends on the context, keeping in mind different configurations of power and 

authority.66 In this thesis, the definition of Appleby will be used, for he himself also recognizes 

that it is wrong to think that a transhistorical essence determines the attitudes and practices of 

religious people, apart from their cultural circumstances.67 Therefore, one always needs to 

consider the cultural setting of the author and of the (religious) conflict that is described, in this 

case Myanmar. Appleby defines ‘religion’ as ‘the human response to a reality perceived as 
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sacred’, disclosing and celebrating ‘the transcendent source and significant of human 

experience’.68 As for religious actors, he chooses to include ‘people who have been formed by 

a religious community and people who are acting with the intend to uphold, extend, or defend 

its values and precepts’.69 I prefer this definition because it is very inclusive, for the definition 

encompasses not just the members of religious communities, but also other  people who carry 

out religious values. Lastly, religious violence can be defined as ‘the use of coercion, including 

lethal force, by religiously motivated individuals, groups, movements, or institutions’.70 The 

term ‘religious violence’ can be criticized because it can give the illusion of a special kind of 

violence that is exceptionally dangerous. It can classify religion as irrational and as something 

that is necessarily more inclined to violence.71 However, in this definition, the focus is not on 

the religious violence, but on the religious actors. It does not concentrate on the violence being 

religious, but on the actors having a religious motivation. Religious actors fall in the extremist 

category when they legitimate violence as a religious obligation or sacred duty.72 

2.1.2. Why? 

Our global community has a long history of legitimating the use of armed force for reasons of 

security and defense.73 As established above, religion is also used as a reason for violence. 

Why does religion turn violent? There are several explanations for this, which will be given in 

the hope to be able to provide a better explanation as to why Buddhist people started using 

violence against the Rohingya in Myanmar. For this part, I will use the categories of causes for 

religious violence as defined by Fox. The first category focuses on instrumental violence. 

Religious groups can turn to violence when they have a political agenda that they cannot pursue 

through peaceful means, for instance because they are not powerful enough to create the social 

change they desire.74 Moreover, faith is a major determinant of social exclusion in some 

countries. In this way, it contributes to poverty, disempowerment and conflict.75 This might be 

the case in Myanmar, a predominantly Buddhist country, which is home to many minorities. 

The second category, as defined by Fox, is based on individual and group identities. If a 

believer thinks that a threat to his religion exist, this threat also constitutes a threat to his 
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identity, since religion and identity can be intertwined. The believers who feel the threat, will 

respond by what they believe is a normal reaction.76 Here, secular modernity, remarkably, plays 

a role in encouraging religious violence, because, as it seems, religious traditions feel weakened 

in a more global, secular, world.77 Furthermore, religion can inspire a feeling where a believer 

is taken to another world, out of his everyday life. Religious violence can also create this feeling 

of ecstasy.78 This can be related to the concept of ‘cosmic’ war that Juergensmeyer introduces. 

In a cosmic war, one’s way of living is perceived as being threatened. This results in a battle 

between good and evil, transcending the human experience. Here, believers have placed 

religious images in the service of worldly battles, giving the war moral justifications and 

sacralizing violence, defending their basic identity and dignity.79 The third category of causes 

for religion to turn violent concentrates on religious laws and doctrines which have explicit 

instructions to go to (holy) war. In this case, a war can be justified to defend the religion and 

can include conquering members of other religions.80 Regarding the conflict in Myanmar, this 

cause seems strange, for Buddhism is generally known to be a very peaceful religion. I will try 

to go into this contradiction more in a later stage of the thesis. The fourth and final category 

developed by Fox includes religious activities that are in themselves benign, but are not 

perceived as such by others. An example of this is the building of churches or mosques. 

Sometimes, even the mere presence of a religion in a certain region can be the reason for 

religious violence.81 

I would like to add to Fox’s list of causes, by drawing attention to the role of a religious leader. 

External circumstances can influence one’s decision to use violence religiously. The biggest 

influencer in this case is the religious leader, who can determine the attitude and behavior of 

his followers in a conflict. A religious leader forms and mobilizes his religious community.82 

When a leader sees an injustice in his society, he can mobilize his followers to retaliate against 

their enemies, thus creating religious violence. In the case of Myanmar, it seems that certain 

important monks have instigated bloodshed by for giving certain speeches, for example. A 

leader could of course also use nonviolent discourse.83  
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Lastly, Carlson and Correa mention to be cautious when studying religious behavior turning 

violent. Studies of religion tend to explain religious behavior in two ways. Firstly, the ‘blame’ 

position involves an anti-religious angle, where religion is seen as the root cause of the 

violence. The ‘exonerate’ position wants to demonstrate how religious violence is not religious 

in its core; religion is used for other (political, ideological) ends. However, the reality is more 

complex than one of these two positions. Therefore, a middle position should be taken, where 

the concept of religious violence is used to explain how violence can be religious, without 

arguing that religion is inherently prone to violence or intolerance.84 Thus, when analyzing the 

conflict in Myanmar from a religious perspective, it is still important to keep other aspects and 

causes in mind. 

2.1.3. Contemporary conflicts and religion 

In contemporary conflicts, religion and nationalism are often entwined, as seems the case in 

Rakhine State. This subchapter will now discuss contemporary conflicts. Religion plays a big 

role in shaping national identity.85 An ‘ethnic group’ can be defined as ‘those human groups 

that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent because of similarity of physical type 

or customs or both, or because of the memories of colonization and migration’.86 Since religion 

and ethnicity are both important markers for one’s identity and they are often intertwined in a 

conflict, it is impossible to figure out their precise roles in some conflicts. Therefore, we call 

these conflicts ‘ethnoreligious’.87 Contemporary conflicts are often intrastrate, ethnoreligious 

conflicts, involving an internal struggle for political autonomy.88 Because ethnicity and religion 

are fused in these conflicts, a threat to the nation can be perceived as a threat to religion, which 

in turn, as explained above, can provide a supernatural justification for violence.89 This way, 

religion is politicized in contemporary conflicts.90 It will thus be difficult to establish exactly 
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what the religious factor is in the conflict in Rakhine State, which is what I will try to do later 

in this thesis. 

One of the reasons for these conflicts is globalization. Because of globalization, encounters 

between different cultures and religious traditions happen more often than before. These 

encounters can be harmonious, but can also result in conflicts. The different religious traditions 

have different worldviews and therefore ethnic conflicts can be framed in religious terms.91 

In these intrastate conflicts between domestic communities, various non-state actors regard 

their use of arms in the pursuit of social change as legitimate.92 The conflicts often have 

endured for a long time, having installed a deep fear and experience of violence that will sustain 

the image of the enemy.93 Persecuted minorities are an easy target to create a sentiment of 

violence.94 Religious persecution can then provide massive obstacles to nation-building and 

produce a vicious cycle of violence.95 In Myanmar, the conflict has installed a deep fear in the 

Rohingya, but they seem to still feel like Myanmar is their home and like that is where their 

belong.  

2.1.4. Ambivalence of religion 

Thus far, this subchapter has focused on religion inspiring violence. However, religion also has 

another side: the one that values human life.96 Appleby identifies this ambivalence of religion 

which can legitimate violent acts, while at the same time limit them. Violence can be viewed 

as an instrument of the enforcement of religious norms, but it is also something that 

demolishes.97 Religion is ambiguous because it has the authority to both kill and heal.  

Religious experiences are filtered through the perception of individuals, which is limited by 

the (lack of) knowledge of these individuals.98 One could therefore say that the ambivalence is 

not inherit in the sacred, but resides in the imperfect perception of the sacred.99 It stems from 

religious traditions, which are internally plural. This plurality gives a lot of power to the 

religious leader. This influence is expressed by the power to choose out of many teachings 

what he defines as good and evil.100 Many religious leaders are promoting tolerance towards 
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others, but also many leaders choose to use religion as an inspiration to turn to violence.101 This 

internal pluralism can help religious traditions with their adaptation to changing times and 

circumstances.102 In sum, most world religion have created sources to both build empathy for 

violence and reject violence. 103 

 

Concluding this subchapter, it can be said that religion does have the ability to inspire violence. 

Usually, this is inspired by a perceived threat to the religion, and thus to the identity of the 

believers. People with different religious as well as secularist views are perceived as 

threatening. Contemporary conflicts, like the one involving the Rohingya in Myanmar, are 

often ethnoreligious conflicts, where it is not clear which factors exactly have inspired the 

conflict. However, they are often dubbed as religious conflicts by outsiders. Furthermore, it is 

hard to identify religious terrorists and to differentiate between religious and secular terrorism. 

Moreover, the ambivalence of religion has been analyzed, showing that religion can lead to 

violence, but it can also contribute to peace, which is what this chapter will focus on after it 

has explained the basics of conflict transformation.  

 

2.2. Conflict transformation 

The chapter will now turn its focus to conflict transformation. In the early part of the 20th 

century, peace research and conflict studies began to emerge as disciplines.104 In 1992, Boutros 

Boutros-Ghali, then Secretary General of the United Nations, introduced the concepts of 

conflict transformation and peacebuilding to the United Nations in a report titled ‘An Agenda 

for Peace’. In this report, he points to areas through which the peace-related functions of the 

UN could be strengthened.105 By doing so, he has increased awareness about conflict 

transformation.106 Conflict transformation can help to change a conflict. This subchapter will 

first go into the objective of conflict transformation: peace. After that it will analyze the concept 

itself and discuss peacebuilding. 
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Before starting this sub-chapter, I would like to clarify a few matters. In the 1990s, a more 

nuanced model of conflict transformation was developed, based on the lifecycle of conflicts. 

This lifecycle goes as follows: it starts with peaceful social change, which turn to conflict 

formation, to violent conflict, to conflict transformation and back to peaceful social change.107 

Thus, conflict arises out of social change. It is hard to establish the social change that has 

inspired this conflict in Myanmar, since Muslims have been discriminated against in Myanmar 

for a very long time. Now, the conflict seems to have started by an incident involving rape and 

murder, which was around the same time that the democratic transitions started in the country 

after a long period of dictatorships, which is a peaceful social change. The several phases of 

the conflict respond to several forms of intervention that might be used in that stage. For social 

change, peacebuilding is used. To end conflict formation, prevention can be useful. When it 

comes to violent conflict, it can be effective to practice peacekeeping and lastly, when it comes 

to conflict transformation, peacemaking will be useful. In this chapter, the focus will be on 

conflict transformation, since, as will be explained later, it offers a holistic view, and on 

peacebuilding, because it is important to address the root causes of the conflict through social 

change. This will also be discussed in this chapter.108 

2.2.1. The concept of peace 

This subchapter will start with a thorough explanation of the aim of conflict transformation: 

peace. It is good to establish what it is exactly that we hope to achieve through conflict 

transformation. One of the most used distinctions for peace is that of negative and positive 

peace, as introduced by Galtung. Negative peace concerns the absence of open war and direct 

violence.109 This is thus focused on ending the violence, but does not address the root causes 

of the conflict.110 Positive peace is the ‘achievement of fairness, justice and social 

redistribution’.111 Here, the focus lies on the transformation of underlying systemic violence 

and relationships.112 Thus, where negative peace is the situation without direct personal 

violence, positive peace is characterized by the absence of structural violence or social 
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injustice, thus creating a situation where resources and roles are allocated in an appropriate 

way.113 

The distinction between negative and positive peace has received criticism. Holm states that 

the term ‘negative peace’ is a ‘misnomer’. He believes that the terms positive and negative are 

not very useful, because what is perceived are two phases of war and peace which succeed each 

other. In addition, peace is a very complex concept and it is not just ‘not-war’.114 Moreover, 

Boulding asserts that the term ‘positive peace’ is not the opposite of peace and has little to do 

with peace. Refraining from doing something bad, does not mean that one produces something 

good.115 Furthermore, the concepts of positive and negative peace are presented as a 

continuum. However, when the concept is stretched this far, going from a state of cold war to 

a utopia, it is hard to see the linkage between the two.116 Galtung himself also recognized that 

his concept of ‘positive peace’ is a vague one.117 One might say that if there is no clear concept 

of positive peace, then what is the goal of peace research? Galtung reacted to this by saying 

that ‘the definition of peace should not stand in the way of realizing new futures’.118 Therefore, 

I will still use these concepts in my study, since they do provide a guidance as to the goal of 

conflict transformation, as long as I will keep these points of criticism in mind. 

2.2.2. Dimensions of conflict transformation 

To achieve the peace described above, conflict transformation can be applied. Conflict 

transformation can be defined as ‘the replacement of violent with nonviolent means of settling 

disputes’.119 It is thus a very broad concept, which consists of three dimensions: conflict 

management, conflict resolution and structural reform.120 Even though religious peacebuilding 

will be reviewed later, I would like to mention that religious educators lay the groundwork for 

conflict transformation through their long-term service in the classroom, training seminar or 

the institute.121 Now, I will first examine the dimensions, where I will also mention the tasks 
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and achievements of religious actors, after which I will turn to discussing a more holistic view 

of conflict transformation.  

Firstly, conflict management can be defined as ‘the prevention of conflict from becoming 

violent or expanding to other areas’.122 The conflict first has to be recognized, so that observers 

can show their presence to discourage violence, for example to ensure the legitimacy of 

elections.123 This is a dimension in which religious actors have been very active, by calling 

officials to account for unjust policies, raising popular awareness of the causes of the conflict 

and thus helping to prevent further escalation of the conflict.124 I believe that work has been 

done in this dimension regarding the conflict in Myanmar.  

The second dimension, conflict resolution, constitutes of ‘removing, to the extent possible, the 

inequalities between the disputants by means of mediation, negotiation, and/or advocacy and 

testimony on behalf of one or more parties to a conflict’.125 Religious actors can serve as 

mediators, with the aim to combat prejudice and ethnoreligious hatred through dialogue and 

education. In any conflict, reconciliation become possible when the different parties stop 

dehumanizing each other and begin to recognize themselves in their enemy, which has not 

happened yet in Rakhine State. This is why, in mediation, one is often asked to stand in the 

shoes of the one’s enemy. People have to start to trust each other and start accepting peaceful 

solutions. To settle their differences, the different sides need to find a formula to share what 

they both want.126 This dimension is crucial, because it means that individuals or (religious) 

communities have decided to intervene in the conflict.127 

Structural reform comprises the third dimension. It can be defined as ‘the efforts to address the 

root causes of the conflict and to develop long-term practices and institutions conducive to 

peaceful, nonviolent relations in the society’.128 The general objective in this dimension is to 

replace those institutions that spawn ethnoreligious hostility and violence with new institutions 
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that encourage nonviolence and peace.129 Another important factor is the development of 

relationships, by providing a space for the parties to encounter and engage as people and a 

place where they can express feelings openly while also recognizing their shared future.130 

Religious actors have a reputation for long-term commitment to the society and therefore are 

well-suited to help with the restoration of social relations and political stability after a period 

of conflict. They can serve, amongst others, as social critics, educators, and institution 

builders.131 It is important that the leaders leading the reconciliation have the respect of both 

sides, instead of someone who stands on the outside or who has been an oppressor or 

perpetrator of violence.132 

Conflict transformation offers a holistic approach that characterizes conflicts as underlying 

structures and relationships. To transform a conflict, one needs to determine these core 

conditions and draw a long-term plan for reconfiguring the underlying patterns or deeper roots 

that have given rise to the conflict, like poverty might be a root cause in Rakhine State.133 The 

root causes of the conflict can often only be understood through a regional perspective.134 

Conflict transformation entails the change or movement from a hidden stage to confrontation, 

to negotiation, to dynamic, peaceful relationships. Hereby, is it valuable to keep the 

sustainability of the movement in mind and to create a process that can regenerate itself over 

time, like a spiral of peace and development.135 Although it is important to respond immediate 

to a crisis, one needs to recognize the longer-term vision.136 Religious actors have participated 

in conflict transformation under different sets of sociopolitical circumstances, in which they 

have worked together with government, nongovernment and other religious actors.137  

2.2.3. Peacebuilding 

Whereas peacekeeping wants to achieve negative peace, peacebuilding is used to remove 

structural violence and achieve structural peace. It thus aims to achieve constructive social 
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change.138 The broader field of peacebuilding looks at several things: the root causes of a 

conflict, crisis management, crisis prevention, a vision for future relationship and 

transformation.139 People and institutions are the basis for peacebuilding, since they serve as a 

foundation for sustaining the transformation.140 According to Galtung, it is important to use 

citizens’ initiatives, since raising consciousness is in itself a fight against structural violence.141 

The people in Rakhine State thus need to take initiative. 

Peacebuilding must thus be inclusive. If it embraces multiple facets and has a broad view, 

inclusive peacebuilding can contribute to the constructive transformation of a conflict.142 

Peacebuilding consists of three pillars: the long term view of the conflict, an adequate 

descriptive language, and an understanding of the value paradoxes in the peacemaking 

endeavor.143 Firstly, the long term view of the conflict means that the restructuring of the 

relationship is remembered throughout the process and that the root causes of the conflict are 

handled in the peace process. Moreover, the solutions should be accepted by all parties to the 

conflict.144 Secondly, conflict transformation provides a holistic understanding of the process, 

in which relationships are changed. It provides a language that is more appropriate to the nature 

of conflict and the goal and purpose of the field of peacebuilding, since it suggests a dynamic 

understanding of the conflict.145 Lastly, paradoxes can be useful in understanding conflicts and 

exploring peacemaking. Lederach mentions four valuable paradoxes. He mentions personal 

and systemic change, justice and mercy, empowerment and independence, and process and 

outcome. Peacebuilding tries to encompass all of these elements.146 

For peacebuilding, instead of the traditional framework that concentrates on statist diplomacy, 

we need a strategic, conceptual and responsive framework, so that a comprehensive approach 

can be used, which centralizes the rebuilding of relationships. The challenge of building peace 

is to generate an infrastructure for a sustainable transformation, focusing on the deep-rooted 
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causes of the conflict and the divided societies, as well as taking care of the direct needs.147 

Thus, in Myanmar right now, many people in need have to be taken care of, but it is also 

important to try to figure out the root causes of the conflict to generate a sustainable 

transformation. One important aspect here is the restoration of relationships, i.e. 

reconciliation.148 Relationships lie at the basis of a conflict, which is why restoring the 

relationship is part of its long-term solution. During reconciliation, ways must be found to 

address the past without getting into a vicious cycle of mutual exclusiveness. The first step 

towards peace and rebuilding relationships is the acknowledgement of the other’s story. Then, 

it is possible to look forward and envision a shared future. Reconciliation presents a place 

where the past and the future can meet.149 

Peacebuilding produces several dilemmas. Firstly, peacebuilding is sometimes seen as a 

project, where certain kind of activities will lead to certain outcomes. However, peacebuilding 

is about creating adaptive and dynamic processes. Instead of facilitating, project-oriented 

thinking might limit the peacebuilding process.150 Secondly, consecutive to the previous 

dilemma, the progress of projects is measured by connected task and outcome to a certain time 

period, but conflicts are dynamic and unpredictable. When trying to solve a conflict, it is 

important to think about its history. This makes the process slow, but designed for the long-

term.151 Thirdly, one needs to take into account that reporting a conflict must be conceptualized, 

to take care of the sensitivity and confidentiality of the people involved.152 It might be hard for 

the victims, in this case the Rohingya, to talk about the conflict. Lastly, the institutional 

capacity building in a society is often overlooked. Frequently, high-profile individuals are 

involved in the peacebuilding process. However, they can create an idea about the deeper 

nature of peacebuilding that is distorted.153 I will go into this more when discussing Lederach’s 

vision. 

 

In conclusion, this subchapter has reviewed conflict transformation. This is a basis for the next 

subchapter. The aim of conflict transformation is to create a long-lasting peace. Conflict 

transformation is a holistic concept, focusing on the underlying structures of a conflict. It 
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consists of three dimensions: conflict management, conflict resolution and structural reform. 

Peacebuilding also focuses on the root causes of a conflict, in which relationships play an 

important role. Now, the chapter will try to show how religion can contribute towards conflict 

transformation. 

 

2.3. Religious peacebuilding 

As was demonstrated in the previous part of this chapter, the field of peace and conflict studies 

has offered many secular theories, approaches and techniques for conflict transformation and 

peacebuilding. This secularist discourse can blind people when trying to determine the root 

causes of the conflict. Approaches inspired by spirituality are often missing.154 In the case of 

Myanmar, the focus is often on ethnicity, while an approach with an emphasis on religion could 

also be helpful. As we have analyzed above, even though religion has a history of violence, it 

also has a history of peacemaking.155 Religious traditions have been involved with helping the 

poor and the oppressed. Religious actors, including a variety of people, from clerical human 

rights advocates and development workers to missionaries and international (multi-)religious 

bodies, now need to incorporate human rights into their religious language.156 Religious actors 

can form a bridge between different communities and help to remove the explosive elements 

from the religious language that is or was used.157 This chapter will now focus on religious 

peacebuilding. It will start with a few definitions and an explanation of what religious 

peacebuilding entails. After that, it will concentrate on why and how religious peacebuilding 

works. 

2.3.1 Definitions and religious leaders 

First of all, it is important to establish a few definitions. Religious peacebuilding can be defined 

as the activities by religious actors and institutions to resolve a conflict, while creating tolerant 

societies and building social relations.158 Religious actors are involved at many different 
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locations and at various levels of society.159 They are also present at every phase of the conflict: 

they try to prevent violent conflict from occurring, to keep conflicts that have broken out from 

growing more violent, and to resolve conflicts by envisioning a new future and addressed the 

root causes of the conflict.160 By doing this, religious leaders have brought visibility and 

influence to conflict transformation.161 As was written above, religious communities are 

characterized by internal pluralism. This makes religious peacebuilding a complex activity, 

involving also the relationship of the religious actors to the parties and the social, cultural and 

political contexts of the conflict.162 

Moreover, I would like to quickly explain Appleby’s ‘militant peacemaker’. Appleby defines 

a militant as someone who is ‘engaged in warfare’ or a social organization ‘in which efficiency 

in war is the primary object aimed at’.163 However, he also mentions the ‘militant peacemaker’. 

According to Appleby, a militant peacemaker is found in most religious traditions. While a 

militant can be violent, a militant peacemaker wants to end violence and is committed to finding 

a resolution to the conflict.164 Thus, ‘militant’ in this case does not suggest violent, but it means 

that in order to obtain peace, the militants’ devotion turns into a nonviolent spiritual crusade.165 

Religious groups often have different (peace-related) values. Nonetheless, religious militants 

look for similarities between the groups. They are more tolerant of different people and 

behaviors.166 Secular and religious NGOs often work together with these religious militants.167 

These militants could be useful in helping to find a solution to the conflict in Rakhine State. 

Religious leaders have a special role in the religious peacebuilding process, though it should 

be noted that in the end, all leaders and actors need to take similar steps to promote peace.168 

In order for religious peacebuilding to be effective, religious actors need to be committed to 

the peacebuilding process, dedicating time and (religious) resources. Moreover, they need to 

be willing to cooperate with counterparts from outside of their religious community.169 This is 

a task for the monks and imams of Rakhine state.  Because religion is often important to the 
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victims on both sides of the conflict, religious actors can help manage the conflict.170 By 

interjecting religious language into the mediation, religious leaders can elevate the negotiations 

to a higher level, instead of using their position to instigate violence, as the monks in Myanmar 

have been doing.171 It is very important for the religious leader to set a good example for his 

followers and his community. The leaders have to remind their followers of the core message 

of their belief: to be peaceful and to not use faith to justify violence.172 By preaching 

compassion and respect, the religious leaders can encourage dialogue and promote 

resolution.173 After the conflict has ended, they can help with the mourning process.174 

Religious leaders play an important part in society. They have a reputation of being honest and 

compassionate. Furthermore, they have firsthand knowledge of local issues and the locals trust 

them. This results in them being able to act faster and more efficient than (non-)governmental 

actors.175 Because of their role in society, religious leaders can identify the violence early and 

bring it to the attention of agencies.176  

2.3.2. The success of religious peacebuilding 

Now that we have established what religious peacebuilding is and how religious leaders can 

contribute to this, it is time to explain the success of religious leaders in peacebuilding. First of 

all, the place of religious actor in the society matters. Religious actors have a reputation for 

integrity and service through constant and direct contact with the masses and they have a long 

record of charitable work. This way, religion contributes to the building or sustaining of a 

robust civil society.177 Religious communities are widespread organizations, they network at 

every level of society and they can mobilize the larger community using international funding 

and moral support.178 They have, as far as possible, trustworthy relationships with people on 

every side of the conflict.179 The religious mediators have detailed knowledge of the language 

and cultures of the communities in conflict, as someone from Rakhine State would have. They 

have firsthand information about the conflict as it progresses. Often, they can draw upon 

political expertise to help end the conflict and envision a long-term vision of peace.180 
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Secondly, when the reason for conflict lies in the religious sphere, religious leaders will be 

better suited to help end the violence than secular leaders.181 It can be challenging to understand 

the religious content in a conflict and to connect this to the other factors that have sparked 

conflict. It would be good to understand how religion relates to the desire to create structural, 

economic, political or social change, but this is hard to figure out.182 Instead of the negotiations 

favored by businesspeople and military analysts, religious actors will encourage focus on the 

emotions. Religion gives people an outlet for these emotions through symbolic gestures and 

rituals.183 Lastly, to create a peaceful environment, shared goals and common ground are 

important. Therefore, we need to find the values and principles that are shared between 

members of different faiths, like Islam and Buddhism.184 Because faith plays such a big role in 

people’s lives, it is a good idea to take advantage of its values to transform societies to a more 

peaceful state.185 Religious traditions offer great insights for the promotion of peace. They 

advocate the ‘golden rule’: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Virtues as 

kindness, charity, compassion, honesty, fairness, justice, equality, tolerance, respect, 

nonviolence, humility, forbearance, self-discipline, moderation, and forgiveness play a big 

part. It is up to the religious leaders to use this in practice.186 The failure to recognize the 

treasures that religion offers for conflict transformation has led to missed opportunities in the 

past. It is therefore important that the wisdoms and techniques of world religions are integrated 

in the politics and practice of conflict transformation.187 

2.3.3. Interfaith activities and institutions 

In order to achieve peace, it is essential that people from different groups (other religious 

groups, as well as nonreligious actors) work together. In this case, this would require people 

from the Rakhine and the Rohingya communities working together, perhaps joined by people 

from nonreligious organizations. Interfaith activities offer opportunities to collaborate, share 

the work of building peace and learn from each other.188 On the road towards reconciliation, 

joint work and struggle are crucial. It is important to create a space where people in conflict 

can listen to each other, share their concerns, and learn from each other, so that bridges can be 
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built and the different communities can work together towards a common goal. If the interfaith 

activities are successful, they can inspire others to attempt similar projects.189 

Regional institutions that facilitate (interfaith) dialogue are helpful in the process towards 

transformation. The institutions can combine the expertise of religious and humanitarian 

agencies with local knowledge. In societies that are undergoing democratization, like in 

Myanmar, these centers could also function as cites of civil discourse, where midlevel and 

grassroots community leaders meet.190 When the centers are built from local resources, this 

strengthens the self-sufficiency and sustainability of them, thus guaranteeing a long-term 

peace.191 It is of importance that these faith-based organization work together. They share 

resources and each find areas in which they can specialize, for instance in mediation, 

prevention, or building democracy.192 This might also be a way to combat fundamentalism: by 

offering strong alternatives. By strengthening other organizations, they can emphasize 

cooperation instead of conflict based on incompatible values.193 For Rakhine State, such 

institutions still seem far away, since the communities have been separated. 

However, sometimes agreements that are concluded between different religious organizations 

to promote tolerance mean nothing because they are superficial. According to Gage, if the 

leaders of two movements have very different intentions, they can only attempt to improve 

their public relations for their own good, at the expense of the society. Therefore, he concludes 

that dialogue should take place within a religion first, and then perhaps between religions 

later.194 

2.3.4. Contemporary conflicts and the hermeneutics of citizenship 

As was established in the subchapter on religious violence, contemporary conflicts like the 

struggle in Rakhine State often involve ethnoreligious struggles. These conflicts need to be 

approached differently than in the traditional statist diplomacy manner. Another factor that is 

often overlooked, is religious language. States do not use this language, but the communities 

do. This means that the religious language needs a translation for other people and other 

religious communities.195 Diplomats have to go further than just recognize religious 

                                                           
189 Carter, “Religious Peacebuilding,” 291. 

Diane D’Souza, “Creating Spaces: Interreligious Initiatives for Peace,” in Religion and Peacebuilding, ed. Harold 

Coward, and Gordon S. Smith (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004), 170, 185-186.  
190 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 300-301, 304. 
191 Lederach, “Preparing,” 31. 
192 Albright, “Faith,” 541. 
193 Gage, “Choose Peace,” 124. 
194 Ibid., 78-79. 
195 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 150-151. 



33 

 

differences, they have to look into the religious motives.196 In contemporary ethnoreligious 

conflicts, it is crucial to establish the relationships between religion and national identity. If 

possible, the role that religion plays in national identity needs to be reframed.197 Later in this 

thesis I will try to figure out what exactly constitutes the religious factor in this conflict. Thus, 

peacemakers need to recognize the complexity of identities, to be able to solve a conflict.198 

Furthermore, ethnoreligious conflicts often have a long history of violence and injustice, like 

the discrimination of Muslims in Myanmar, which are entangled somehow in the conflict. This 

needs to be studied as well.199 The new approach also needs to involve all levels of society to 

make sure it can be a long-term commitment. This idea is developed further by Lederach. This 

subchapter will discuss his theory later. Moreover, the resources for reconciliation need to 

come from within the society, which will enhance the work of the people from the outside.200 

According to Omer, peacebuilding literature is correct to focus on the roots of the conflict. The 

underlying relationships need to be transformed to be able to move to a holistic understanding 

of peace. However, this approach needs to focus on listening to and deconstructing narratives 

of victimhood that seem incompatible.201 She also believes that, by isolating the religious 

aspect of a conflict, one ignores the fact that religion is intertwined in one’s identity. Rethinking 

one’s whole identity is important for conflict transformation.202 To solve these problems, Omer 

introduces the hermeneutics of citizenship, which is a method that is very useful for 

peacebuilding in ethnoreligious conflicts. It focuses on the reimagining of the relationships 

between the different components of identity. This reimagination requires an inspection of the 

religious tradition and communal history, as well as the recognition of the circumstances of 

others. This makes the method flexible and functional.203  

The reimagining can be defined as hermeneutics because it does not just involve looking at the 

religious resources of a community, but it also looks at the way by which the community has 

drawn on these resources to establish, amongst other things, their identity. It thus focuses on 

the way that the people have experienced the conflict and how they experience justice. If 

hermeneutics can contextualize different narratives and memories of groups and transfer them 
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into a universal idea of justice, it can be very helpful in the conflicts defined by ethnoreligious 

claims.204 

In order to see how nationalism and religion are intertwined, religious peacebuilding in 

ethnoreligious conflicts demands an extensive engagement with the violent interpretations of 

religion, exploring the ways in which certain interpretations of religion, ethnicity and culture 

contribute to the violence. It will be interesting to analyze the case of Myanmar, since the 

Buddhist religion is known to be such a peaceful one. Thus, since the hermeneutics of 

citizenship makes use of reimagining, it can be used to reimagine how religion relates to 

political identity and thereby used to focus on the root causes of the conflict.205 When people 

in conflict find a way to reimagine their identity, this long-term reframing can lay the 

foundation for a peacebuilding process. 206 

2.3.5. Lederach’s multilayered approach to peacebuilding 

Now, I would like to turn to Lederach’s ideas on – religious - peacebuilding. As was said 

before, in contemporary conflicts, it is important to involve the whole society in the 

peacebuilding process, including all layers and religious and secular organizations. This will 

help to create a long-term solution.207 In this process, the participation of local people helps to 

identify, understand, and handle the local problems.208 The model of peacebuilding needs to be 

adaptive to these local settings. Peacebuilding always starts with listening to the local 

community and this community has to be involved.209 The people play a leading role. In a 

democratic state, a government cannot install policies without including the will of the 

people.210 

Lederach presents a model for peacebuilding that is multilayered, consisting of three layers. 

The first layer consists of the top level. This constitutes the key political and military leaders 

in the conflict, who are somewhat removed from the conflict, but highly visible.211 In 

Myanmar, the top level would consist of the military leaders and leaders of the country like 

Aung San Suu Kyi. Their visibility secures the leaders’ legitimacy, but the political pressure 
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and the degree of publicity constrains their freedom to operate.212 The second layer is made up 

of the middle range. The middle range is composed of people who have a leadership position, 

but who are not defined by authority structures. The middle range can also consist of primary 

networks of groups and institutions that are respected within the region, or people who are well 

known, for instance as belonging to an ethnic minority group. Their influence and power is 

derived from the relationships that they have with people from both sides of the conflict, 

especially with the first and third layer. Compared to the lop level, who undergo more political 

pressure, the middle range has more flexibility to envision and practice creative ideas. 

Compared to the grassroots level, they have more influence because of their contact with the 

top level.213 Thus, because of their flexibility, number, and connectivity, the middle range is in 

the best position to lead long-term peacebuilding processes.214 The third level is the grassroot 

level, representing the masses. These are the people living in Rakhine State. The leadership in 

this level operates on a day-to-day basis in the conflict and they have a survival mentality. The 

leaders understand the fear and suffering of the population and have an expert knowledge of 

local politics.215 Religious actors are present in all three levels, but the religious actors that are 

active in the local communities - middle range and grassroots level - form the core of religious 

peacebuilding.216 In sum, having a higher position means better access to information about 

the bigger picture of the conflict and it means having a greater capacity to make decisions that 

influence the entire population, but it also means that the individual himself is less affected by 

those decisions. This reveals one of the key dilemmas in the peace process.217 

Based on these layers, Lederach distinguishes different approaches to peacebuilding. Firstly, 

he identifies the top-down approach. Here, the peacemakers are prominent figures, who are 

often backed up by a government or international organization. This approach is based on the 

assumption that the key to achieving peace is identifying the key leaders in a conflict and 

getting them to agree. When they agree, the peace process will move down through the rest of 

the population. In the case of Myanmar, the government might want to make a statement and 

                                                           
212 Lederach, “Building,” 40. 
213 Brian Cox, and Daniel Philpott, “Faith-based Diplomacy: An Ancient Idea Newly Emergent,” in Religion and 

Foreign Affairs: Essential Readings, ed. Dennis R. Hoover, and Douglas M. Johnston (United States of America: 

Baylor University Press, 2012), 257.  

Lederach, “Building,” 41-42. 
214 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 241. 

Lederach, “Building,” 83. 
215 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 241. 

Lederach, “Building,” 42-43, 83. 
216 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 284-285. 
217 Lederach, “Building,” 43. 



36 

 

an agreement with the military and its security forces. The problem or dilemma with this 

approach is that these people and their negotiations are often subject to close media scrutiny. 

The focus in this approach is on a cessation of violence as the first step towards building 

peace.218 As for the middle range approach to peacebuilding, Lederach states that literature has 

not quite developed a theory for this.  Lastly, Lederach mentions the grassroots or bottom-up 

approach. This approach is based on reaching agreements to end the fighting at local peace 

conferences, by bringing together the lower level leaders of interdependent groups in the 

conflict. The meetings deal with immediate concerns. When they reach an agreement at the 

lower level, it is possible to repeat this process at a higher level.219 The challenge with this level 

is the massive numbers of people that are or want to be involved. Moreover, people at this level 

are in survival mood. Because they experience the problems themselves, it might be harder to 

come to an agreement about peace.220 Moreover, the suffering Rohingya seem to not have much 

influence to make a change. The grassroots level is involved before and after the formal peace 

structure. The programs that are active to sustain the peace often work through existing 

networks like churches. They are characterized by helping people deal with traumas and 

rebuilding relationships.221 

2.3.6. Example: Northern Ireland 

Lastly, I would like to focus shortly on a conflict in which religious peacebuilding has greatly 

contributed to creating peace, hoping that this will be a helpful example for Myanmar. I have 

chosen to go into the conflict transformation process in Northern Ireland, since this process and 

its outcome offer important lessons to people involved with conflict transformation over the 

long term. To start, I would like to give a short introduction to the conflict and its history. For 

hundreds of years, England feared an Irish invasion. They believed that the best way to secure 

the country’s safety was by controlling Ireland. Throughout history, from the Spanish Armada 

to the Second World War, the English presence in Ireland showed benefits for England 

strategically.222 After the Reformation, Ireland remained Catholic, while the English became 

Protestant. The most rebellious part of Ireland then was the North, so in the 17th century, the 

English king installed Protestants in the North of Ireland to put down an uprising. These 

Protestants remained loyal to the English king in exchange for the land that they were given. 
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As a result, the North of Ireland remained mostly loyal to the British crown.223 In an attempt to 

make the Catholics accept the Reformation, the Penal Laws were created, penalizing the 

practice of Catholicism. As a result, at the start of the 18th century, even though over 75 percent 

of the Irish population was still Catholic, the Catholics owned only 14 percent of the land. 

Then, in the early 19th century, O’Connell started to campaign for Catholic emancipation. In 

this campaign, religion and nationalism were closely intertwined. This connection became even 

stronger over the course of the century.224 After an armed rebellion in 1916 in Dublin, a treaty 

was signed allowing the British to continue governing six counties in the North. The treaty was 

followed by a short civil war in the South, between pro-treaty and anti-treaty parties. The pro-

treaty parties won this war and the anti-treaty parties merged into the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA). In the North, the treaty was welcomed by Protestant Unionists, who wanted to remain 

part of the United Kingdom.225 This division created a divided society. The Troubles started in 

1969 and would last many decades.226 During the Troubles, British military troops were sent 

to help restore order, while paramilitary organizations resolved to violence. Many were 

killed.227 Several attempts to find a political solution failed, until the Good Friday Agreement. 

This restored the self-government to Northern Ireland and brought an end to the Troubles.228 

Even though the treaty was signed, violence still occasionally erupts in Northern Ireland. Just 

like in Myanmar, this history shows that the Irish had been discriminated against for a long 

time. 

To be able to create reconciliation between the opposing parties, first forgiveness is needed. 

After forgiveness, reconciliation can guarantee the removal of the burden of memories of 

violence, betrayal, and oppression. Thus, the goal in Ireland was to create a ‘sense of 

forgiveness’, using an approach of politics of forgiveness. With a culture shaped by opposing 

variations of Christianity, this was a difficult goal.229 To achieve this goal, stories of revenge 

had to be replaced by stories and practices that would connect historically divided people, to 

create tolerance and a change of heart in the divided society.230 In the peace process in Northern 

Ireland, a top-down approach was not successful. The government was not able to solve the 
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conflict, this had to be done by the community itself. The local communities needed to start 

connecting with other communities.231 Religious actors played a big part in this, for they 

provided the cultural foundation and popular support for peace. They presented a space where 

the communities could come together so that they could build trust. This is important for 

forgiveness and reconciliation.232 Moreover, they offered an alternative to the violent discourse 

of extremists by officially condemning the violence and, if that did not work, by showing the 

way that the people were suffering.233  It is important that the monks in Myanmar will also 

offer a peaceful alternative to the violence. When trust had built between both sides in Ireland, 

they could admit that both sides had suffered and both had justifiable claims against the other. 

Then, the social conditions could be addressed.234 It then turned out that the root cause of the 

conflict was not religion, even though commentators were and still are drawn to the labels 

‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ as most effective to describe the situation. Instead, the underlying 

problems were complex, consisting of political discord, unjust policies, poverty and 

hopelessness, and hatred between neighbors.235 

Even though it turned out that the root cause of the conflict was not religious, the churches 

have played a big part in the conflict. When the churches realized that, instead of further 

encouraging the violence, they could be part of the solution, this really contributed to the peace 

process.236 As has been established earlier in this chapter, the work of grassroots peacemakers 

can be essential in creating a lasting foundation for peace. In Ireland, these peacemakers had 

to convince the masses to pursue forgiveness and reconciliation.237 The mediations and 

negotiations in the peace process were very complex, since they were led or initiated by many 

different groups or individuals.238 Thus, the churches have done much to counteract the 

violence and promote peace, especially in loyal communities, but many negotiations were not 

initiated by religious actors.239 

Even in academic literature, the conflict is often described by using religious characteristics to 

define the different groups. However, as established above, the conflict had many other sides, 

                                                           
231 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 170, 179. 
232 Ibid., 169, 191. 
233 Ibid., 182, 184-185, 193. 
234 Ibid., 188. 
235 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 179. 

Grant, “Northern Ireland,” 266.  
236 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 192. 
237 Ibid., 193. 
238 Grant, “Northern Ireland,” 268-269.  
239 Ibid., 274-275.  



39 

 

which are neglected when one just looks at religion. It was mainly political, but religion was 

used for political ends, dividing working people at the expense of their class interest. Grant 

states that it serves in Britain’s interest to present the conflict in Northern Ireland as one 

between different Irish groups, in which Britain was an unfortunate mediator trying to preserve 

law and order.240 Recently, views amongst academics have changed and the conflict is now 

more often described as ethnic. The opposing ethnic identities are constructed by a shared 

history, mythology, culture, and a sense of destiny. Moreover, the identities were shaped by a 

negative image of the other, making them interdependent. The key marker of the opposed 

identities was religion.241 This shows that it is important to look into the conflict in Rakhine 

State to uncover the different aspects of that conflict. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that the conflict in Northern Ireland was one with a very long 

history. This history has contributed to the different identities of the different factions. The 

identities were complex, but often represented by their religion. Because of this, the churches 

could play a part in the peace process, but secular parties also helped to create peace. From this 

conflict, one can learn that a conflict might seem religious from the outside, but actually, deeper 

root causes exist. The cause of a conflict is rarely just religious, as it is often intertwined with 

other factors, like identity or nationalism. Therefore, it is important to establish a complex view 

of the influence of religion, or it will be very easy to misunderstand a conflict.  

 

2.4. Conclusion of the chapter 

This complex view is very important to keep in mind when I will be analyzing the conflict in 

Myanmar. Now, I will conclude this chapter. It has been dedicated to theory behind conflicts 

and conflict transformation, including religious peacebuilding.  

Firstly, it was established that religious violence has a long history and many motivations for 

the violence can be named. The structure as presented by Fox was introduced, giving four 

categories of causes for religious violence. The chapter mentions (i) instrumental violence, (ii) 

a threat to religion that is interpreted as a threat to identity, including a cosmic war where the 

way of living of a believer feels threatened, (iii) explicit instructions to go to (holy) war, and 

(iv) benign activities that are seen as threats. Moreover, it stresses the role of the religious 

leader. Concerning these causes, the chapter emphasizes to be cautious. This can be linked to 
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the complex view of the influence of religion in a conflict mentioned above: the cause of a 

conflict is often not just religious, as is probably the case in Myanmar. Then, the chapter 

discusses contemporary conflicts, of which the conflict in Myanmar is one. In these conflicts, 

religion and nationalism are often intertwined, also contributing to the complex view of the 

causes of a conflict.  

Religious motivations can cause violence, but religion can also be helpful for peacebuilding. 

The chapter touches on this ambivalence, in the hope of religion being a helpful factor to 

finding a solution to the conflict in Rakhine State. It firstly discusses conflict transformation in 

general, focusing on the distinction between positive and negative peace and on the holistic 

approach in conflict transformation, where conflicts are viewed with their underlying structures 

and relationships. Then, the chapter moves onto peacebuilding, which involves an inclusive 

approach. Since the secularist discourse in peacebuilding can blind people, the history of 

peacebuilding in religion can be helpful for religious peacebuilding. Several reasons for the 

success of religious peacebuilding are the reputation of the religious actors, the religious causes 

in the conflict and the role that faith plays in people’s lives. Since contemporary conflicts often 

involve ethnoreligious struggles, religion can be used in peacebuilding to help end the conflict. 

Lederach’s inclusive view on peacebuilding is also mentioned. Lastly, the example of Northern 

Ireland is given, since this is a reminder to approach the religious influence in a conflict in a 

complex and inclusive way. 
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Chapter 3: The conflict in Myanmar 
 

This chapter will concentrate on the conflict in Myanmar, answering the question of how the 

conflict in Myanmar concerning the Rohingya originated and has developed. In 2012, a spark 

of violence ignited a conflict between Buddhists and Muslims in Rakhine State. This came as 

a surprise for some, as the Buddhist religion is known for its tolerance and promotion of non-

violence. The conflict has since deteriorated, having created a crisis that threatens to spread to 

other parts of the country, thereby undermining the entire democratization process in Myanmar. 

This conflict is a complex one, with a history, many players and nuances that I hope uncover 

in this chapter and the next.242 In this chapter, I will first briefly analyze the data. After that, I 

will go into the history of Myanmar and the exclusion of the Rohingya before the conflict in 

2012. I will also touch upon the recent democratic transformation. Then, the actual conflict will 

be discussed, concentrating on the violations against the Rohingya. Several instances involving 

religion will be noted here. Lastly, the chapter will introduce the current refugee crisis. 

 

3.1. Analysis of the data  

This chapter will start with an analysis of the data used for this thesis. This data consists of the 

reports that are used by different organizations, the United Nations, Amnesty International and 

the International Crisis Group. The analysis will be done in the form of a discourse analysis, in 

order to be critical of the data that has been worked with, because I have not been able to gather 

my own data. Discourse analysis does not consider meaning as a given that can be read off a 

text, but views meaning as something that is produced in social practice. Discourse can be 

embedded in larger socio-historical structures and discursive practices make use of various 

types of media, empowering people to communicate.243 

For this chapter, mainly reports have been used. The reports by the United Nations seem to not 

have a political locus. Moreover, they are available to anyone who would like to read them and 

are provided in several languages, but they are written mainly for the organs within the 

organization. Most reports are made bi-annually. Since it would take up too many words to 
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discuss all fragments of the reports, I would like to give an overall review of them. Most of the 

reports are written by, or based on information from, the Special Rapporteur. This was also 

explained in the Methodology. The Special Rapporteur is expected to be unbiased and searches 

for the facts. The reports are written because the Rapporteur has a mandate to do so. This 

mandate was commissioned by the Commission on Human Rights in Resolution 1992/58, out 

of human rights concerns. This mandate has been extended annually.244 The reports are build 

up in the same way: they focus on the transition to democracy, the situation of ethnic minorities, 

the human rights situation, truth, justice and accountability, and international cooperation. The 

situation in Rakhine is since 2012 also included. The reports always end with 

recommendations. It is hard to say something about the rhetorical means and ideological 

statements of the reports. 

Other reports that have been used extensively are written by Amnesty International. Amnesty 

International is an independent organization which strives for the compliance of human rights 

all around the world. Perhaps one could place them slightly on the left side of the political 

scale. The reports are written because the organization would like to find the facts and present 

these to the world. They do not come out on a regular basis, but when human rights are violated 

in a certain region, Amnesty International will start an investigation. The specific authors of 

the reports are not known, for they write in the name of Amnesty. In the reports, authors make 

use of photographs as well as text. One of the reports used was written on the basis of evidence 

gathered outside the country, for the organization did not get the permission to visit certain 

areas in Rakhine State. For the other report, they did get permission to access. This means that 

some parts of the reports are based on the first-hand experiences of the authors, and others are 

based on the stories that refugees have told them. Researching human rights violations is 

challenging in Rakhine State, because interviewees were concerned that there would be 

reprisals from government authorities if authorities would find out that they talked to Amnesty 

International.245 The organization also met with state officials for the report. 

Furthermore, a few reports of the International Crisis Group have been used. This is an 

independent organization that is working to prevent wars and shape policies that will build a 

more peaceful world. They claim to provide independent analysis and advice on how to 

prevent, resolve or better manage conflict, combining expert field research, analysis and 
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engagement with policymakers around the world.246 These reports are thus not written on a 

certain basis, but only when conflicts break out.  

 

3.2. Historic background of Myanmar and the discrimination against the Rohingya 

 

3.2.1. History of Myanmar  

First of all, this subchapter will focus on the history of 

Myanmar, to give the conflict more context. Myanmar 

has a turbulent history, with leaders often oppressing 

their people and the minorities living in the country. 

In the nineteenth century, the British stationed in India 

decided to extend their power to Burma and by 1886 

they had annexed the entire country. Under the 

British, the whole of Burma was ruled by one 

government. The extent of the country under British 

rule can be seen on the map in Figure 1. Even though 

it appeared as a strong and stable development, the 

unification actually led to conflicts between the 

different ethnic groups and it divided the people of 

Burma. Numerous racial and religious groups lived 

side by side, but separately.247 During the Second 

World War, the Japanese also occupied Burma for a 

few years.248  

Then in 1948, Burma gained independence from Britain.249 Afterwards, a civil war erupted.250 

In 1962, General Ne Win seized power in a military coup. From then on, Burma was ruled by 

a military dictatorship, with no respect for human rights. Ethnic minorities across the country 

endured intensifying discrimination and human rights abuses.251 Another coup followed in 
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1988. This coup allowed the continuity of military control without the somewhat civilian 

character that the previous government had.252  

In 1989, the name of the country was changed to Myanmar, supposedly because the term 

‘Burma’ only included the ethnic group Bamar, while the term ‘Myanmar’ should include all 

national races in the union.253 However, the military junta was not that inclusive in their 

definition of all national races of Myanmar, since in 1982 the Citizenship Law had been 

introduced, which stated that ethnic groups had to prove their ancestral residency in Myanmar, 

meaning that not all ethnic groups living in the country were represented in the law. For the 

Rohingyas, this implied a deprivation of citizenship. Around this time international sanctions 

were imposed, which were unfortunately not very effective.254 

In 1990, general elections took place. The National League for Democracy (NLD) won by far, 

but the military government refused to hand over the power, instead imprisoning many NLD 

candidates, like Aung San Suu Kyi.255 Aung San Suu Kyi is the daughter of Burma’s famous 

and admired leader, Aung San. She appeared in 1988 as the nation’s most prominent advocate 

of parliamentary democracy and basic human rights but was placed under house arrest because 

she openly opposed the military junta.256 In 1991, despite her house arrest, she won the Nobel 

Peace Prize for her struggle to bring peace and democracy.257  

3.2.2. Democratic transition 

Myanmar has seen many changes in government system, first from colonialism to democracy, 

then from isolationist socialism to a capitalist system, to the current democratization.258  

After years of military oppression, Myanmar held its first general elections since 1990 in 

November 2010. Even though the elections were problematic, political prisoners, like Aung 

San Suu Kyi, were released.259 In 2011, the power was transferred from the military 
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government to a quasi-civilian government, led a former military general. The new 

administration began opening up the democratic space, by formulating wide ranging social, 

political, and economic reforms.260 Moreover, important improvements with regards to 

freedom of assembly and expression took place, even though the restrictions on democratic 

space remained severe.261 However, in 2012, sanctions were lifted by other countries that had 

been in place because of the military regime.262  

In April 2012, Myanmar held parliamentary elections for 45 legislative seats. These elections 

occurred, according to international observers, mostly free and fair. The NLD won almost all 

seats and Aung San Suu Kyi was elected as a Member of Parliament.263 At the end of 2012, the 

government announced to start focusing on administrative reform, transparency, efficiency, 

good governance and tackling corruption.264  

Then in March and April of 2014, Myanmar held its first census since 1982. However, since 

Rohingya are not allowed to self-identify as such, they were not enumerated during the count. 

In the same year, the law was amended so that only full citizens were allowed to form political 

parties and be political party members. These amendments had a big impact on politicians who 

identify as Rohingya.265 Moreover, the UN expressed concerns about the excessive use of force 

by the police during this year.266 

On November 8th of 2015, historic elections took place in Myanmar, which the NLD won. In 

March 2016, the power was transferred to a civilian government. The NLD had won 60 percent 

of the seats in upper house, and 50 percent in lower house. Nonetheless, under the 2008 

Constitution, the military retains 25 percent of the seats in each of the legislative houses, which 

means that they could veto a constitutional amendment. Moreover, the military still has a major 

influence in appointing the key ministers. These ministries play a central role in creating and 

enforcing the abusive policies and practices against the Rohingya. The military itself stands 

above the country’s judicial and legal framework and is thus independent of civilian control 
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and oversight. The current government is unable or unwilling to stand up to the military when 

it comes to accountability for the violations in Rakhine State.267 State Counsellor Aung San 

Suu Kyi and her administration can try to seek a solution, but for the situation to actually 

improve, they would need the support of the military.268  

In his first speech, new President U Htin Kyaw described national reconciliation and peace as 

one of the four priorities of the government. Aung San Suu Kyi has underlined the importance 

of national reconciliation and the rule of law for all citizens. Recently, the government has 

established a few institutions which should contribute to the peace process.269 The government 

has to address the human rights violations by stopping the discrimination against minorities 

both in law and practice, otherwise they might undermine the democratic transition of the 

country. However, the continuing influence of the military in critical areas of governance, as 

described above, might pose a problem.270  

In 2016, the NLD government started the process of citizenship verification, with more flexible 

rules. However, because the process is based on the 1982 Citizenship Law, it remains 

discriminatory. Complaints against the verification process come from the Rohingya as well as 

the Rakhine people.271 In August 2017, the government said that it would allow the return of 

refugees who had been verified, which has raised concerns. The verification process, whether 

for those inside or outside of Myanmar, is based on a law that is discriminatory on racial 

grounds, and thus does not respect human rights. Moreover, it is uncertain what will happen to 

individuals who wish to return but do not qualify for any form of citizenship.272 Unfortunately 
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lately, the democratization and statebuilding process has been overshadowed by ongoing ethnic 

conflicts in the country, the Rohingya conflict being only one of them.273 

3.2.3. The Rohingyas and the tale of their exclusion 

Rohingyas – and Muslims in general – 

have been discriminated for a very long 

time in Myanmar. Myanmar is one of 

the most ethnically diverse countries in 

Asia. The Citizenship Law of 1982 

recognized eight major ‘national ethnic 

groups’: Bamar (two thirds of the 

population), Chin, Kachin, Kayah, 

Kayin, Mon, Rakhine and Shan. These 

eight groups can be broken down further 

into 135 recognized ethnic groups.274 

Figure 2 shows the regions in which the 

different groups reside in the country. 

Since its independence in 1948, 

Burma/Myanmar has been dominated 

by the Bamar ethnic group. After the 

military seized power in 1962, ethnic minorities were increasingly excluded from positions of 

authorities and faced many restrictions.275 The longstanding discrimination against minorities 

has created historically entrenched inequalities, land and natural resource rights issues, and 

widespread human rights abuses. This has generated a deep mistrust among the minorities in 

each other and in the peace process.276 

In Myanmar around 90 percent of the population is Buddhist, while 4 percent is Muslim.277 

The Rohingya Muslims represent the largest percentage of Muslims in Myanmar, with the 

majority living in Rakhine State. There are probably more than 1.2 million Rohingya within 

Myanmar, representing more than a third of the population of Rakhine state (this number has 

                                                           
273 Sánchez-Cacicedo, “Building States,” 3. 
274 UNHCR, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 2. 

United Nations, General Assembly, Situation of human rights in Myanmar: Note by the Secretary General, 

A/69/398 (September 23, 2014), par. 30, available from http://undocs.org/A/69/398.  
275 UNHCR, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 5. 
276 UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 33. 
277 UNHCR, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 2. 

Figure 2: Major ethnic groups in Myanmar  

Source: Al Jazeera  

http://undocs.org/A/69/398


48 

 

decreased drastically since August 2017 when people fled following the ethnic cleansing 

campaign). However, it is hard to collect data about the Rohingya, since the government does 

not recognize them as a distinct and legitimate group. They are thus not included in the national 

census, because they cannot identify as Rohingya – and did not want to register as Bengali. 

This and the lack of access to parts of the country pose significant challenges to the analysis of 

the situation of minorities in Myanmar.  

The Rohingya self-identify as a distinct ethnic group, with their own language and culture. 

They claim a long-standing connection to Rakhine State, citing a long-documented history of 

Muslim residence and influence in the region, stretching back centuries. Successive 

governments however have rejected these claims, stating that the term ‘Rohingya’ has no 

historical or legal basis. The Rohingyas are classified as Bengali and thus as illegal immigrants, 

a sentiment that is shared by many in the society.278 It should be mentioned that, even though 

their precise origin is unclear, the overwhelming majority of Rohingya living in Myanmar were 

born in the country, as were their parents.279 

Rakhine State, which was known Arakan State 

before 1989, borders Bangladesh and the Bay of 

Bengal, as can be seen in Figure 3. Apart from the 

Rohingya, the Rakhine people, predominantly 

Buddhist, reside here. The Rohingya claim their 

ancestors have settled in Burma in the 9th century 

already and have since mixed with other ethnic 

groups, which is in line with the historically 

pluralistic population of Arakan state. However, 

others claim that they are visitors from Bengal, who 
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temporarily moved to Arakan when the colonial power needed extra manpower or migrants.280  

It is not just the Rohingya that have faced human rights violations in the Rakhine State: all 

communities have had to deal with land confiscations, forced evictions and forced labor by the  

State. Moreover, Rakhine State, one of the poorest states in Myanmar, continues to suffer from 

decades of neglect and underdevelopment, lack of investment in infrastructure and economic 

marginalization. For the inhabitants of Rakhine State, there is a lack of access to livelihood 

opportunities and limited access to basic services. The communities living in Rakhine State 

fear losing their ethnic identity, language, and cultures. 281 

On top of the general disadvantages that the people living in Rakhine State face, Muslim 

communities face additional barriers regarding protracted placement, restrictions in freedom 

of movement, discrimination, and access to education.282 There have been long-standing 

grievances in Rakhine State between the Rohingya Muslims and the Rakhine Buddhists.283 

Since the military coup in 1962, the Rohingya saw their civil and political rights falling apart.284 

When, after 1982 Citizenship Law was enacted, Rohingya wanted to get re-registered, the 

registration officers, acting on orders from superiors, refused.285 Since the 1990s, extremist or 

ultra-nationalist Buddhist organizations have actively promoted messages of hatred and 

intolerance against Muslims. Groups spread messages based on fear and hatred, comparing 

Muslims to animals, using derogatory language and presenting Muslims as a threat to the 

‘Buddhist State’.286 The extreme Buddhist nationalist sentiment has been reinforced by the 

crisis in 2017. Leading authorities in the Buddhist community have urged the unity between 

military and monkhood and appear to have provided a religious justification for the mass killing 

of non-Buddhists. Sitagu Sayadaw, an influential monk and a leading doctrinal authority, gave 

a lecture to military officers in which he preached about a legend from Sri Lanka, concerning 

Buddhist king Dutthagamani. In this legend, enlightened beings told Dutthagamani not to 
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grieve about the bloodshed he had caused, for the people who had been killed were non-

Buddhists and their death would not generate bad karma. This legend is often used in Myanmar 

to justify violence in defense of the faith. Sitagu informed soldiers that no matter how much 

they had to fight, they should remember that non-Buddhists killed were ‘not fully human’. This 

speech has been widely shared on social media, with many Myanmar people expressing 

support.287 An instance like this shows the example of the influence that a religious leader can 

have and how his discourse can instigate violence justified by religion. Furthermore, concerns 

have been raised about social media, where misinformation, hate speech and incitement to 

violence, discrimination and hostility, particularly targeted against Muslim communities, 

spreads quickly.288  

 

This subchapter has shown the turbulent history of Myanmar. After becoming independent, the 

country has been under military dictatorships, until it started a democratic transition several 

years ago. This transition still needs a lot of work, but is stalled by the human rights violations 

that still happen in Rakhine State – and other parts of the country. Moreover, this subchapter 

has revealed that the Rohingyas have been discriminated against for a very long time, and this 

discrimination has become institutionalized through laws, policies and practices. The next part 

of the chapter will focus on the current conflict, in which the discriminations against the 

Rohingya have become severe. 

 

3.3. Origin and development of the current conflict in Myanmar: oppression of a minority 

 

3.3.1. Timeline 

In June 2012 violence between Muslims and Buddhists broke out. The violence was motivated 

by the rape and murder of a Rakhine woman, supposedly by three Muslim men. As an act of 

reprisal, a group of Rakhine people killed ten Muslim men.289 Afterwards, three Muslim men 

were found guilty of rape and murder of the Rakhine woman and they were sentenced to death. 
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Concerns were raised about the conduct of the trial and pleas were made to make an inquiry 

into the suicide of one the men while he was in custody. It is not clear whether the murder of 

the ten Muslim men has been investigated.290 Moreover, it is questionable whether these 

instances of violence were motivated by religious justifications. 

The spiraling violence that followed quickly spread to other townships in Rakhine State. The 

president of Myanmar declared the state of emergency in Rakhine State and obtained the 

military’s assistance to help restore the law. Consequently, the violence was sometimes 

supported by state security forces, resulting in many deaths, the destruction of property and 

mass displacement.291 Rakhine Buddhist extremists attacked Rohingya Muslims and their 

houses and businesses.292 The Burmese authorities decided to separate communities, to 

maintain stability and to protect the lives of the people of both communities. The displaced 

Rohingya were moved to camps where movement was restricted and the condition of and 

access to food, water, sanitation and health care were bad.293 Curfews were imposed in several 

townships.294  

Then, in 2013, Buddhist monks from the 969-movement delivered anti-Muslim speeches in 

various towns, often instigating anti-Muslim violence.295 It should be noted that the Dalai Lama 

has denounced these attacks.296 He stated that killing in the name of religion was 

unthinkable.297 

Incidents that happened after these speeches include riots near Yangon, where three mosques 

and seventeen Muslim-owned houses were destroyed, and a massacre in Meiktila where 
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Muslims students were terrorized and killed, while the police stood by and watched.298 In these 

towns, witnesses have stated that the anti-Muslim sentiment in the area had increased 

significantly after the 969-movement had made several speeches. Moreover, anti-Muslim and 

anti-Rohingya leaflets had been handed out, which suggested that Muslims in Meiktila were 

conspiring against Buddhists and holding shady meetings in mosques.299 The leader of the 969-

movement, Wirathu, made similar statements that year, saying that Muslims weaken the 

country’s Buddhist identity. If Muslims build more and bigger houses and mosques this will 

lead to less Buddhists shrines, he claims. The mosques, according to him, are like ‘enemy 

stations’ for Buddhists.300 Statements like this can instigate violence against Muslims, based 

on their religious identity. 

The number of internally displaced people rose even further in 2013, leading up to around 

140.000 people.301 The camps for internally displaced people have become like detention 

centers, where the freedom of movement is restricted. As a result, these Rohingya are not able 

to access food or their livelihoods.302 Moreover, the camps are dealing with a lack of adequate 

health care, since local and international medical staff are unable to provide medical care in 

some of the camps due to threats and harassments that they face from local Rakhine Buddhist 

communities.303 

In January of 2014 alone, already 60 deaths were reported in Rakhine State, on top of mobs 

destroying Muslim businesses.304 Later that year, humanitarian organizations were attacked, 

after which several organizations felt like they had to suspend their operations in Rakhine State 

for safety reasons. This often impacted the wellbeing of the communities living there.305 This 

displays the danger for NGO staff to work in Rakhine State.306 
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Later, in February 2015, the president announced the expiration of the white cards, which the 

Rohingya used as identification cards. The government did provide the option for the Rohingya 

to apply for citizenship using greencards. However, since they are not a recognized ethnic 

group in Myanmar, they would have to use a different term to identify themselves, thereby 

removing their identity.307 Thus, this action left most Rohingya without any form of identity 

documents, which resulted in them not being able to vote in the upcoming national elections in 

November 2015.308 

In August 2016, Aung San Suu Kyi established the Advisory Commission on Rakhine State.309 

In September 2016, the Rakhine State government dismantled buildings – mostly mosques and 

madrasas - that were supposedly constructed without permission. The owners and residents 

were not provided with alternative housing.310 

In October, the violence spiraled out of control again. On the 9th, several hundred men 

reportedly attacked three border guard posts in northern Rakhine State.311 Several further 

clashes occurred the days afterwards.312 The men that attacks the posts are now known as an 

armed group called the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA). The military responded by 

carrying out what they have described as ‘clearance operations’, marked by widespread and 

systematic human rights violations. This violence caused a flood of refugees to Bangladesh.313 

On the same day as the attacks, the area was reportedly sealed off and people’s movement was 

restricted. Humanitarian agencies were also denied access to this area.314 Rather than isolated, 

some villages have been systematically destroyed.315 Violence escalated again in November.316 

On August 25, 2017, a day after the government agreed to implement recommendations from 

a UN independent commission, violence broke out again. ARSA launched attacks on security 

posts in northern Rakhine State, to which the military responded with a brutal campaign of 

violence against the Rohingya community.317 The campaign included unlawful killings, rape 
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and other crimes of sexual violence, deliberate and targeted burning of entire Rohingya 

villages, and the laying of antipersonnel landmines.318 The violations amount to crimes against 

humanity under international law, including forced population transfers and deportation, 

murder, rape and other sexual violence, and persecution.319 All this led to mass displacement 

of civilians and the suspension of most aid activities.320 Over the next months, over 615.000 

Rohingya fled to Bangladesh.321 A survey done by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) states that 

violence was the direct cause of death for the majority of Rohingya who died from August 25th 

to September 24th. The data shown an ‘exceedingly high level of mortality’.322 In October, a 

committee for humanitarian assistance, chaired by Aung San Suu Kyi, was established. 323 

This subchapter has been written in December 2017. I have chosen to not keep updating this 

chapter, unless severe incidents happen.  

3.3.2. Violations and abuses against the Rohingya 

This section of the chapter will focus on the violations and abuses against the Rohingya in 

Myanmar. It needs to be mentioned that this thesis will solely focus on the Rohingyas and not 

on other minority ethnic groups experiencing abuse in Myanmar. Widespread discriminatory 

practices and policies targeting them because of their ethnic and religious identity have led to 

a deprivation of fundamental rights. Many of the acts suggest a widespread and systematic 

attack against the Rohingya, which might indicate crimes against humanity or ethnic 

cleansing.324 For this subchapter, I will follow the structure that is used in a report by the United 

Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights (A/HRC/32/18), as to the grouping and 

sequence of violations. 325 
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1. Deprivation of nationality:  

The first violation that I will discuss is the arbitrary deprivation of nationality, resulting in 

statelessness.326 Because the Rohingya have no clear legal status in Myanmar, they are 

stateless.327  

The 1982 Citizenship Law creates three categories of citizens with different rights: full citizens, 

associate citizens and naturalized citizens. People that belong to one of the national races 

according to the law are full citizens by birth.328 When the law came into place, people who 

were already citizens, could continue to be citizens. However, in practice, state officials in 

Rakhine State refused to register Rohingya - who had been citizens under the previous law.329 

The Rohingya could then settle for either associate citizenship or naturalized citizenship, 

having less rights than full citizens, but these forms of citizenship are also hard to acquire. Few 

Rohingya are in possession of the necessary documents and language requirements form 

another obstacle.330 It seems to me that Rohingya would not like to settle for the associate or 

naturalized citizenship, since this would signal that they agree that they are not allowed to be 

full citizens. 

The law is discriminatory and contravenes the international prohibition of arbitrary deprivation 

of nationality, violating the right of every child to acquire nationality. Myanmar has one of the 

largest stateless populations in the world: some 1.090.000 stateless people, predominantly 

Rohingya. The lack of citizenship of the community increases their vulnerability to human 

rights violations.331  

Government attempts to resolve the status of Rohingya have been problematic, since the 

process is always based on the 1982 Citizenship law, which is discriminatory on racial 

grounds.332 The term ‘Rohingya’ that they use to self-identify, is rejected by Myanmar 

authorities. Instead, they call them Bengali’, ‘foreigner’ or ‘Muslims living in Rakhine State’. 

Amnesty International has concluded that the Rohingya do form a racial group, and that the 
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combination of their race and religion seems to be the primary reason for the discrimination 

that they suffer.333 

The rejection of the term ‘Rohingya’ stems from the idea that Rohingya Muslims are illegal 

Bengali immigrants. This is a widely-accepted idea in Myanmar, but the ultra-nationalist 

Buddhist groups present the immigration as an existential threat to the Buddhist majority in 

the country, stimulating the conflict.334 Because of the lack of citizenship, other rights, like 

freedom of movement, access to healthcare, education, politics and work opportunities are 

restricted as well.335  

 

2. Restrictions on freedom of movement:  

The second abuse that the Rohingya have to deal with concerns the restrictions to their freedom 

of movement. The authorities in Rakhine State have imposed severe restrictions on the 

movement of Rohingya, using regulations, curfews, checkpoints, violence and fear to impose 

them.336 This is a discriminatory crime that results in a strict deprivation of physical liberty, 

violating fundamental international laws. According to Amnesty International, since these 

violations are based on a racial group, they constitute a crime of apartheid.337 

Restrictions on freedom of movement had existed for decades but were tightened after the 

violence in 2012.338 They were established for security reasons. During the 2012 violence and 

after the attacks in 2016, these grounds were justified. However, the application of the 

restrictions for several years, in predominantly Rohingya areas and during periods with no 

reported violence, seems disproportionate and discriminatory.  

In northern Rakhine State, official authorization is necessary to move between – and often 

within – townships. Furthermore, Rohingya can no longer travel beyond northern Rakhine 
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State except in the case of a serious medical emergency.339 Moreover, a curfew is imposed, that 

prevents people from being outside their home or travelling at night.340  

Many Rohingya live in camps for internally displaced persons, where serious restrictions on 

movement, in the form of strict control on access by checkpoints, are in place.341 These security 

checkpoints are installed throughout the state as well.342 

It should be stated that Rohingya communities have also imposed limitations on movement 

themselves, motivated by fear of violence, considering that Rohingya who violate the 

restrictions are subject to years of imprisonment, disappearances, torture, forced labor, 

displacement, and sexual violence.343  

The restrictions have several implications. Firstly, obviously, it makes travelling very difficult. 

The procedure to obtain authorization to travel is very time-consuming and bureaucratic.344 

Secondly, the restrictions implicate that Muslims do not have the ability to worship and practice 

religion freely.345 Thirdly, the curfew has an impact on the access to emergency medical 

treatment at night and on the ability to undertake certain forms of work, such as farming and 

fishing.346 Other restrictions on the freedom of movement also constrain Muslims’ access to 

livelihood, food, water, health care, and education, which are basic rights.347 The Rohingya 

stationed in camps have to rely on humanitarian organizations for food and other materials.348 

 

3. Threats to life, liberty, and security: 

The third section of violations against the Rohingya concerns patterns of serious human rights 

violations, disregarding the rights to life, liberty and security. These rights are violated by State 
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security forces and other officials. Violations include summary executions, enforced 

disappearances, arbitrary arrest and detention, extortion, torture and ill-treatment, sometimes 

leading to deaths in custody, sexual humiliation and abuse, no fair trial, and forced labor.349   

Threats to the lives of Rohingyas have even been made by prominent figures in Myanmar. For 

instance, a high-profile member of a political party has addressed a crowd encouraging to ‘kill 

and bury’ all Rohingyas, to which the crowd cheered.350 Statements like this can form an 

incentive to kill the Rohingya population.351 These kinds of incidents occur in a context of the 

proliferation of negative stereotyping and discrimination, displaying hate speech and 

instigating hatred and violence, mainly against Muslims. This trend can also be seen in the 

media, fueling intercommunal tensions by using anti-Rohingya discourse and showing 

inaccurate and provocative images of the violence.352  

Nationalist Buddhist movements also help to instigate the bloodshed.353 The 969 Movement 

constitutes a movement that campaigns for ultranationalist ideas. They use elements of the 

Burmese monkhood to protect Myanmar and Buddhism against an apparently existential 

Muslim threat. The grassroots movement started in Mon State in 2012, but the message quickly 

spread across Myanmar. The monks were able to package the grievances and prejudices that 

had been held against Muslims for centuries into easy-to-understand ideas, helping to fuel the 

violence. Even though the message of the 969 Movement appealed to the public, the 

organization itself was not big enough to create a meaningful change. Late 2013, it was banned 

by a government body.354 

The Ma Ba Tha (translation: Organization for the Protection of Race and Religion) filled this 

vacuum. This organization is more coherent than the 969 Movement and has grown into a big 

force in Myanmar.355 It is the driver behind the popular anti-Muslim narrative. In its actions, it 

has come close to violating the laws of Buddhist monkhood, like being involved in politics. 
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The Ma Ba Tha has been able to put religious and social issues on the political agenda, and 

with success: the laws regarding the protection of race and religion, which they have helped 

draft and which target the beliefs of the Burmese Muslim society, have been installed in 

2015.356 These nationalist Buddhist movements increase the amount of outright hate speech 

directed against the Rohingya, consisting of violence and deeply offensive phrase.357 

The organization has big grassroots support. Most members do not see it as a political entity, 

but as an organization that helps with an enormous range of activities, next to promoting shared 

Buddhist values.358 Activities like legal aid and education, provided by the organization, are 

seen by international analysts as a vehicle for propagating ultranationalist views. However, the 

grassroots support is flourishing in areas where the government lacks in providing basic 

services such as education or access to justice, showing that people seem to value the social 

work of the organization.359  

An organization with a large grassroots support can, as was seen in the example of the 

peacebuilding process in Ireland, be very helpful in peacebuilding. Therefore, if the Ma Ba Tha 

would try to change its message, a hard task, it could contribute to peace. It would also be 

important to provide alternative structures through which the monasteries can work.360 

 

What has been described above could be classified as a process of securitization, which means 

that an object – or in this case ethnic group - is turned into a security threat. This securitization 

justifies politicians to take extraordinary measures, going beyond the law. The securitization 

theory claims that any matter can become successfully securitized, when the audience is 

convinced that the issue or object constitutes an existential threat.361 More research would have 

to be done in this field, but I think that this would be an interesting case to make. In the reports 

and articles that I have read, it seems that the nationalist Buddhist groups have securitized the 

Rohingya, claiming that they are an existential threat to the country. However, since I do not 
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speak the language, it is hard to really perform discourse analysis on this. Moreover, it seems 

that the issue is prioritized above the reform process, which means that the issue is dealt with 

before others, another requirement for securitization.362 Further research into this case would 

be appealing. 

 

The violations of the right to life have been grave. They have been so serious, that early warning 

signs of genocide have been mentioned. Studies have presented these early warning signs and 

shown that the first four stages of genocide have already been passed, now being on the verge 

of mass annihilation.363 The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has also stated that the 

Myanmar security forces may be guilty of genocide against the Rohingya Muslims, after 

having described the campaign before as a ‘textbook case of ethnic cleansing’.364 He cited 

various reports demonstrating acts of ‘appalling barbarity’ committed against the Rohingya, 

like deliberately burning people to death inside their homes.365 Myanmar denies committing 

these atrocities against the Rohingya.366 

 

4. Sexual and gender-based violence: 

Another violation concerns sexual violence by security forces against the Rohingya. In this 

conflict, sexual violence by members of the armed forces or military officers is not uncommon: 

52 percent of the women interviewed by the OHCHR stated to have survived rape or 

experienced other forms of sexual violence. In these cases, the women and girls were punished 

for not knowing where their male relatives where, for supposedly supporting the ‘insurgents’, 

or simply for being Rohingya. This suggests that rape was being used as a form of torture.367 

However, sexual violence has probably been underreported, because of a lack of access to 

justice, cultural barriers, stigma or fear of reprisal. The shame surrounding sexual violence has 
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resulted in women often being unable to speak out. Moreover, many cases are not reported out 

of fear. When cases are reported, policy hesitate to hold the military accountable for fear of 

reprisals. Furthermore, cases take years to pass through the legal system.368 

 

5. Denial of the right to health: 

The fifth violation against the Rohingya concerns the denial of the right to health. The 

availability, accessibility, affordability and quality of health facilities, goods and services are 

extremely poor across Rakhine State in general. Only five health workers are available per 

10.000 people, compared to sixteen per 10.000 people nationally and compared to the 

minimum of 22 per 10.000 people that the World Health Organization recommends.369 This 

has several consequences: delays in treatment are formed, alternative health care becomes the 

only option for people, and preventable diseases, like polio, keep prevailing.370 

For the Rohingya community, discriminatory barriers have made access to health care even 

worse. This has a considerable impact on the right to health, in particular regarding the access 

to emergency and life-saving care. The OHCHR has received reports of deaths that were caused 

by a lack of access to health facilities or a lack of timely treatment.371  When the Rohingya are 

able to reach a hospital, they are treated in a discriminatory way.372  

All these factors lead to a general reluctance to seek care in a facility.373 As a result, 

humanitarian agencies have been the main providers of limited primary health care. However, 

because of intimidation and attacks, they have had to reduce their operations.374 If the denial to 

health care leads to death, it constitutes a violation of the right to life.375 
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6. Denial of the right to education: 

Now, the denial of the right to education will be discussed. As is the case with health care, 

access to education in all of Rakhine State is poor: the adult illiteracy rate is approximately 50 

percent higher than the national average.376 This is due to poverty, distance to schools, and a 

lack of qualified teaching staff and other resources.377 

Discrimination and policies of segregation imply that for Rohingya children, obtaining 

education is even more difficult. Rohingya are not allowed to attend mixed government schools 

with ethnic Rakhine children, resulting in a violation of the right to equal access to education. 

What is more, the lack of interaction between Rakhine and Rohingya children may impact the 

stability of the State in the long term, for it creates fear and mistrust.  

Moreover, official government teachers have refused to teach at schools in Muslim villages.378 

Some Muslim communities have responded to this by installing more educated members of the 

community as teachers. However, these people are often not trained and are sometimes unpaid 

volunteers, who do not come to school regularly because they do not get paid. Furthermore, 

because of these community ‘teachers’, children are often not taught the Myanmar language, 

stalling the integration process further.379  

Accessing higher education at university is problematic because of restrictions on the freedom 

of movement. The lack of citizenship also means that the Rohingya have been unable to study 

for some specific professions. Because of these restrictions, young Rohingya do not get the 

chance to earn a living and lift themselves and their families out of poverty.380 

 

7. Other restrictions based on local orders: 

Now, this subchapter will focus on other restrictions that were imposed on the Rohingya, based 

on local orders. Especially in northern Rakhine State, a number of local orders targeting the 
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Rohingya are discriminatory in intent and effect. These local orders often do not have a legal 

basis, but they constitute of policies and directives declared by the authorities, supposedly to 

prevent illegal immigration, and to control movement and population growth.381 

Some restrictions differ between townships or some orders, like ones restricting the number of 

children a couple can have or restricting religious practices and rituals, are only local.382 These 

restrictions make the Rohingya more vulnerable to human rights violations.383 

It seems that the Rohingya villages closest to the Rakhine communities that were affected by 

the 2012 violence have stricter local orders because of certain tensions. There are some towns 

which Muslims are not allowed to visit at all. When such a town houses the Immigration Office, 

this means that Rohingya can also not get a permit to go somewhere else.384 

These local orders constitute a violation of fundamental rights, like the principle of non-

discrimination, the freedom of movement and religion, the rights to privacy, to marry and to 

start a family, and the rights of the child.385 

 

8. Limitations on political rights and documentation: 

This violation involves an issue that has been mentioned before, namely that the Rohingya 

often lack documentation, which has consequences for their political rights. In 2015, the 

government announced the termination of the use of temporary identity cards, which were the 

main form of identification for many Rohingya. Later, a new identity card was announced, but 

this card was viewed with suspicion and thus not many people hold this new card. As a 

consequence, many stateless people do not have a valid identity card to confirm their legal 

residence in Myanmar.386 

In Myanmar, every household is required to keep a list of its residents: a household list. For 

many Rohingyas in Rakhine State, this list is their main form of documentation, since they 

often do not have identity cards.387 Concerns have been raised about the fact that a large number 
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of children remain unregistered. They remain unregistered because of a general unawareness 

about its importance, restrictions on marriage (permits), and the administrative hassles that go 

along with registration.388  

Furthermore, the household lists can intensify anti-Muslims sentiment in the country. People 

have been stating that Muslims have a very high birth rate and that therefore stricter controls 

should be imposed on their reproduction. Because the household lists have not been updated 

for some time, new registrations of Rohingya babies could be manipulated to ignite communal 

hostility and strengthen anti-Muslim sentiment across the country.389 

People are afraid that if no restrictions are placed on the reproduction of Muslims, the growing 

Muslim population will form a threat to the Myanmar identity, an identity that is intertwined 

with Buddhist religious identity. The attacks by ARSA have validated many citizens’ belief 

that Islam is inherently violent and poses a threat to Buddhism. As a result of anti-Muslim 

sentiment that is spread through (social) media and lectures of influential monks, Myanmar’s 

citizens now see the Rohingya as undesired: they are both national and religious ‘others’.390  

 

9. Forced labor: 

Another violation against the Rohingya is forced labor. Credible reports continue to surface 

that forced labor continues to exist in some parts of the country, where it particularly affects 

minority groups.391 In these reports, the amount of forced labor is probably underreported, 

because independent observers do not have access to all areas, people are not aware of the 

procedure for complaints and there is a general fear of vengeances.392 

 

10. Trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling:  

The next violation that will be reviewed is the trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling. 

Because of all the other violations against the Rohingya, many try to flee. They are persecuted 

                                                           
UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/34/67,” par. 15.  
388 United Nations, Committee on the Rights of the Child, Consideration of reports submitted by States parties 

under article 44 of the Convention, CRC/C/MMR/CO/3-4 (March 14, 2012), par. 43, available from 

http://undocs.org/CRC/C/MMR/CO/3-4.  
389 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 37. 
390 Walton, “Religion and Violence.”  
391 UNHCR, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 48. 
392 Ibid., par. 49. 

http://undocs.org/CRC/C/MMR/CO/3-4


65 

 

in Myanmar and the standard of living is poor. However, because of the threat of refoulement 

– the sending back of refugees to a place where they are likely to be persecuted -  in Bangladesh, 

many Rohingya now rely on human traffickers to undertake the unsafe and long maritime 

journey in small, poorly built boats under dangerous conditions to seek shelter in Malaysia, 

Thailand, Indonesia, or across land in India. During these travels, many people die. Other 

human rights violations include unlawful confinement to boats, and sexual and gender-based 

violence.393 

Myanmar is party to some declarations that want to tackle human trafficking by improving the 

conditions that make people flee. Thus, in order to fully address the human trafficking 

problems, efforts are required to improve the circumstances in the country, so that fleeing will 

not be necessary anymore.394  

 

11. Protracted displacement and denial of an adequate standard of living: 

This last section will go into displacement and the denial of an adequate standard of living. The 

latter is a comprehensive term for many violations occurring. Firstly, I will discuss the issues 

concerning displacement. Many people remain, since the outbreak of violence in 2012, 

internally displaced in Rakhine State. They often live camps for internally displaced persons 

(IDPs), where they have limited access to basic services, like food, water, sanitation and health 

care, and they are not able to move freely. Moreover, the camps lack several economic and 

social rights, including the right to education and the right to an adequate standard of living. 

Because it can be hard to establish who exactly is an IDP, help is not always adequate. The 

restrictions also have consequences for those that are not among the IDPs, like remote 

communities, which do not receive adequate assistance either.395 The authorities do not have a 

plan to help the IDPs.396 

During the wave of violence in October 2016, hundreds of Rohingya have been picked up by 

Myanmar security forced and taken away to unknown destinations.397 As has been said before, 
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the forcible displacement of persons from an ethnic or religious group as a consequence of acts 

of violence committed against them such as killings, torture, arbitrary detention, rape and 

sexual violence and the destruction of houses and places of worship has been described as 

ethnic cleansing.398 

An adequate standard of living is not just denied in the camps for IDP, but also in the Rohingya 

villages. Rohingya houses, schools, markets, shops and mosques have been deliberately burned 

by the army, policy and Rakhine mobs, possibly instigated by anti-Muslim sentiment spread 

by Buddhist monks or the Ma Ba Tha.399 This was done on a systematic basis, to destroy 

property, kill people, and drive them away from their villages.400 Furthermore, because 

gatherings are forbidden, the Rohingya are prevented from practicing their faith in their 

village.401 The security forces and mobs have also targeted sources of food.402 Food insecurity 

can lead to malnutrition, especially amongst children and women. What makes it even more 

difficult, is that many areas are sealed off for humanitarian workers.403 

Restrictions on movement, curfews and checkpoints make that the Rohingya have trouble to 

keep their businesses open.404 Communal tensions can also create other difficulties in 

livelihood opportunities, for example because Rohingya might not be hired anymore.405 

Moreover, because the Rohingya cannot access their fields, forest, rivers and coastal areas to 

farm and fish, they are unable to generate an income and thus create an adequate standard of 

living.406 Lastly, land confiscations play a role in reducing access to livelihood. This is true for 

all of Myanmar; the country has a long history of land confiscation, often at the hands of the 

military.407 

 

In conclusion, the current conflict is characterized by violations against the Rohingya. This 

sub-chapter has focused on violations in the form of the deprivation of nationality, restrictions 

on the freedom of movement, threats to life, liberty and security, sexual and gender-based 
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violence, denial of the right to health, denial of the right to education, restrictions based on 

local orders, limitations on political rights and documentation, forced labor, trafficking in 

persons and migrant smuggling, and protracted displacement and denial of an adequate 

standard of living. These violations against the Rohingya are so severe, that the terms 

‘genocide’, ‘ethnic cleansing’ and ‘crimes against humanity’ have been mentioned. They cause 

the Rohingya to flee, which is what this next sub-chapter will go into more detail about. 

 

3.4. Refugees 

The last part of the chapter will focus on the refugee crisis that is currently taking place in 

Myanmar and neighboring countries. Because of the circumstances in Rakhine State, which 

have been described above, many Rohingya choose to flee the country.408 In the 1951 Refugee 

Convention, a refugee is defined as ‘a person with well-founded fear of being persecuted for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 

opinion’.409 However, most countries hosting Rohingya refugees have not signed the 1951 

Convention. This means that the countries lack international obligation, and a legislative and 

administrative framework to address refugee matters.410 

Most Rohingya flee to Bangladesh, since Rakhine State borders the country. In October 2017, 

the refugee population in Bangladesh existed of 836.000 people, with 536.000 of those people 

having arrived since August 25th. This means that the Rohingya refugee population in 

Bangladesh has tripled over the course of a few weeks, while Bangladesh was already dealing 

with needs and pressures of its own. What is astonishing, is that now more Rohingya live in 

Bangladesh than in Myanmar. The people that have arrived in Bangladesh since August live in 

spontaneous settlements, with an increasing need of humanitarian assistance, shelter, food, 

clear water and sanitation. It is difficult to reach the new arrivals, who are in need of urgent 

care.411  
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The speed and 

scale of the influx 

of refugees have 

resulted in a 

humanitarian 

emergency. It is 

one of the fastest 

refugee exoduses 

in modern times 

and has created the 

largest refugee 

camp in the world. 

Close to 750.000 

displaced people 

are depending on 

humanitarian 

assistance for life-saving needs.412 Figure 4 shows the refugee camps that have been created to 

house all the refugees.  

Even in a crisis like this, neighboring countries of Myanmar should still keep their 

responsibilities under international law by respecting and protecting the human rights of all the 

people within their borders, regardless of whether they might be stateless.413 As early as 2013, 

reports surfaced that urged surrounding countries to help with the Rohingya that were risking 

their lives at sea.414 The non-refoulement principle, agreed on in international law, declares 

that, as mentioned before, states cannot return anyone to a place where their life or freedom 

would be at risk. In practice, this means that governments should ensure that the rights of 

Rohingya are respected and the refugees can seek asylum anywhere. State should not send the 

Rohingya back or arrest them.415 
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It is hard however, to refer to international law when most countries surrounding Myanmar 

have not signed the 1951 Convention and have a lack of national legal framework. More so, 

Bangladesh has had a long-standing policy of sealing the border with Myanmar and has tried 

to push the refugees back. The countries around Myanmar abstain from becoming party to the 

Convention because they say that it may lead to an increase in the number of refugees arriving 

in their country, which leads to a heavy financial burden.416 Nonetheless, the refoulement 

principle is a principle of international customary law, and is thus binding on all states, 

regardless of whether they are party to the 1951 Convention.417 

In Myanmar, the military and the government have no intention of accepting returnees as 

national minorities, but instead continue to classify them as foreigners of illegal migrants. The 

Rohingyas are left with little or zero assurances about their future back in Myanmar.418 

Accordingly, it would not be safe to send the refugees back, and the refoulement principle is 

in place. 

There are some recent developments in this field. Myanmar and Bangladesh signed a 

repatriation agreement on 23 November 2017. In the agreement, it states that Rohingya 

refugees will begin returning to Myanmar by January 23, 2018. However, the statement should 

be seen as a sign of intent, and not as a sign that the refugees can really return. It creates an 

impossible timetable for safe and voluntary returns. On paper, the criteria for returnees are not 

very hard, but the biggest obstacle would be that the refugees most likely do not want to return. 

Lastly, the Buddhist leaders and communities form an obstacle, since they do not want the 

Rohingyas to return. It is also questionable whether the authorities in Myanmar will indeed be 

capable and willing of a repatriation effort this big, since they have denied UN support.419 This 

all shows how complex the problem is.  
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Voluntary repatriation in safety and dignity as required by international law will not be feasible 

until the Burmese government demonstrates its willingness and ability to ensure full respect 

for returnees’ human rights and equal access to nationality and security.420 

 

Thus, many Rohingyas are fleeing the violence and human rights violations in Rakhine State. 

They often come to Bangladesh, which cannot handle this many refugees, but they are not 

allowed to send them back to Myanmar under international law. Humanitarian assistance is 

needed to help all the people that are currently stuck in the refugee camps in Bangladesh. Of 

course, ultimately, they should be able to return to their homes in Rakhine State. Therefore, 

first and foremost, a stable and safe environment to return to should be created in Myanmar. 

 

3.5. Conclusion of the chapter  

This chapter has focused on the conflict in Rakhine State in Myanmar, that started in 2012. It 

concentrated on the history of the conflict and how the conflict has development. The conflict 

started between Buddhists and Muslims, and quickly state security forces became involved as 

well. Today, persecution of Rohingya is a phenomenon that has become institutionalized.421  

Myanmar has a turbulent history, with many shifts in government structure. After it became 

independent, several coups followed. The country was ruled by a dictatorship for a long time, 

but started opening up the democratic space recently. All this time the Rohingya have been 

discriminated against, through laws, policies and practices. The 1982 Citizenship Law lays the 

basis for many of these policies. 

After discussing the history, the chapter turned to the current conflict. The conflict started in 

2012, amidst democratic reforms. Rakhine State is a very poor state already, but during the 

conflict, Rohingya have had to deal with many extra violations to basic human rights. These 

violations have caused them to flee, creating a humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. Currently, 

more Rohingya live in Bangladesh than in Myanmar. Bangladesh cannot handle all these 

refugees, but is not allowed to send them back, because Myanmar is not safe for Rohingya. 
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Therefore, it is important to make Myanmar a place that is safe for the Rohingya to live. To do 

so, it would be good to find the structural causes for the conflict.  
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Chapter 4: Religious influence in the conflict 
 

This chapter will explore the influence of religion in the conflict in Rakhine State and evaluate 

the concept of religious peacebuilding regarding the conflict. It answers the questions of how 

religious factors are influencing the conflict and to what extent religious peacebuilding can be 

an approach to deal with the conflict. The chapter will focus on the way religion influences the 

way that people think, how it creates identities and how it influences the violence and 

peacebuilding. Hereby, it is important to not assume that it is a religious conflict. Firstly, an 

introduction to the main religions present in the conflict, Buddhism and Islam, will be given. 

After that, the influence of (religious) identity on the conflict will be discussed. Then, the 

influence of religion on violence in the conflict will be reviewed, followed by the possible root 

causes of the conflict and the possibilities of religious peacebuilding in the conflict. 

 

4.1. Buddhism  

The Buddhist tradition, mainly its understanding of ethics, focuses on the law of ‘karma’.422 

This shows in the principle of non-harmony and non-violating any living creature, instead 

choosing compassion, for harming has negative karmic consequences. When reading this, one 

would expect that all Buddhist societies seek peace and peaceful conflict resolution, but the 

reality in Myanmar proves differently.423 Nonetheless, Galtung calls Buddhism the system of 

faith that is best suited for the creation of peace.424 

4.1.1. The relationship between Buddhism and violence 

A method of meditation and mindfulness can be helpful to let people see past the aggression 

and explore the underlying cause of the violence.425 Moreover, by providing lessons on 

pacifism, nonviolent opposition, tolerance and the acceptance of other religions, Buddhism can 

offer important insights to conflict prevention. Stressing empathy and compassion can be a 

useful approach in conflict management.426 It is important that Buddhist conflict transformation 
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focuses on the individual’s struggle against hatred and greed that have led to violence, as well 

as on the effort of the community to change the setting that caused these feelings. Again, 

mindfulness could help here to discover the structural preconditions of the conflict.427  

The Buddhist ethics thus lend themselves very well for building peace between individuals, 

social groups and nations. However, too often Buddhist societies have fallen into personal 

hatred, which has resulted in a history of missed opportunities to build peace. For example, 

Buddhist societies did nothing to improve the fate of women or underprivileged groups, and 

beggars and disabled people are thought to be this way because of bad karma. This logic can 

make Buddhists relentless and in this way interrupt the peace process.428 

There are other disadvantages to the Buddhist approach to peacebuilding. Firstly, monks have 

chosen to live an isolated life and are thereby preventing themselves from using their power to 

better the situation in the world.429 However, in Myanmar, the monks have already gotten 

involved in politics. Therefore, the isolated status of the monks should not be of concern here. 

Still, perhaps the monks that wish to stay true to the peaceful values of their religion also wish 

to stay true to the Buddhist tradition of living as a recluse. Secondly, in Buddhist society it can 

be difficult to recognize poverty, inequality, social strife and war as problems that need a 

concrete solution. Instead, Buddhism tends to see social problems only as the result of (bad) 

karma, and thus as one’s individual responsibility. When looking for peacebuilding initiatives 

in Myanmar, it is important to keep in mind that the Buddhist ideas of peacebuilding favor an 

individualistic interpretation of inner peace and harmony. If peace is understood as a mental 

status that can be acquired through meditation, and not as a social responsibility, this can 

present an obstacle for Myanmar in realizing the potential of Buddhist ethnics for building 

harmony and peace between different social groups.430 The last disadvantage is the trend in 

Buddhist societies to adopt a ‘mytho-historic’ narrative as national identity, which can lead to 

fundamentalist positions in Buddhism.431 As can be seen in Myanmar, if Buddhist violence 

does occur, it is often joined with ethno-nationalist extremism.432 
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4.1.2. Myanmar 

Buddhism reached the area of Myanmar in the fourth century.433 Many Buddhist kings 

afterwards ruled the region, serving as the main patron and defender of the ‘sasana’.434 During 

this period, Buddhist concepts were intimately linked to power in the social, political and 

economic sphere.435 Buddhism was the common factor that held the society together, providing 

it with a worldview, a cosmology, and even a sense of identity as a people and a nation.436 The 

‘sasana’ was integrated into a hierarchical social order.437 

This social order was destroyed when the British transformed Burma into a rationalized, 

bureaucratic and modern colonial state. This also resulted in a decline of importance of the 

monks and traditional education for Buddhist boys.438 After colonization, Buddhism was often 

implemented in state programs, even though the military has also suppressed and manipulated 

the tradition.439  

Currently, there are about 41 million Buddhists in Myanmar.440 The country is often seen by 

its inhabitants and governments as the stronghold of pure doctrinal Theravada Buddhism.441 

Buddhist nationalism in Myanmar, now highly present, first occurred during the colonial 

period. It was fueled by a drive to protect the Buddhist tradition against the perceived threat 

that was posed by colonialism. Associations of laypeople prepared the ground for the later 

development of self-conscious national identity and anti-colonial nationalist political 

radicalism.442 

When the British separated the state administration from religion in Burma, this was a sign to 

many laypeople that their religion was in decline. Hence these laypeople started a movement 
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to strengthen shared religious and cultural values.443 The anxiety about the loss of religious and 

cultural education and discipline in the Buddhist society was further incited by the fact that 

most of the colonial government positions were filled by Indians bureaucrats, many of whom 

were Muslim, rather than local elites. Indian businessmen also came to dominate the economic 

sector. This created enormous tensions between the Burmese and Indians, which shows that 

the mistrust in the Burmese society has existed for a long time.444 As a result of these tensions, 

anti-colonial movements often focused on religious, rather than political mobilization.445  

After the period of colonization, Buddhism was often at the center of Burmese governance. 

Legislation was adopted to produce an ethnically inclusive national identity drawing from 

shared Buddhist heritage, excluding others.446 Post-independence nationalism is therefore 

based on ethnicity, which can be problematic. In Myanmar, a sense of national identity has 

been constructed by the political leaders through ‘Burmanization’, which has affected the 

minorities in the country negatively.447 

Since start of the democratization in 2011, Buddhist nationalism has become more visible 

again. After years of oppression, a new freedom of expression has allowed individuals and the 

media to articulate their complaints – to a certain extent.448 A movement that started during the 

colonization is now sustained by regional demographic shifts and contemporary global politics. 

Moreover, a millenarian current in Theravada Buddhism believes that the religion will 

inevitably decline and disappear, which strengthens the desire for a movement in defense of 

the religion.449 Furthermore, many Buddhists are scared, because they believe that Buddhism 

is an inherently peaceful religion, and therefore very vulnerable to oppression by more 

aggressive faiths, especially Islam. This upsets Buddhists who believe that their religion has 

suffered because of its tolerance of other religions.450 

 

In conclusion, it can be said that Buddhism values many peaceful principles. The basic 

principle of its ethics, ‘karma’, results in several principles of non-harming and non-violence. 
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Mindfulness can be a useful method to achieve peace. However, if situations and problems are 

only seen as a result of karma, and not as a problem that society can find a solution for, 

Buddhism will not be helpful in finding a solution. Furthermore, this chapter has stressed how 

ingrained Buddhism is in Myanmar society, as is Buddhist nationalism. 

 

4.2. Islam  

The universal message of Islam entails that there should be equal concern and care for the 

whole universe.451 The religion values ethics, and its texts acknowledge other religious paths 

and promote equality among humans.452   

4.2.1. The relation between Islam and violence 

Islam prohibits every kind of war, except holy war.453 There is a general principle of deterrence, 

which advices Muslims to stay away from war.454 Yet, in the Islamic worldview, nonbelievers 

should never be in a position of superiority over Muslims.455 This idea can lead to conflict. 

In the Quran, there is no universal teaching about military violence.456 The now-popular 

concept of ‘jihad’ is only mentioned a few times. When mentioned, it often relates to war within 

oneself, or war to defend the faith when Muslims are actively prevented from practicing their 

religion – as in Myanmar. In the latter case, there has been a ‘fatwa’, a legal opinion issues by 

legitimate authorities.457 The gradual evolution of the concept into an attempt to justify armed 

struggle against political oppression is a response in political discourse and practice to 

authoritarian governments at home and to the impact of imperialism.458 

Yet, the scriptures also show an explicit invitation for adopting a peaceful path. The ultimate 

goal of existence of humans on earth is to thrive through the establishment of communities that 

interact peacefully.459 Peacebuilding is thus a very important duty in Islamic tradition, but the 

focus hereby has been on intra-Muslim matters, rather than on relations with non-Muslims.460 
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However, there exist plenty Islamic scriptural references that provide hope for continuing and 

extending the peacebuilding practices of Islam both within and beyond the boundaries of the 

Muslim community.461  

In Islam, peace is achieved through limiting people’s greed that prompts them to violate the 

rights of their fellow human beings.462 This can be related to the idea of inner peace in 

Buddhism as explained above. Perhaps that linkage can be useful when thinking of 

peacebuilding involving the two religions. Furthermore, the religion advocates mercy and 

forgiveness.463 This can be very relevant in the case of Myanmar, since forgiveness will most 

certainly be needed if there is to be peace between the Rohingyas and Rakhine people. 

Unfortunately, most of these concepts are theoretical principles that lack genuine utilization in 

many contemporary Muslim societies.464 Nonetheless, this does show that there is hope for 

Islamic peacebuilding. Moreover, Islam suggests that in peacebuilding, religion can be used to 

raise discussions to a new, spiritual level, which can help superordinate values and inspire 

opponents to make concessions they would otherwise not make.465  

4.2.2. Myanmar 

The history of the Muslims, and especially the Rohingyas, is one that is disputed both in 

academics and in the Myanmar society, resulting in a denial of ethnic identity by the Myanmar 

government.466 The state government has called them ‘illegal immigrants’ and ‘Bengali. 

However, the Bangladeshi government issued statements that the Rohingya are not from 

Bangladesh.467 

Very little is actually known about the Rohingya, and when stories about them exist, often no 

time period is given.468 Nonetheless, Islam is thought to have arrived in Myanmar in the seventh 

century with the arrival of Arab, Moorish and Persian traders and, as they blended with the 
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local population, has been growing ever since.469 It must be noted that there are other Muslims 

living across Myanmar that are not Rohingya.470 Muslims have had a well-established presence 

in northern Arakan since the twelfth century.471 Arakan has not always been part of Myanmar, 

but was once an independent kingdom. The Muslim influence was enormous there, as Buddhist 

kings also adopted Islamic principles.472  

The Muslim traders were later followed by migrants coming from the Indian subcontinent, 

mainly from Bengal into Arakan, when both regions were under British colonial rule and 

therefore did not have fixed borders.473  

 

To conclude, peace promoting motifs can be found in Islam. This is hopeful for the conflict in 

Myanmar, if the peaceful concepts are not just seen as theoretical ideas, but actually turned into 

practice. In Myanmar, the history of the Rohingya is contested, but it is suggested that Muslims 

have been present in the country for a long time now. 

 

4.3. The influence (religious) identity in the conflict 

In this conflict in Rakhine State, identity seems to play a very important role. In this part of the 

chapter, I would like to see to what extent identity is influenced by religion, and how the 

creation of identities has separated different groups in society, which might have been a 

stimulant for conflict.  

According to Erikson, individuals construct a sense of identity as they make choices, decisions 

and commitments within their societal contexts. In turn, this sense of identity creates a sense 

of well-being and a sense of ‘knowing where one is going’.474 From a constructivist point of 

view, identity is seen as a structure or framework out of which individuals interact in the world, 

which is continually updated as new experiences and information are encountered.475 For 
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Erikson, this framework ultimately provides a sense of consistency and coherence to the self.476 

Thus, identity provides one with a coherent perspective. 

There are a few different kinds of identity that are important to consider for this chapter. Firstly, 

social identity refers to the group that one identifies with. Moreover, it relates to the extent to 

which this identification leads one to favor the ‘ingroup’ and to distance oneself from the 

‘outgroups’, encompassing the ways by which individuals identify with the groups to which 

they belong, as well as the psychosocial consequences of these identifications.477 Othering, 

then, is related to social identity and forms a comprehensive term for defining alterity - every 

‘us’ excludes a ‘them’ - and excluding those that are different.478 This happens when one sees 

people as outsiders, and thus as ‘others’.479  

Cultural identity and ethnic identity are both types of social identity, which can create feelings 

of belonging to a certain group and of solidarity, resulting in behaviors that are manifested 

towards one’s own and other cultural groups.480 The characteristics of these groups can be very 

pervasive and provide guidelines for one’s personal identity.481 These kinds of identity are very 

important for the conflict in Myanmar, since it gives one a sense of solidarity, but also, because 

of this solidarity, a way to look at other groups. This thus influences the way that the Burmese 

or Rakhine people view the Rohingya. The Rohingya ethnic identity is a disputed one, which 

results in people wishing to deny them the status of a minority.482 

4.3.1. Othering  

Social identity can lead to othering and defensive localization. Defensive localization concerns 

the treasuring of a local identity that excludes others. Such stereotypical common perspectives 

create a fabricated unity by reducing complexity and closing off the self, often as a reaction to 

too much uncertainty and feelings of insecurity.483 The Rakhine people in Myanmar are a 
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minority themselves. Even though they are recognized by the 1982 Citizenship Law, they have 

suffered from Burmese oppression over time. Moreover, the Rakhine State suffers from chronic 

underdevelopment and abuse by the central state. This creates uncertainty and feelings of 

insecurity. To deal with those feelings, the Rakhine people have created a unity, cherishing 

their local identity, but excluding others, like the Rohingya. The Rohingya, living in the same 

area in large numbers, might be a factor in creating those feeling of insecurity.  

Hermans points to the dangers of this defensive localization, because of the stereotyping, the 

‘othering’, and the exclusion mechanisms that it produces. Here, the sense of a secure self and 

identity is built on the dichotomy between ‘us’, who are considered to be superior, and ‘them’, 

the inferior ‘others’.484 The self is part of a larger process of identity construction, where one’s 

identity is compared to others.485 If traditional religion is what creates an ‘ingroup’, this serves 

the needs of continuity and certainty, according to Hermans. Here, othering presents a 

defensive strategy for coping with the increased level of uncertainty in the global world, by 

sharpening boundaries, reducing the heterogeneity of positions, and giving prominence to one 

powerful position.486 Zock agrees with Hermans that this is the basis for many violent 

conflicts.487 

Thus, one factor that can give rise to uncertainty is globalization. Globalization can be 

destabilizing by challenging simple definitions of who we are and where we come from.488 

Moreover, democratizing forces are threatening traditional or hierarchical structures in many 

societies, which leaves some feeling suspicious of this transformation and creating insecurity. 

The fear of losing work, status, or other privileges is constantly felt and generates the growth 

of new local identities in response to the effect of globalization.489 Furthermore, the structures 

that identified the community and had bounded it together, in pre-colonial Burma this was 
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Buddhism, are removed, which has a disintegrative effect.490 There is therefore a relationship 

between globalization and - the feeling of - security, which is further proven by the extent to 

which migrants and refugees are currently framed in terms of security threats.491 

In Myanmar, the hierarchical structures were already destroyed by the British colonization. 

This made people cling to Buddhism, creating an ‘ingroup’. Another change in the structure of 

society occurred in 2011, when the country’s democratization process started. This again 

created feelings of insecurity, since now apart from democracy, the country was also opening 

up to the global world, which can challenge one’s identity. This feeling of insecurity might 

have given rise to the current conflict in Rakhine State. People have also been guilty of 

‘othering’. This can be linked to the theory about conflict about lifecycle of conflicts.492 The 

social change which gave rise to this conflict can be the democratization and opening up to the 

world, and thus exposure to globalization. I believe that this might also be a root cause of the 

conflict, which will be discussed later. 

When one excludes the other, this is part of a self-construction that is built on the difference 

between ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’. Beliefs that resemble one’s own national, religious, or ethnic 

group then represent purity, order, truth, beauty, good and right, in contrast to those of the 

‘outgroup’, who represent pollution, falsity, ugliness, the bad and wrong.493 Individuals have a 

tendency to positively look at themselves and their group in relation to other groups.494 When 

someone from the ‘outgroup’ is seen as inferior, it is harder to break down the barriers between 

the groups.495 Creating an identity in this sense can be very dangerous, for it is what terrorist 

organizations use to psychologically distance themselves from the other humans that they 

intend to destroy.496 It is therefore important to oppose a categorization of the world into groups 

like us-versus-them or good-versus-evil, because these categorizations support the views of 

fundamentalists and increase the chance that more individuals will turn violent.497 In Myanmar, 
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this defensive localization and othering has created a deep rift in society. Categorizing the 

‘other’ in this way makes it easier to, as was explained above, turn to violence. In the previous 

chapter, the speech by influential monk Sitagu Sayadaw was highlighted.498 Sitagu 

distinguished very clearly between the ‘ingroup’, the Buddhists, and the ‘outgroup’, namely 

non-Buddhists, creating a scenario of us-versus-them, where it is then justified to harm the 

‘outgroup’, because they are ‘othered’. What is more, the State is using an exclusionary 

ideology and the construction of identities in terms of us-versus-them to accentuate the 

differences between Rohingyas and others.499 

4.3.2. Nationalism and religion  

As individuals feel vulnerable and experience existential anxiety, they often wish to reaffirm a 

threatened self-identity. A collective identity, like the cultural or ethnic identity explained 

above, can provide this sense of security. Therefore, it is attractive for people to adhere to such 

an identity group. For leaders, it is attractive to unite people around causes like nationalism and 

religion. They are two causes or identity-signifiers that are more likely than others to give 

answers to people, because they provide particularly powerful stories and beliefs and can 

produce a picture of stability, security and simple answers.500 This way, they create a picture 

of a ‘home’ safe from intruders. In this view, the world consists of a direct relationship between 

a certain territory - the ‘home’ - and certain god(s). Hence nationalism and religion, as identity-

signifiers, are likely to increase ontological security while minimizing existential anxiety, but 

are likely to decrease security for those that are not included in the discourse. Therefore, to 

combat this, it is crucial to recognize the hidden power structures that are concerned with the 

supposed creation of one exclusionary identity, and with that identify the real structural 

insecurities that come with living in an increasingly complex and globalized society.501 It seems 

that the combination of nationalism and religion is used in Myanmar to create an exclusionary 

identity, perhaps an identity that is classified by citizenship. Since this powerful combination 

seems to be at play in the examined conflict, this sub-chapter will now delve a bit deeper into 

this subject.  Although religion shares many of the characteristics of nationalism, the religious 
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elements in the study of nationalist movements are often neglected.502 This is why this thesis 

is focusing on exactly those elements.  

When nationalists are attempting to unify and mobilize people, religion is a useful tool. By 

disguising their actions as moral acts in the name of religion, nationalist leaders can increase 

the legitimacy of their decisions.503 These tactics are being executed by the Ma Ba Tha as well 

as ARSA, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, in this way increasing their authority and 

creating a cosmic war. Furthermore, religion often delineates the boundaries of violence and 

constructs conditions under which killing is permitted, as is the case with a ‘fatwa’ issued for 

defending their Islamic religion and when Situgu created the condition that non-Buddhist can 

be killed.504 Leaders who then exploit this religious ideology possess a powerful weapon. 

Moreover, many of the core elements of a religious ideology, like salvation and sacrifice, are 

closely associated with nationalist ideas. If nationalists are able to use certain components of a 

society’s religious consciousness and direct these towards nationalist goals, they have an even 

more terrifying weapon. In the hands of nationalists, religious myths and rituals can serve as 

cooperative structures and collective opportunities for dissatisfied people to unify.505 When 

insecurity increases, religion provides a stable basis for personal and communal identity.506   

Moreover, for nationalists, it is important to have a verification of archaeology and historical 

evidence to consolidate an identity. Hence, in areas experiencing violent conflicts, an increase 

can be seen in the manipulation and reinterpretation of historical and archaeological evidence 

to support claims of precedence to land and rights for particular identity groups.507 This is a 

very important point for the conflict in Myanmar. Because the history of the Rohingya is 

contested, the Burmese government and the people of Rakhine have interpreted their history in 

a way that coincides with their interests. Because literature failed to mention the Rohingya, the 

Rakhine and Burmese are able tell the story as if the Rohingya were immigrants from 

Bangladesh, to support their claims to Rakhine State and the rights for the Rakhine people – 

and the lack of rights for the Rohingya. Thus, in this case the lack of archaeological evidence 

is manipulated for the Rakhine people. 
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Religion can be used as part of a larger social movement seeking wider public influence.508 

The Ma Ba Tha has provided a way in which religion can help to answer feelings of insecurity. 

In these cases, often racism is disguised in political discourse as being simply a matter of 

religious and/or cultural differences.509 This is the case with the speeches by Buddhist 

politicians or monks from the Ma Ba Tha as well. The tendency, which has recently been seen 

across the world, to link the religion of Islam with terrorist practices, is a good example of how 

different groups can become homogenized in religious and racist terms.510 Racism is a 

historical phenomenon that emerges within the discourse of nationalism. It is, just like 

nationalism, based on separateness and the need for greater exclusivity.511 This can be linked 

to the ideas of othering and creating a superior self or ‘ingroup’ based on the inferior other or 

‘outgroup’. 

 

In conclusion, it can be said that identity formation can very much contribute to the creation of 

conflict. By adhering to a group or social identity, one excludes and demonizes others, which 

can lead to violence. In Myanmar, history has created separate identities, which, because of 

heightened feelings of insecurity, resulted in ‘ingroups’ and ‘outgroups’. When someone from 

the ‘outgroup’ is seen as inferior, this provides a basis for conflict.  

 

4.4. Influence of religion on violence 

Above, it has been discussed that a social identity can have a great influence in creating hostile 

feelings towards other groups, since ‘othering’ can make one see people from another group, 

or the ‘outgroup’, as inferior. This makes it harder to break down the barriers between two 

groups and makes it easier to turn to violence. Religion is an important identity-signifier that 

can create a picture of security by providing stability, security and answers. A religious identity 

can thus be very powerful in a conflict. Other influences of religion on violence in the conflict 

will be discussed now. 
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4.4.1. Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA)  

Harakah-al-Yaquin (HaY) - ‘faith movement’ in Arabic - was formed in the aftermath of the 

2012 violence.512 The active recruitment of local leaders began in 2013, and after that the 

training of villagers started.513 A few Rohingya from Saudi Arabia, including the leader Ata 

Ullah, are leading operations on the ground in Rakhine State.514 HaY has been rebranded in 

English as the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, ARSA.515 Since the attacks on 9 October, 

many young men have joined the fight. The main fighting force is made up of Muslim villagers 

in northern Rakhine State, who are organized into village-level cells to limit risks. They are 

mostly led by young Islamic clerics or scholars from those villages and they thus have religious 

leaders.516 

On the October 9, 2016, the attacks on border posts by ARSA showed the first major organized 

violent resistance move from the Muslim population.517 After these attacks, the security forces 

of Myanmar started ‘clearance operations’ and sealed off the area.518 Another escalation on 

November 12 demonstrated that the attacks were not random and that ARSA could still 

perform, despite a month of the exhaustive clearance operations.519 After these clashes, the 

military intensified its operations. However, the violence and abuse probably increased the 

support for the armed group, instead of decreasing it.520 On August 25, 2017, ARSA again 

launched attacks on security posts. These attacks were ordered mostly by communications by 

respected local Islamic clerics or scholars.521 As was explained in a previous chapter, a 

religious leader can have great influence in instigating religious violence. The fact that religious 

authorities were cell leaders, makes the conflict more of a religious one; it gives religious 

legitimacy to the conflict. This might take it to another, sacred level for the people who are 

involved. 

Even though the organization does not appear to have religious motivations, it has sought 

religious legitimacy for its actions, which can increase its legitimacy.522 Senior Rohingya 
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clerics and several foreign clerics have ruled that, given the persecution that Muslim 

communities are facing in Rakhine State, a campaign against the security forces is legal in 

Islam, and anyone opposing it is in opposition to Islam.523 By creating this distinction, the 

conflict gets a religious dimension for the ARSA fighters. ‘Fatwas’ – religious rulings – have 

been obtained shortly after the October 9 attacks. They had a substantial effect in persuading 

many Muslim religious leaders in northern Rakhine State to authorize the organization, despite 

preferring nonviolent actions earlier.524 The issuing of ‘fatwas’ thus seems to have been 

decisive in convincing many to support the organization.525 This shows the earlier explained 

influence that religious leaders can have. Moreover, the leaders had been living with local 

people. Because like this the villagers could view and experience their strong commitment, 

they started to trust and support the leaders.526  

Information from members of the organization and analysis of the method by the International 

Crisis Group reveal that the approach and objective of ARSA are not in line with transnational 

jihadist terrorism.527 The main motivation for the founding of the organization thus does not 

seem religious. However, it is possible that its aspirations could develop, given its appeals to 

religious legitimacy and links to international jihadist groups. Therefore, it is essential that the 

government does not just focus on military approaches, but also addresses the root causes of 

the conflict and the community grievances and suffering and stronger, more positive ties are 

built between the Muslim communities and the Myanmar state.528  

4.4.2. 969 Movement and the Ma Ba Tha 

The 969 Movement started as a grassroots movement in 2012, formed by a group monks 

attempting to protect race and religion in Myanmar.529 The nationalist perspective of the 

movement made it more popular.530 The ideas of the 969 Movement circulated rapidly, and it 

is widely thought that they have incited violence.531 A pattern was even found concerning the 

sermons given by the monks and the following anti-Muslim riots.532 Influential monks like 
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Wirathu led the movement, which was particularly outspoken in its extremist discourse, 

alleging a Muslim conspiracy existed wanting to seize the country. This was combined with a 

‘Buy Buddhist’ boycott of Muslim-owned businesses.533 However, while the message of the 

organization spread, the organization itself lacked the infrastructure necessary to create any 

meaningful change on a national scale. In late 2013, the organization was banned by the Sangha 

Council.534 

The formation of the Ma Ba Tha may have been a response to this ban, as it immediately picked 

up where the 969 Movement had left off, lobbying for race and religion laws and increasing 

awareness of nationalist ideology.535 Ma Ba Tha (translation: Organization for the Protection 

of Race and Religion) is a more coherent organization than the 969 Movement. It has become 

the representative of the anti-Muslim narrative and has grown into one of the country’s most 

powerful socio-political forces. In its operation, it has come close to breaking the rules of 

monkhood. Monks are directed by the mandates of the Buddhist Sangha that demoralize 

involvement in politics. Nonetheless, monks have been concerned with Burmese politics 

before.536 The question with the Ma Ba Tha is thus to what extent they are actually promoting 

Buddhist values, since they are so close to violating Buddhist rules. 

The organization has casted most of its energy towards social and religious issues, particularly 

those associated with Islam’s role in Myanmar. It has pushed religious and social matters to 

the forefront of the 2015 political agenda. Even though the Ma Ba Tha is not the only 

organization that is spreading anti-Muslim sentiments, it is most likely the most effective one. 

Its media network is very powerful and well-organized, and the organization has demonstrated 

that it is able to transform its message into policy and laws. Its most notable success consists 

of the four ‘Protection of Race and Religion Laws’ in 2015.537  

4.4.3. The causes of religious violence applied to the conflict 

In the second chapter, several reasons as to why religion might turn violent have been 

discussed. The first category of causes given by Fox focused on instrumental violence. When 

a religious group cannot pursue their political agenda through peaceful means, they might 
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resort to violence.538 When ARSA was not able to achieve their goals of stopping the 

persecution of Rohingya through nonviolent means, the group turned to violence. However, 

this was after the current conflict had already started. It does not seem like instrumental 

violence caused this conflict.  

The second category of causes for religious violence is based on identities: if believers believe 

that a threat to their religion exist, this is in turn also a threat to their identity, and they might 

react in a violent way.539 This is related to the idea of a cosmic war: a conflict is given moral 

justifications and violence is sacralized, on the premise that one’s identity is threatened.540 This 

category can certainly give more insight to the violence in Myanmar concerning the Rohingya. 

A review of the data has revealed that the Buddhists feel as though their religion is threatened. 

According to scriptures and legends, the Theravada tradition should currently be in decline and 

thus Buddhists feel threatened and want to stop this decay. They are especially intimidated by 

Muslims, because of the history of the relationship between the two communities in Myanmar 

and in Rakhine because of the enormous Muslim population – at least before the flood of 

refugees at the end of 2017. The nation is closely intertwined with religion, which means that 

with religion, the nation is also threatened, since many Buddhists seem to feel that to be 

Burmese is to be Buddhist. Both the nation and religion are strong identity-signifiers, so 

together a threat to these can result in a feeling of a substantial threat to one’s identity, and to 

combat this threat, one might turn to religious violence.  

The third category of causes for religious violence focuses on the religious laws and doctrines 

which have explicit instructions to go to war.541 This does not seem to be at play in this conflict.  

The last category concentrates on religious activities that are in themselves benign but are not 

perceived as such by others. Sometimes, even the mere presence of a religion can be the reason 

for religious violence.542 The mere presence of Muslims seems to cause violence and riots all 

across Myanmar. Wirathu, a prominent monk, gives an explanation for this. He explained that 

more land and houses for Muslims means fewer Buddhists shrines. Moreover, he stated that 

mosques are ‘like enemy base stations for us’.543 More mosques mean more enemy bases, so 
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that is why he would like to prevent this, for example by restrictions on gatherings in mosques 

and permits needed to repair or build mosques.544  

Another cause that is mentioned in the second chapter is the religious leader. He can determine 

the attitude and behavior of his followers in conflict.545 In this conflict, religious leaders play a 

very important role. Monks have instigated violence in their speeches, which might have 

influenced Buddhist to turn violent. For Islam, authorities have issued ‘fatwas’ to legitimize 

the violence. After these were issued, many regional leaders were convinced of ARSA’s violent 

strategy to obtain their goals. This shows the great influence that religious leaders can have in 

instigating religious violence.  

 

In conclusion, ARSA has been created by religious leaders, but does not seem to have religious 

motivations, even though authorities within Islam have issued ‘fatwas’, which state that the 

campaign is legal in Islam. This gives the conflict a religious dimension for ARSA fighters, 

and in this way religion is influencing the violence. Furthermore, the 969 Movement and the 

Ma Ba Tha certainly have had an influence on the communal violence in Myanmar. Research 

has shown that there is a correlation between towns where Ma Ba Tha monks have preached 

and anti-Muslim violence in those towns. Lastly, this part has explained how religion might 

have caused violence in the conflict. When analyzing the influence of religion in a conflict, a 

middle position should be taken, where the concept of religious violence is used to explain how 

violence can be religious, as is done above, without arguing that religion is inherently prone to 

violence or intolerance.546   

 

4.5. Root causes of the conflict  

The different elements of religious violence in the conflict have just been discussed. However, 

contemporary conflicts are often not just about religion. Religion and ethnicity are generally 

intertwined in these conflicts.547 Other factors are thus at play as well and it is difficult to find 

out the exact influence of these different issues. Nonetheless, in this sub-chapter I would like 

to try to find out what the root causes for the conflict might be. In order to create a long-lasting 
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positive peace and a peaceful society with peaceful institutions, the root causes need to be 

addressed. In positive peace, the focus lies on the transformation of underlying systemic 

violence and relationships.548 

4.5.1. Poverty in Rakhine State 

The first root cause that has been recognized is the poverty in Rakhine State. Rakhine State is 

one of the poorest states in Myanmar and continues to suffer from decades of neglect and 

underdevelopment, lack of investment in infrastructure and economic marginalization. All 

communities in Rakhine State have had to deal with decades of human rights violations, land 

confiscations, forced evictions and forced labor by the Myanmar State. For the inhabitants of 

Rakhine State, there is a lack of access to livelihood opportunities and limited access to basic 

services.549  

This has resulted in Rakhine State having one of the lowest literacy rates in the country – adult 

illiteracy is approximately 50 percent higher than the national average. Furthermore, nearly 

half of its inhabitants live in poverty, compared to a quarter nationally.550 The distance to 

schools and a lack of qualified teaching staff and other teaching resources have a bad influence 

on education.551 Without proper schooling, it is hard to break the cycle of poverty. Moreover, 

the availability, accessibility, affordability and quality of health facilities, goods and services 

are extremely poor in Rakhine State. Only five health workers are available per 10.000 people, 

compared to sixteen per 10.000 people nationally and compared to the minimum of 22 per 

10.000 people that the World Health Organization recommends.552 Moreover, the staff and 

hospitals are poorly equipped.553 As a consequence, delays in treatment are formed and 

preventable diseases, like polio, keep prevailing.554 

                                                           
548 Galtung, “An Editorial,” 1-4. 

Galtung, “Peace,” 478-479. 

Omer, “When Peace,” 51-52, 68. 
549 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 26. 

Mahmood, “The Rohingya people,” 1844. 

OHCHR, “Flash Report,” 5. 
550 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 26, 66. 

Mahmood, “The Rohingya people,” 1844. 

OHCHR, “Flash Report,” 5. 

UNHRC, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 41. 
551 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 67. 
552 Advisory Commission on Rakhine State, “Towards a Peaceful,” 42. 

World Health Organization, “A Universal.” 
553 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 60. 
554 Amnesty International, “Caged,” 60. 

UNHCR, “Situation of human, A/HRC/32/18,” par. 38. 



91 

 

Myanmar is a highly centralized state, and most economic and political power lies with the 

country’s leaders, who are mainly Bamar. Even though the Rakhine form a recognized ethnic 

group, they still form a minority in the country. This results in fears of losing ethnic identity, 

language, and cultures. Furthermore, they are very frustrated with the central government for 

the failure to improve the situation in their state and have complained about the lack of political 

autonomy, as they believe they are neglected by the central government.555  

The sense of political, cultural, historical, economic, demographic and religious besiegement 

from the Bamar and from Bangladesh has caused many Rakhine to be extremely prejudiced 

against Muslims.556 Therefore, understanding and addressing the ethnic Rakhine grievances 

and ending human rights violations against the Rakhine people will be crucial to developing 

long-term stability in the State, and it is important that ethnic Rakhine groups are incorporated 

in deciding on future plans for Rakhine State.557 

Other economic motives that might be at play can be traced back to the social memory of the 

colonial period, which is installed in their identity. Indians, mainly Muslims, came to dominate 

the colonial economy. They had the best jobs in the colonial administration and constituted the 

majority in the largest cities, while the Buddhists were largely excluded from the capitalist 

economy.558 Muslims are nowadays often thought to be more prosperous than their Buddhist 

neighbors.559 Therefore, Muslims are regarded as a threat by many Buddhists, although the 

economy is actually dominated by Burman and Chinese business elites.560 These ideas are also 

confirmed by the successful boycott on Muslim businesses in 2013, which was a response to 

the common perception that Muslims only do business with each other.561  
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4.5.2. Social change and institutionalized discrimination 

As was established previously, social change is often involved at the start of a conflict. The 

social change that is important for this conflict is the democratization of the country. Since the 

start of the political transition in 2011, Buddhist nationalism has become significantly more 

visible. As authoritarian controls were lifted after years of repression, deep-seated grievances 

emerged into the open, and new freedom of expression allowed individuals and the media to 

voice these grievances in ways that were not possible before. Newly available 

telecommunications combined with access to social media accelerated the spread of nationalist 

narratives, rumors and hate speech.562 This is how the democratization process can be seen as 

a root cause of the conflict. It has allowed Buddhist nationalists to be more vocal, which has 

spread an anti-Muslim sentiment and instigated violence. 

Perhaps Muslims also got a chance to voice their opinions more openly. It is also possible that 

they had high hopes for change with a democratic government, but the restrictions only became 

tighter. The state systematically discriminates against Rohingya. Even with a democratic 

government, this is shown in the passing of the four laws that restrict individuals’ rights in 

regard to one’s choices in the area of family planning, religious conversion and marriage.563 

It is hard to understand that a social change as a democratic transition can ignite a conflict with 

so much (state-sponsored) violence, discrimination and violations of human rights. The 

Rohingya have been excluded from being citizens of Myanmar for a long time, and it was 

thought that the new government, especially under Aung San Suu Kyi, who fought for freedom 

herself, would make a difference. The social change might have given rise to the Buddhist 

nationalism, but the exclusion had already existed for decades. This social and legal exclusion 

might thus also be seen as a root cause of the conflict.  

4.5.3. The perceived threats caused by prejudices and the influence of Theravada Buddhism  

As it seems, hate speech is no longer necessary in order to construct a narrative of Muslim 

threat, because a series of anti-Muslim fears and prejudices are so instilled in Burmese Buddhist 

society that many see a credible existential threat from the Muslim population, which is 

unlikely to exceed 5 to 10 percent of the population of Myanmar. This fear has lowered the 

barriers for violence against Muslims, since it is now supported by a rationalized necessity to 

protect Burmese race and religion from the Muslim threat. The proliferation of anti-Muslim 
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stereotypes and narratives has created sectarian tension, where small triggers like rumors or 

false information can cause violence.564 

One aspect that scares the Buddhist population is illegal immigration, which they fear might 

turn the country into a Muslim one.565 This fear that the country will lose their culture and 

become Muslim is based on the historic fact that it has happened before in many parts of 

modern Central Asia, Afghanistan and Pakistan, which were majority Buddhist before the 

arrival of Islam. Often, the arrival went hand in hand with the destruction of Buddhism.566 

Thus, claims that the country is being taken over by Muslims bring a lot of fear. According to 

influential monks like Wirathu, Muslims have a conspiracy to conquer Burma through 

economic exploitation, focusing again on the economic aspects, and by interfaith marriage. 

They are supposedly gradually taking over Burmese society and economy, with the end goal 

of destroying the Buddhist race and religion.567  

Muslims are often described as a ‘cancer within’. Buddhists feel like, unlike other faiths, 

Muslims are unwilling to reciprocate the religious freedoms they demand, and therefore are a 

threat to Buddhism.568 They believe that Islam is inherently violent and are at discomfort with 

violent aspects of Abrahamic religions in general. Other aspects of Islam, like the slaughter of 

cows on specific holidays and Quranic passages on conversion are also often mentioned by 

people. Moreover, male Muslims are a topic of prejudices in Myanmar. They are characterized 

as rapacious and greedy. Parents have long painted them as monsters to scare children, keeping 

the prejudices alive.569 Furthermore, the fears of Islam are part of the wide-ranging narrative 

of the global war on terror.570 

The nationalist discourse in Myanmar only contributes to these prejudices. Even though 

communal tensions have existed for a long time, nationalism has provided a powerful tool 

against Muslims. The Muslim minority has been blamed for far more complex social, political, 
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and economic problems that the country is facing.571 This condemnation of the Muslim 

minority was easily accepted because of the pre-existing prejudices described above. 

What is more, a strong millenarian current in Theravada Buddhism predicts that the religion 

will inevitably gradually decline and disappear.572 It is widely believed that Buddhism will 

disappear 5000 years after Buddha’s passing. As 1956 is considered the halfway point, it is 

believed that Buddhism is already in decline. This decline has created the idea that Islam is 

Buddhism’s ‘nemesis’ and will be decisive in Buddhism’s prophesized destruction.573 

Buddhists might feel a responsibility to protect and defend the ‘sasana’ against this decline.574 

Moreover, they feel anxious about this allegedly unavoidable extinction. This anxiety creates 

the feeling that the Buddhist community is threatened by ‘outgroups’, like the Muslim 

community. 575  

Buddhist nationalism has played big role in the conflict, as stated before. Nationalists seem to 

blame Muslims instead of addressing the real problems. The rise and importance of nationalist 

Buddhism is probably driven by other factors, like poor Rakhine who feel scared and need 

someone to blame, the government policies which already favored Buddhists and the pre-

existing prejudices that are the driving force behind nationalist organizations. Naturally all 

these elements are linked to each other and influence each other. 

 

In conclusion, to stop the immediate violence, an intervention needs to take place. However, 

to create positive peace, it is important to look at the root causes of the violence and the conflict. 

The government needs to address the prejudices that exist against Muslims, instead of 

promoting them by institutionalizing discriminatory procedures. This is necessary to change 

the perspectives on Muslims in all of Myanmar. Furthermore, the underdevelopment of 

Rakhine State needs to become a government priority. The government should try to lower the 

poverty rate in Rakhine State, because then there is less reason for conflict. All of this shows 

that Myanmar still has a long way to go in its transformation.  
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4.6. Peacebuilding in the conflict  

The chapter has just tried to discover the root causes of the conflict. Conflict transformation 

offers a holistic approach that tries to change these core conditions or deeper roots that gave 

rise to the conflict.576 Unfortunately, the conflict has not been recognized yet, which is 

necessary for conflict management, to prevent the conflict from expanding to other areas. 

Religious actors can then discourage the violence.577 Even though the Rohingya conflict has 

been picked up by international media, the Myanmar government has been denying the human 

rights violations and might not recognize the conflict yet. This makes it hard for conflict 

resolution to take place, where the inequalities between disputants are removed by means of 

mediation and negotiation.578  

Religious actors have participated in conflict transformation, where they have worked together 

with government, nongovernment, and other religious actors.579 However, in Myanmar it 

seems as though they have mainly contributed to the violence. There have not been many peace 

talks in which they have been able to act as mediators. Perhaps religious leaders could initiate 

these talks, since the religious institutions are highly involved in the Burmese society and 

religious leaders have a big influence. Religious educators can lay the groundwork for conflict 

transformation through their long-term service in the classroom, training seminar, or in the 

institute.580 By preaching compassion and respect, the religious leaders can encourage dialogue 

and promote resolution.581 

Furthermore, it can be advised that even though the Buddhists and Muslims in the conflict 

might have different (peace-related) values, religious militants still search for similarities 

between the groups.582 Religious actors need to be committed to the peacebuilding process, 

dedicating their time and resources, and need to be willing to cooperate with counterparts from 

outside of their religious community, in other for the peacebuilding to be effective.583 Thus, 

the leaders in Myanmar need to open their heart to the idea of peace and start looking for 
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similarities between the two groups, instead of only pointing out the differences. It is important 

that identities are created that are not based on ‘othering’ and ‘defensive localization’. Omer’s 

hermeneutics of citizenship can also be helpful in this context. This focuses on rethinking one’s 

whole identity, including the religious parts.584 The re-imagination of relationships between the 

different components of identity requires looking at the religious traditions and communal 

history, as well as the recognition of the circumstances of others.585 

Lastly, in this conflict, peace has to come from the grassroots mostly. Peacebuilding has to start 

with listening to the local communities, and these communities need to be involved.586 Firstly, 

it is important that political and military leaders will end the violence, which could be a top-

down approach. However, in order to create a long-lasting peace, the people who have 

experienced the conflict need to agree about peace. They can create programs that sustain 

peace, through their religious networks, in order to help people deal with traumas and 

rebuilding relationships. The grassroots are very important in this conflict in Myanmar. 

4.6.1. Interfaith initiatives 

Interfaith activities offer opportunities to cooperate, to share the work of building pace and to 

learn from each other.587 It is important to create a space where people in conflict can listen to 

each other, so that bridges can be built and the different communities can be united towards a 

common goal.588 Thus, an important part of the peacebuilding process consists of interreligious 

dialogue between the Muslims and the Buddhists.589 

Several initiatives for interfaith dialogue have been established in Myanmar: KACIID, the 

Peaceful Myanmar Initiative, the International Dialogue Centre, The People’s Dialogue 

Initiative, Women Peace Initiative for Peace, and Religions for Peace Myanmar are all 

examples of these kinds of organizations.590 However, leaders from the Ma Ba Tha and ARSA 

need to be involved in the activities to make a difference. As an alternative, large grassroots 

interfaith initiatives could start a bottom-up peace movement. 
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The government might state that it prioritizes peace in Rakhine State, but so far little has been 

achieved. During the several peace conferences that have taken place in Panglong, certain 

ethnic groups were present, but the Rohingya were never even mentioned.591 The government 

has established the Committee for Implementation of the Recommendations on Rakhine State, 

which has to implement the recommendations of Advisory Committee Rakhine State, work 

towards ensuring the law, ensuring sustainability of ethnic villages, closing the IDP camps, 

creating more job opportunities, and managing allocation of humanitarian aid.592 It seems as 

though this Committee has not established much yet. Furthermore, during a meeting with the 

Japanese Foreign Minister, the State Counsellor said that development works on mainly 

infrastructure had started in Rakhine State.593 This information was found on the website of the 

State Counsellor, but I have not seen it mentioned elsewhere. Moreover, the NLD organized 

an interfaith prayer event in October 2017, during which religious leaders from different faiths 

took the stage, preaching harmony. Even though the ceremony was organized partially in 

response to the violence in Rakhine State, the Rohingya were not discussed during the event.594 

Thus, there are many initiatives for peace, but none seem to have had an influence yet. It must 

be mentioned that, even though many initiatives state that they involve on conflicts in 

Myanmar, this does not have to involve the conflict in Rakhine State, since more conflicts are 

taking place on Burmese soil.  

It is time for the leaders of Myanmar to move beyond mere political rhetoric about the 

importance of peace, and start a serious program to achieve genuine peace, from which 

everyone in the country would benefit. Economic endorsement is especially important in 

Rakhine State, since this region has in the past not received adequate central funding.595 The 
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government also needs to address the hate speech and discrimination, as was established 

previously, to ensure a safe and secure environment for all. The promotion of tolerance, 

intercultural understanding and interfaith dialogue, and the deconstruction of stereotypes are 

crucial elements in countering hate speech.596 

In countering this hate speech, it is important to also pay attention to the Ma Ba Tha and 

recognize the enormous support that the organization has. This support also comes from the 

role the organization has in religious and civic education, service delivery and dispute 

resolution. The Ma Ba Tha thus provides a great range of services, which generates support. 

This needs to be recognized in order to produce a productive policy response.597 The Ma Ba 

Tha is more popular in areas where the government lacks to provide services. Therefore, it is 

important that the government improves its provisions in all areas of the country. 

4.6.2. Example: Northern Ireland  

Lastly, this chapter will shortly focus on the peacebuilding example of Ireland. In the 

peacebuilding process in Ireland, forgiveness was very important, since this could lead to 

reconciliation.598 To achieve this, stories of revenge had to be replaced by stories and practices 

that would connect people, to create tolerance.599 A top-down approach to peacebuilding was 

not successful, because the communities needed to start solving the conflict by connecting with 

other communities.600 When the communities could admit that both sides had suffered, the 

social conditions, the roots of the conflict, could be addressed.601 

Religious actors provided cultural foundation and popular support for peace, and they presented 

a space where people from both communities could come together.602 Furthermore, they 

offered an alternative to the violent discourse by extremists.603  Thus, even though it turned out 

that the core of the conflict was not religious, but ethnic, the churches still played a big part by 

realizing that they could be part of the solution, instead of further encouraging the violence.604 

                                                           
596 UNGA, “Situation of human, A/67/383,” par. 55. 

UNHCR, “Report of the Special, A/HRC/28/72,” par. 10. 
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598 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 168, 170, 194-195. 

Schroeder, “Toward,” 414-416. 
599 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 170-171, 173. 
600 Ibid., 170, 179. 
601 Ibid., 169, 182, 184-185, 191, 193. 
602 Ibid., 169, 191. 
603 Ibid., 182, 184-185, 193. 
604 Appleby, “The Ambivalence,” 192. 

Grant, “Northern Ireland,” 272. 
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The work of grassroots peacemakers can be essential in creating a lasting foundation for peace. 

In Ireland, these peacemakers convinced the masses to pursue forgiveness and reconciliation.605 

This example shows that it is important to create dialogue between the different communities 

that are fighting in the conflict in Rakhine State. They have to create new stories, finding their 

shared history and values. The hermeneutics of citizenship could be useful here. Then, when 

both the Muslims and the Buddhists can admit that they have all suffered, the poverty and 

prejudices that have instigated the conflict can be addressed.  

Religious actors could, as is seen, play a very important role in this, even though the essence 

of the conflict is not religious. If the monks were to start preaching peace instead of violence, 

and tolerance instead of hate, this could have a big influence on the people. This way, the 

monks can help to create a solution to the conflict, instead of contributing to the violence. The 

laypeople can help to convince the masses to pursue forgiveness. 

 

To summarize, the conflict in Rakhine State is still in the beginning phases of the peacebuilding 

process. Religious actors could play a big role in peacebuilding, but I believe that it is also 

necessary for the government to act. They have to first recognize the conflict in order to be able 

to make an end to it. 

 

4.7. Conclusion of the chapter  

This chapter has tried to find out how religious factors are influencing the conflict in Rakhine 

State, and to what extent religious peacebuilding can be an approach to deal with the conflict, 

focusing on the way religion influences the way people think, how it creates identities and how 

it can influence both violence and peacebuilding in the conflict. 

Firstly, the chapter has explored the different religions that are on both sides of the conflict, 

Buddhism and Islam. Both religions value peaceful principles and both have been present in 

the area of Myanmar for centuries. This means that, since they are so involved in the Myanmar 

society, they would be very helpful for peacebuilding. However, for Buddhism, the principle 

of ‘karma’ makes that many problems are seen as a consequence of an individual’s bad karma, 
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and not as a problem of the society. As for Islam, it is important that the peaceful concepts are 

turned into practice and not just seen as theoretical.  

Then, the chapter established that religious identities have influenced the conflict by excluding 

and demonizes the ‘outgroup’, the people with whom you do not share your social identity. 

This ‘othering’ provides a basis for violence and conflict, since it becomes harder to break 

down barriers. Furthermore, the combination of religion and nationalism in one’s identity is 

shown to be very powerful. 

The organization ARSA does not seem to have religious motivations, but its actions are 

legitimized by religious leaders in Islam. In this way, religion is influencing the conflict for the 

Muslims. The focus of the Ma Ba Tha seems to be on Buddhism nationalism, especially on 

preaching an anti-Muslim narrative. Religion is used to legitimize violence here as well. 

However, it needs to be kept in mind that the Ma Ba Tha provides the citizens of Myanmar 

with basic services where the government lacks to do so. Therefore, the support for the 

organization does not necessarily coincide with the support for the anti-Muslim narrative. The 

chapter then explain how religion might have been a cause for violence, through identities, 

benign actions, and religious leaders. 

The root causes of the conflict are thought to be the poverty and underdevelopment of Rakhine 

State, along with other economic motives, the social change in the country and the 

institutionalized discrimination, and the perceived threats caused by prejudices and the 

influence of Theravada Buddhism. With all these causes, Buddhist nationalism also plays a big 

role. 

Lastly, the chapter has explored the role that religious peacebuilding can play. It is 

demonstrated that the conflict is a long way from a sustainable peace. While the conflict is 

recognized by the international media, it is important that is recognized by the Myanmar 

government as well. Religious actors could play a big part in discouraging the violence and 

initiating peace talks, since the conflict has a religious dimension to it and religion is so instilled 

in Myanmar society. The example of Ireland shows that it is important to establish this dialogue 

between the different communities, so that shared history and values can be recognized, and 

the real problems can be addressed. 

Thus, even though the conflict does have religious aspect, the root causes do not seem to be 

religious. However, religion could play a big part in peacebuilding in the conflict in Rakhine 



101 

 

State, since both religions have a peaceful fundament. This needs to be recognized and used by 

religious actors, as well as by the government. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

This thesis has aimed to examine conflict transformation, religious violence and religious 

peacebuilding, especially focusing on the influence of religion in the conflict in Myanmar and 

evaluating the concept of religious peacebuilding regarding the conflict. The thesis has tried to 

answer the following question: ‘To what extent is religion a useful factor to understanding the 

conflict and its transformation in Myanmar involving the Rohingya?’ To be able to answer this 

question, the thesis has been divided in various chapters, which will be shortly summarized 

now. 

 

The second chapter has focused on religious violence and peacebuilding. It has demonstrated 

the four categories by Fox of causes for religious violence. Moreover, it has drawn attention to 

the influencing role that a religious leader can play. The chapter has also shown the complexity 

of contemporary conflicts and the part that religion might play in this. As is the case in Rakhine 

State, religion and nationalism are often intertwined in these intrastate conflicts. The religious 

persecution of a minority can provide massive obstacles to nation building and produce a 

vicious cycle of violence. The hermeneutics of citizenship might be a way to deal with this, by 

reimagining the relationships between the different parts of one’s identity, examining both the 

religious tradition and communal history, as well as recognizing the circumstances of the other. 

In the chapter it is then explained that religion does not just have a violent side, but also a side 

which reject violence and can thus be useful for conflict transformation. 

Through conflict transformation, one hopes to achieve positive peace, where a society is 

created that is characterized by the absence of structural violence or social injustice. Conflict 

management, conflict resolution and structural reform are all dimensions of conflict 

transformation. It is important that the root causes of a conflict are addressed and that the 

institutions that generate violence are replaced with new institutions that encourage peace.  

Religious actors can participate in conflict transformation and in such manner help contribute 

to the peace process. They can do so because they have a reputation for integrity and service 

through constant and direct contact with the masses. Moreover, they often have detailed 

knowledge of the conflict, the cultural setting and the language. When the reason for conflict 

is religious, religious leaders will be better suited to help end the violence than secular leaders. 

Because faith plays such a big role in people’s lives, it is a good idea to take advantage of its 
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values to transform societies to a more peaceful state, by looking for shared values and 

principles between the different faiths. In order to achieve this, it is important that people from 

different groups work together. Interfaith activities can offer these opportunities to collaborate, 

to share the work of building peace and to learn from each other. Regional (religious) 

institutions can help to facilitate dialogue. Lastly, the chapter focuses on Lederach’s different 

levels of society that can be involved in peacebuilding. The case study of Northern Ireland 

shows that it is important not to assume that a conflict is a religious conflict, but to look into 

the root causes, so that societal changes can be made to create a peaceful society. 

 

The third chapter illustrates the conflict in Myanmar. It first shows the history of the country, 

which was under colonial rule until 1948, after which military governments and dictators ruled 

the country until 2011, when the democratic transition of the country started. In 1982, the 

Citizenship Law was enacted, which stripped the Rohingya of their citizenship. Ethnic 

minorities were increasingly excluded from society during the military rule. Although the 

Rohingya claim a long-standing connection to Rakhine State, successive governments have 

rejected this claim, a sentiment that is shared by many in the Myanmar society.  

There have been long standing grievances between the Rakhine people and the Rohingya. In 

2012, violence broke out, motivated by a rape. The violence spread quickly to other townships 

in Rakhine State. The president then obtained the military’s assistance to help restore the law 

and consequently the violence was sometimes supported by state forces. Many Rohingya were 

displaced and curfews were imposed in several townships. In 2013, Buddhist monks started to 

deliver anti-Muslim speeches in various towns, which instigated violence. The Buddhist 

nationalist 969 Movement played a big part in this. In October 2016 violence spiralled out of 

control again, after several hundred men attacked three border guard posts in northern Rakhine 

State, followed by clearance operations by the military, involving widespread and systematic 

human rights violence. This violence caused many to flee. In 2017, monks have given speeches 

which justified the killing of non-Buddhists. These speeches, as well as misinformation, spread 

quickly on social media. In August of that year attacks by ARSA were again followed by a 

brutal campaign of violence against the Rohingya community. This time, over 615.000 

Rohingya fled to Bangladesh.  

The violations against the Rohingya have consisted of the deprivation of nationality, 

restrictions on the freedom of movement, threats to life, liberty and security, sexual and gender-
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based violence, the denial of the right to health, the denial of the right to education, other 

restrictions based on local orders, limitations on political rights and documentation, forced 

labor, trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling, and the protracted displacement and denial 

of an adequate standard of living. All these violations have caused many people to flee to 

Bangladesh. The country was already dealing with problems of its own, but over 830.000 

refugees settled in a poor area of the country anyhow. Nowadays, more Rohingya live in 

Bangladesh than in Myanmar. The spontaneous settlements are increasingly in need of 

humanitarian assistance, shelter, food, clear water and sanitation and the situation in 

Bangladesh now concerns a humanitarian emergency. Legally, Bangladesh is not allowed to 

send the Rohingya back, but an agreement has been made between Myanmar and Bangladesh 

to start returning the Rohingya.  

 

The fourth chapter concentrates on the religious influence in the conflict. Firstly, the chapter 

established that the Buddhist ethics are based on the principle of ‘karma’, which means that it 

values the principles of non-harming and non-violating living creatures. However, it also 

means that it can be difficult for Buddhists to recognize poverty, inequality, social strife and 

war as problems that need a concrete solution, since they tend to see those social problems only 

as the result of ‘karma’ and thus as one’s individual responsibility. Buddhist nationalism arose 

during the colonial period and is currently very strong in Myanmar. Islam prohibits every kind 

of war, except holy war. There is no universal teaching about military violence, yet a general 

principle of deterrence exists. Peacebuilding is a very important duty in Islamic tradition, even 

though the focus has been mostly on intra-Muslim matters. Moreover, the peacebuilding 

concepts are mostly theoretical. Muslims have been present in Myanmar for centuries, but they 

have not always got along with the Burmese and/or Arakanese.  

Identity is contributing to the conflict in Myanmar in the following way: by adhering to a group 

or social identity, one excludes and demonizes others, which can lead to conflict. In Myanmar, 

othering and defensive localization, where a group creates a unity which cherishes their local 

identity but excludes others, has created a deep rift in society. The sense of a secure self is built 

on the dichotomy between a superior ‘us’ and inferior ‘them’. Religion can be a factor around 

which an ‘ingroup’ is created, serving the need for continuity and certainty. It can be a strategy 

to deal with globalization bringing increased uncertainty. Nationalism and religion, the 

combination used to construct identity in Myanmar, are two strong identity-signifiers which 
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are a powerful combination when one wants to rally people. They provide answers to people 

and it is easy for leaders or groups to unite people around this simple cause.  

The Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army has been created with the aim to stop the persecution of 

the Rohingya and to secure their rights. Although the group has been created by religious 

leaders, it does not seem to have religious motivations. However, religious authorities have 

issued ‘fatwas’, which legitimatize the campaign in Islam, truly giving the conflict a religious 

dimension. The 969 Movement, succeeded by the Ma Ba Tha, has had a major influence on 

the conflict. The organizations have a strong anti-Muslim rhetoric, encouraging communal 

violence in Myanmar. The monks have lobbied for laws that are seen as anti-Muslim and have 

given nationalistic speeches. 

It does not seem like instrumental violence was a reason which started the conflict in Myanmar. 

However, the second cause by Fox, focusing on identity, is important. Buddhists might believe 

that a threat to their religion exists, which in turn constitutes a threat to their identity and has 

resulted in a violent reaction. Moreover, religious activities that are in themselves benign, like 

the building of mosques, might not be perceived by others as such and in this way instigate 

violence. Furthermore, ‘the religious leader’ seems to have played an important role in the 

conflict.  

The poverty in Rakhine State, the social change concerning democratization and the 

institutionalized discrimination, as well as the perceived threats caused by prejudices are 

recognized as root causes in the conflict, which should be tackled in order to create positive 

peace. Religious actors could be very helpful by starting to discourage the violence instead of 

advocating it. It is important to establish dialogue between the different communities, so that 

the real problems can be addressed. 

 

Overall, combining the different chapters and trying to answer the research question, it can be 

said that religion can be a useful factor to understanding the conflict and its transformation to 

the extent where it provides great insight into the conflict. It shows the big role that religious 

actors play and gives more insight into the role of identity formation in the conflict. However, 

the root of the conflict is not religious, but ethnic, where religion is mostly used as identity-

signifiers, as was the case in the conflict in Norther Ireland. 
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Knowing the impact that religion has had in the conflict, it can be stated that religion could be 

very useful for peacebuilding, but the conflict transformation process in the conflict in 

Myanmar has not developed that far yet. Religious actors could start initiating peace by 

encouraging harmony and arranging (interfaith) dialogue, so that the root causes can be 

addressed. 

Although this thesis has focused on the religious aspect of the conflict, it has not concentrated 

much on the legal aspects of the conflict. It would be interesting to do further research on the 

implications of the Responsibility to Protect, for example. The non-refoulement principle, 

which has been discussed in this thesis, is also interesting in this conflict, which has caused 

such an enormous flood of refugees. Moreover, the influence of regional institutions could be 

linked to this Responsibility to Protect. ASEAN has a principle of non-interference concerning 

domestic issues. It is interesting to look into this principle in relation to the Responsibility to 

Protect and the conflict in Myanmar. Hereby, one could focus on the religious aspect of the 

countries, since the Islamic countries in ASEAN seem to have been more eager to help the 

Rohingya and interfere in Myanmar than the other countries. Lastly, as was mentioned in the 

thesis, it would be interesting to use the framework of the securitization theory to study the 

conflict. 

 

Returning to the statement of Ban Ki Moon at the start of this thesis, I believe that Myanmar 

still has a long road ahead. Not just the Rohingya community deserves a right to self-identify, 

but all people living in Myanmar do, whatever their ethnicity. All groups in Myanmar should 

be able to live in harmony. In order for this to happen, it is important that the government 

recognizes the conflicts and stops all human rights violations. It needs to start dialogue and 

address the root causes of the conflicts. As for the Rohingyas, it is necessary that the central 

government makes Rakhine State a priority, and thereby turn it into a place that the Rohingya 

can come home to. This will probably take a long time, since laws will have to be changed, in 

order for institutionalized discrimination to stop, and the mindset of the people of Myanmar 

has to change, to stop the prejudices that instigate violence. Focusing on the religious factor in 

the conflict can help the Myanmar government to start the peace process and continue its 

transition to a democratic, peaceful country.  
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