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The atrocities committed against the Rohingya people by Myanmar have not 

translated into any unified actions by the regional and international community. 

This qualitative research seeks to uncover the regional and global responses that 

have negatively influenced the formal recognition of the genocide against the 

Rohingya people, as well as the limited nature of mediation efforts. To do so, this 

chapter will draw on established research on the geopolitics of genocide denial and 

the Rohingya crisis. Consequently, the authors connect the existing research gap, 

explaining why some state and non-state actors have been reluctant to recognise 

the acts of genocide against the Rohingya people in Myanmar over the decades. 

The paper sheds light on the international state and non-state actors influencing 

the geopolitics of genocide recognition, concluding that the denial of the genocide 

against the Rohingya community is significantly influenced by complex geopolitical 

situations.  

Introduction 

The Rohingya humanitarian crisis has become one of major humanitarian catastrophes in current 
time. The host governments and advocates of human rights have put in efforts to address and 
mitigate the crisis in a nuanced manner. Despite the widespread awareness of the issue, and the 
deliberate global identification of the perpetrators, there has not been any successful implementation 
of justice. This failure from state and non-state actors can be attributed to the geopolitical agendas 
of key regional and international actors. Time and again economic and strategic interests of state 
actors have taken precedence over humanitarian policies. This has been no different for the cause of 
the Rohingya humanitarian crisis.  

As such, this qualitative research elucidates the varied range of reactions by state and non-state 
actors towards the Rohingya refugee issue. Consequently, this study investigates the geopolitical 
agendas behind the reactions of the different actors. To do so, the authors use a comprehensive 
document analysis approach to draw on established research on the geopolitics of genocide denial, 
and the Rohingya crisis. The authors connect the existing research gap explaining why some state 
and non-state actors have been reluctant to recognize the acts of genocide against the Rohingya 
people in Myanmar over the decades, through the dual lenses of critical geopolitics and regional 
hegemonic theory. While this research recognises the regional geopolitics that influence the denial 

https://therestjournal.com/
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of genocide against the Rohingya community, it also sheds light on the international state and non-
state actors influencing the geopolitics of genocide recognition.  

Following the subsection explaining the method, scope and article discusses the historical 
background of the crisis, and highlights how pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial politics against 
the Rohingya people in Myanmar have contributed to the latest atrocities against the minority group. 
This is followed by the theoretical discussion essential to debunk the significantly varied reactions 
towards the crisis from state and non-state actors. The following sections examine in detail the 
reactions of key state actors, Bangladesh, India, China, the United States (US), Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states, Malaysia and Indonesia, and Gambia, as well as 
non-state actors, ASEAN, Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), and International Court of 
Justice (ICJ). At the end, the authors present an analysis that summarises the denial of the genocide 
recognition against the Rohingya community is significantly influenced by complex geopolitical 
aspects, primarily driven by economic and strategic interests of state and non-state actors on both 
regional and international levels.  

Methods 

This is a qualitative study, which involves the study of the historical background of the crisis, as well 
as the historical reaction and policy allocation addressing the aftermath of the crisis. The authors 
take up a comprehensive document analysis approach to understand the various factors that 
impacted whether key state and non-state actors recognised the alleged genocide of the Rohingya 
minority in Myanmar. These factors range from formal condemnation at platforms of global 
governance, diplomatic allyship, and economic assistance and punishment. The paper adopts the 
dual lenses of critical geopolitics and neoclassical realist ideas of regional hegemonic theory to 
discuss how different humanitarian, strategic and economic motivations have shaped the varied 
reactions to the allegations of genocide by the Myanmar government. The scope of the research 
extended beyond regional power dynamics, and the article registers both pertinent regional actors 
and global actors that have significantly impacted the larger global acceptance of the genocide. To 
do so, it examines the reactions of both state and non-state actors. By recognising both the South 
and Southeast Asian regional geopolitical influences as well as those of international state and non-
state actors dictating the politics of recognition of the genocide against the Rohingya community, 
this research adds to the existing pool of literature around the issue and illustrates how regional 
geopolitical priorities have sidelined the humanitarian and judicial efforts to recognise and address 
the genocide. 

Historical Background of the Contemporary Crisis 

The Rohingya minority has historically lived in the current Rakhine state, but has yet to receive 
formal recognition and citizenship in Myanmar. While the Myanmar military has consistently 
alleged that the Rohingya are illegal Bangladeshi immigrants, multiple historical and 
anthropological academic research have indicated otherwise (Ullah, 2011; Ibrahim, 2016; Wade, 
2017). 

The coastline region of Arakan has always been crucial for maritime trade and cultural interchange 
between Burma and the outside world (Ullah, 2011). As such, it was a hub for economic and 
migratory settlements during the pre-colonial and colonial times. Much of the migrant population 
has been recorded as Moorish, Arab and Persian trading groups, accompanied by Moghul, Turk, 
Pathan, and Bengali soldiers. The early colonial era saw the British use Arakan as a buffer territory 
to gain access to invade the then-Burma, and eventually, colonise the sovereignty of Burma after the 
Third Anglo-Burmese War of 1885 (Ibrahim, 2016). During this time, the British colonisers have 
been recorded to have deployed multiple strategies that pitted different ethnic minorities in the 
region against one another– this also included pitting majority Buddhist ethnicities against Muslim 
minorities. The British involvement with the Second World War led it to abandon Burma during the 



Understanding the Politics of the Denial of Genocide Recognition: The Case of the Rohingya  

the rest | volume 16 | number 1 | 2026 

 
 

85 

to address this prolonged crisis with sincerity, it is important to understand the nature of their 
longstanding bilateral relationship.  

From a strategic standpoint, China has consistently engaged in efforts to ensure its access to the 
Indian Ocean. Throughout the democratic transition in Myanmar from 2010 to 2020, China secured 
access to the Indian Ocean following its acquisition of the rights to develop the port of Kyaukphyu in 
Rakhine state. Kyaukphyu offers China access to the Indian Ocean and provides a route that bypasses 
mainland Southeast Asia, avoiding the Strait of Malacca, which is considered a crucial chokepoint 
(Ganesan, 2025). Myanmar’s rich resources of oil and natural gas reserves and its location have made 
it an integral part of China's economic and strategic goals (Samsani, 2021). Furthermore, Myanmar 
quickly grew in significance under the BRI (Belt and Road Initiative) due to its strategic geographical 
location. Myanmar is a key component of China's long-term geostrategic goal, represented by the 
term "string of pearls," to connect ports and bolster its maritime power, especially in the Asia-Pacific 
area. Towards the end of 2017, China proposed the CMEC, a key BRI project in Myanmar. Through 
Mandalay in central Myanmar, the CMEC has been conceptually constructed as an upside-down 'Y' 
to connect the western portion of Yunnan province to the Bay of Bengal in the west and Yangon in 
the south through Mandalay in central Myanmar (Kobayashi and King, 2022). From a geopolitical 
perspective, China wants to have unrestricted access to both the Indian and Pacific Oceans, and 
Myanmar grants it the opportunity. In terms of economy, the goal of CMEC is to facilitate trade 
between Yunnan, South-east Asia, and South Asia and will support China's 'western development 
plan'.   Apart from this massive flagship project, China also has investments in hydroelectric power 
dams on the Irrawaddy and Salween rivers, from which it imports energy (Ganesan, 2025). These 
projects are examples of China’s lifelong ambition to gain more regional dominance over Southeast 
Asia. Considering Myanmar's crucial role in Beijing's pursuit of regional hegemony, attributing 
responsibility for the genocide against the Rohingya to Myanmar could jeopardise China's strategic 
objectives in the region      

US 

USA–Myanmar relations have been through transitions, starting with an improvement in 2008, 
followed by strong support from the Obama administration, a domestic focus under Trump, 
expectations of more nuanced engagement under Biden and dismantlement of aid under Trump’s 
second term (Zreik, 2023). The United States response to the Rohingya refugee crisis has been 
determined by a combination of humanitarian aid, sanctioning and putting diplomatic pressure on 
Myanmar, driven by both humanitarian concerns and geopolitical considerations. The United States 
House of Representatives condemned the Myanmar army for committing grave human rights 
violations in Rakhine. They accused the Myanmar government of persecution of the Rohingya 
minority group and engaging in “ethnic cleansing” (BBC, 2017). As of 2024, the U.S. government has 
donated more than $2.5 billion for the regional Rohingya response since August 2017, which 
includes more than $2.1 billion in Bangladesh. This made America the single largest donor of 
humanitarian aid to the people who were affected by the Rohingya crisis in Myanmar, Bangladesh, 
and the region (US Embassy Dhaka, 2024). The presence of the US in mitigating the Rohingya 
humanitarian crisis is largely motivated by its national interest. The involvement of China in the 
issue of the Rohingya humanitarian crisis and its alliance with Myanmar triggered the US to be more 
involved in solving the problem. This reinforcement of influence is viewed as a rivalry of influence 
between the two global hegemons (Ismail, 2018).  

The U.S. engagement with the Rohingya crisis goes beyond humanitarian consideration and is 
embedded in a bigger strategy to counter China’s critical infrastructure initiatives and its strong 
diplomatic ties with Myanmar (Lintner, 2017). It has also been stated by academics that U.S. 
policymakers consider humanitarian interventions in Rakhine and Bangladesh as more of a means 
to put pressure on Myanmar to reorient away from Chinese influence, in line with America’s Indo-
Pacific strategy, ingrained in the strategic value of the Bay of Bengal (Sharma, 2017). After the 
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massive influx of refugees into the border of Bangladesh in 2017, the US urged the United Nations 
Security Council to investigate by forming a fact-finding team, which was vetoed by China. On the 
other hand, China continued to focus on strengthening its economic zone in the Rakhine region. 
Such behaviour demonstrates that both tried to steer the crisis in a direction that serves their interest 
as if the Rohingya humanitarian crisis is a ‘stage’ of their rivalry (Ismail, 2018). The overwhelming 
footprint of China in Myanmar poses the greatest threat to the hegemonic position of the United 
States in Asia. The US seeks to establish a regional order where they get to maintain its influence and 
has concerns for China disrupting the efforts. On that note, the Rohingya crisis has been argued to 
be leveraged by the US as a mechanism to destabilise Myanmar domestically, making it incoherent 
and jeopardising China’s economic ambitions (Hussain, 2017). 

Southeast Asia & ASEAN 

Thousands of Rohingya refugees have arrived in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand, putting a strain 
on local resources, infrastructure, and social services. While Indonesia and Malaysia have at times 
allowed temporary disembarkation of Rohingya boats, all three countries have also engaged in 
maritime pushbacks, detentions, and restrictive asylum policies, leaving many refugees stranded at 
sea or in limbo (Human Rights Watch, 2020). As none of the three Southeast Asian states are 
signatories to any binding international or regional refugee protection conventions, the Rohingya 
refugees frequently find themselves with no legal status, and often with no legal protection. The lack 
of access to education, healthcare, and jobs results in insecure living situations in these host states 
as well (Asia Justice and Rights, 2024).  

Malaysia has played a comparatively more proactive advocacy role in the Rohingya refugee crisis. It 
has openly condemned Myanmar's treatment of the Rohingya people and urged ASEAN to 
coordinate humanitarian aid and investigate alleged atrocities. Malaysian authorities, including 
former Prime Minister Najib Razak, have publicly accused Myanmar of "genocide" and urged 
international involvement (Shivakoti, 2017). In 2017, it called for and hosted an emergency OIC 
ministerial meeting to discuss the humanitarian issue (Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, 2017). 
Similarly, Indonesia has played an active role in the refugee issue and attempted to mediate the issue 
at various international platforms, including the UN and ASEAN. It has additionally urged Myanmar 
to stop its violent policies directed at the Rohingya minority. Despite not being a signatory to the 
1951 Refugee Convention and its 1969 Protocol, the government of Indonesia has emphasised its 
obligation to the Rohingya refugees, including rescuing them at sea and providing basic services.  

However, over time, Malaysia has taken up a restrictive policy towards the Rohingya refugees coming 
to its shores and increasingly pushed back boats arriving with refugees. The Malaysian public 
opinion has become increasingly hostile, and the government has cited resource constraints and 
social conflicts as justification for its restrictive policies. In a similar vein, despite initial solidarity, 
Indonesia has seen a rise in hostile public opinion and local resistance towards the Rohingya 
refugees, especially in the Aceh region. 

ASEAN's response has been guided by its founding principle of non-interference in member states' 
domestic affairs. This has hampered the organisation's ability to directly address the core causes of 
the Rohingya problem or criticise Myanmar in public. Despite member state Malaysia’s outspoken 
advocacy, the organisation’s expressions of concern, and its humanitarian aid to the cause, it has yet 
to take steps to support international investigations or legal accountability for alleged atrocities in 
Myanmar. Additionally, several ASEAN member states have remained silent about the prolonged 
refugee issue, many of which have turned back boats with Rohingya refugees as well. Overall, the 
absence of an all-encompassing regional refugee or asylum policy within ASEAN has led to 
inconsistent responses to the crisis and restricted safeguards for Rohingya refugees. 

OIC, Gambia, & ICJ 
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The OIC has been one of the prominent intergovernmental organisations that have tried to peacefully 
intervene in the crisis, seeking solutions to the Rohingya refugee crisis, leveraging diplomatic, legal, 
and economic humanitarian tools. Despite the lack of active involvement during the early days of the 
refugee crisis, the OIC has persistently advocated for the rights of the Rohingya people since early 
2018 (Kielb, 2018) and sought to garner support for their case from state actors in various 
international forums. It has worked closely with other intergovernmental organisations, including 
the European Union (EU) and the United Nations. In 2017, the OIC, jointly with the EU, started its 
annual presentation of the Resolution “Situation of human rights of Rohingya Muslims and other 
minorities in Myanmar” – a resolution that urged for accountability for human rights and 
international humanitarian law violations against the Rohingya and other minorities (European 
Union, 2021).  

The OIC provided political and financial support to Gambia’s case at the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) in 2019, which accuses Myanmar of genocide against the Rohingya (Salsabeel and 
Leera, 2023). It backed Gambia when the latter lodged its case against Myanmar at the ICJ in 2019. 
In December 2020, it started a fundraising campaign to help Gambia in its legal battle for the 
Rohingya people at the ICJ. The OIC, in partnership with humanitarian organisations and member 
states, has also provided the displaced Rohingya people in Bangladesh with significant humanitarian 
aid, including essential funding for fundamental operations and basic services in the Forcibly 
Displaced Myanmar Nationals (FDMN) camps (Rahman, 2021).   

Gambia has also played the role of an international humanitarian leader in this issue. In November 
2019, it lodged a case against Myanmar at the ICJ, accusing the latter of having violated the Genocide 
Convention through its treatment of the Rohingya minority, particularly during the violent military 
operations in 2016 and 2017 that led to mass killings, sexual violence, and the displacement of 
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya (Salsabeel and Leera, 2023). The ICJ proceedings have put the 
Rohingya humanitarian issue in the global spotlight, bolstering the idea that states can be held 
accountable for genocide and other serious crimes, regardless of where the victims are from. The ICJ 
case has not only contributed to significant new legal precedents in the international arena but also 
garnered political pressure against Myanmar, condemning the atrocities it had committed against 
the Rohingya minority (Scheffer, 2020).  

Discussion 

The nature of how the regionally influential state actors responded to the atrocious human rights 
breaches indicates that their reaction was motivated by geopolitical interests rather than 
humanitarian concerns.  

Despite the prolonged nature of the crisis, which has effectively raised human security concerns in 
South and Southeast Asian regions, the fact that powerful regional state actors have failed to take 
effective mitigation steps is evidence of the prioritisation of their respective geopolitical agendas. Key 
regional actors that can exert international influence, like China and India, have been reluctant to 
initiate steps to hold Myanmar accountable by refusing to formally recognise the atrocities against 
the Rohingya people as genocide. China’s reaction to the Rohingya humanitarian crisis has been 
motivated by its own principle of non-interference and the right to self-determination. In December 
2017, China’s veto of the UN resolution for the Myanmar government to allow access to aid workers, 
ensure the return of all refugees, and grant full citizenship rights to the Rohingya is further evidence 
of China’s reluctance to support humanitarian mediation of the issue. This is a clear indication that 
China is prioritising Myanmar as a state actor instead of the human rights of the Rohingya people.  

India has continually played a diplomatic role to preserve its relationship with both Bangladesh and 
Myanmar. India has been caught between its neighbours, Bangladesh and Myanmar, and chose to 
act based on their economic and strategic interests. Therefore, it was reluctant to critique the 
Myanmar government and take the first steps to formally recognise the genocide against the 
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Rohingya people. It has also labelled the Rohingya refugees residing within its territory as illegal 
immigrants and ordered their deportation in August 2017.  

India has cited national security concerns associated with large numbers of Rohingya refugees 
coming into its territory from Rakhine, such as participation in terrorist activities under the influence 
of extremist organisations. However, as cited by multiple experts, much of India’s policy towards the 
Rohingya people seeking refuge in its territory has been motivated by the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP)’s Hindu nationalistic stance and its islamophobia. Myanmar also sits at the crossroads 
between South and Southeast Asia. and holds critical importance to India’s geopolitical ambitions of 
its Act East policy, which aims to build economic relations through investing in infrastructure in the 
region of Southeast Asia. Myanmar is the only Southeast Asian state with which India has a territorial 
borders with. Consequently, India’s best interests lie in Myanmar’s political and economic stability, 
to curb any economic and strategic losses.       

India-China rivalry is a significant geopolitical factor when it comes to discussing the geopolitics 
around the Rohingya humanitarian crisis and the formal recognition of the genocide against the 
Rohingya people. This is so as both state actors are continually competing to strengthen their alliance 
with Myanmar further. Myanmar is the site of multiple critical economic and infrastructural 
investments by both India and China– both of which are motivated by differing tactics aimed at the 
same strategic geopolitical goal of expanding their control over the region. The fact that India’s Act 
East policy is a direct balancing attempt to China’s BRI, coupled with the responses each state has 
shown towards the Rohingya genocide, indicates that the issue is caught at the crosshairs of two 
regional giants competing with one another.  

India and China have been vying for regional dominance since the late 1940s. India’s influence over 
South Asia has long been considered the most dominant due to its strategic geography, economic 
power, military capabilities, and historical-cultural ties. It has adopted the role of a ‘big brother’ to 
its smaller neighbours across the region for years, by employing both cooperative and coercive 
leadership. As the aspiring sole regional hegemon, India’s efforts have been challenged time and 
again by the external challenger, China. Therefore, both China and India have competed to gain 
greater influence over the same South and Southeast Asian states. This has been evident in both 
China’s and India’s response towards Bangladesh and Myanmar in the context of the Rohingya 
refugee crisis. This is also evident through the two powers’ respective economic and infrastructural 
investments in Myanmar, as both of them try to counterbalance each other’s presence in Myanmar.  

On the other hand, neither India nor China want to sour their relations and jeopardise their presence 
in Bangladesh either. For India, Bangladesh is a pivotal economic and strategic partner in its quest 
for regional hegemony in South Asia. Hence, in the wake of the mass Rohingya refugee exodus, India 
shifted away from its hardline stance to a humanitarian one and provided aid to the latter through 
Operation Insaniyat to help deal with the crisis. Simultaneously, India also does not want to risk its 
diplomatic and economic ties with Myanmar and consequently, impede the latter’s expanding 
relations with China. For China, however, its lacklustre reaction and policies towards the Rohingya 
humanitarian issue indicate an extremely loyal allyship with Myanmar, while sacrificing some of its 
favour with Bangladesh as collateral damage. 

Despite Bangladesh's continuous efforts, the international community's reluctance to sufficiently 
address and mediate the root cause of the issue– coupled with the longevity of the crisis– has resulted 
in large financing shortages, proving the uneven impact of the state’s diplomatic advocacy 
endeavours. Bangladesh's support of the Rohingyas, including the recognition of genocide, has thus 
put it in a difficult diplomatic position, as it attempts to manage local concerns associated with the 
refugee issue while simultaneously attempting to persuade other countries to uphold their 
humanitarian commitments. From a regional standpoint, Bangladesh, as a peripheral dependent, 
failed to persuade either power to significantly assist during its time of crisis. Neither India nor China 
have helped Bangladesh in any form of realistic mediation process for the Rohingya refugee issue.  
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At the international level, despite the US recognising the atrocities against the Rohingya people as 
genocide, its limited action to help effectively mediate the issue indicates a low priority for it. While 
strategically the US may want India as its Asian agent to balance the geopolitical influence of China 
in the continent, the matter of the genocide of the Rohingya people is not a big deal on its radar. 
Despite the humanitarian and judicial efforts by non-state organisations, the reluctance of state 
actors to act according to the guidelines put forth by organisations like OIC, UNHRC, UNHCR, and 
ICJ has also limited the progress to mediate the crisis at its root. While this is partially because of 
the non-binding nature of most international conventions and guidelines set forth by non-state 
actors, this is also evidence of the fact that when it comes to geopolitics and international relations, 
state actors tend to act based on their own respective national interests.  

Conclusion 

The interplay of international geopolitical interests has resulted in a paradoxical situation where, 
despite widespread awareness of the atrocities committed against the Rohingya community, effective 
international recognition has been limited. There has not yet been a viable proposition to address 
the issue that can help the displaced Rohingya people find their way back home safely. Despite 
multiple key actors, both state and non-state, having the resources to try to sustainably mediate the 
issue, no significant steps have been taken in that direction.  

The rivalries between the key international state actors– whether it be the US-China rivalry or the 
India-China rivalry– have proved to avert any initiative taken at the global platform. This has left 
Bangladesh, the state with the largest Rohingya refugee population, on its own to diplomatically 
garner support for the crisis. However, Bangladesh’s diplomatic endeavours have had mixed 
reactions, which is why the Rohingya humanitarian crisis persists as a global issue more than half a 
decade after the atrocities the minority suffered in 2017. Likewise, persistent human rights and 
judicial efforts to address the root of the crisis have been squandered amidst powerful regional state 
actors prioritising their geopolitical game.  
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