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Securitization of Muslims in Myanmar’s Early
Transition (2010–15)

Erin Bijl and Chris van der Borgh

Utrecht University

ABSTRACT
Between 2010 and 2015, as Myanmar transitioned from authoritarian rule to a more liberal
and democratic state, its Muslim population increasingly faced hate speech and violence. This
article goes beyond analyses that regard the growing anti-Muslim sentiment as a conse-
quence of a liberalized media environment, enabling people to voice long-standing grievan-
ces and prejudice. Rather, the notion of a “Muslim threat” to Myanmar’s Buddhist population
is approached as the outcome of a dynamic process of securitization in which an alliance of
political and religious elites was forged whose discourse changed the rules of the political
field, forcing the reform-oriented opposition into strategic silence. It is argued that in the
early period of liberalization, anti-Muslim frames were normalized and thus shaped the securi-
tization of Muslims.

ARTICLE HISTOR

Introduction

For over fifty years, Myanmar was an outcast on the global stage and recently has
become so once more, as per the February 2021 military coup. Half a decade earlier, in
1962, a previous military coup ushered in a long period of authoritarian rule, character-
ized by widespread human rights violations, economic hardship, and internal conflicts
with minority armed groups. Many hoped that one-sided military rule was slowly com-
ing to an end once the country embarked upon a process of gradual liberalization and
democratization from 2011 onwards. The country’s leadership suddenly carried out one
reform after another, established a bicameral parliament and multi-party political sys-
tem, allowed considerable media liberalization, and released large numbers of political
prisoners.1 Optimism reached its peak in 2015 when the main opposition party, the
National League for Democracy (NLD), won the national elections by a landslide, taking
office under leadership of democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi.
Yet, in 2019, that same Suu Kyi stood before the International Court of Justice in

The Hague, defending her nation against allegations of genocide against the Rohingya.2

It is a striking image, that of the Nobel Peace Prize laureate in court, and it appears to
stand in stark contrast to the initial jubilation with which the NLD’s (partial) ascent to
power was greeted. But the mass forced displacement, killings and sexual abuse commit-
ted by Myanmar’s army against the Rohingya—a Muslim minority in Myanmar’s west-
ern Rakhine State—in August 2017 that were the cause of these proceedings were not a
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stand-alone incident.3 The clearance operations against the Rohingya were the culmin-
ation of a longer process of increased anti-Muslim sentiment and purposeful “threat
creation” by a number of actors, which ran strikingly parallel to the political process of
liberalization. Between 2012 and 2014, incidents of anti-Muslim mob violence—target-
ing not only Rohingya, but all Muslims regardless of their ethnicity—took place across
Myanmar;4 in 2014 and 2015, the government enacted discriminatory, anti-Muslim
legislation;5 and in 2015, for the first time in Myanmar’s history since independence,
not one single Muslim was elected to parliament.6

The timing of anti-Muslim practices was far from coincidental, as the political transi-
tion provided both incentives and opportunities to different actors to use rhetoric that
depicted Muslims as an existential threat to Myanmar and its majority Buddhist popula-
tion. While many analyses and reports have tended to focus on the large-scale violence
against Rohingya in 2017 as a manifestation of longer-term tensions of a distinctly anti-
Rohingya nature, this paper zooms in on the general anti-Muslim developments in the
period between 2010 and 2015. From 2010 onwards, several state and non-state actors
began to depict Myanmar’s Muslims as a religious minority bent on achieving a hostile
Islamic takeover of Myanmar, paving the way for anti-Muslim legislation and violence
over the course of 2014–15.7 Moreover, we argue that the developments in this period
of Myanmar’s initial phase of political liberalization are key to understanding both the
occurrence of the 2017 violence by the army, as well as the considerable support this
appears to have enjoyed within Myanmar.8 Between 2010 and 2015 these anti-Muslim
frames were normalized and thus shaped the securitization of Muslims.
The notion that democratization may encourage the scapegoating of minorities, with

elites playing important roles in stirring up tensions, and so contribute to conflict is not
new.9 Yet, a fine-grained analysis of Myanmar’s early transition can enhance our under-
standing of why and how a new normative “field” emerged in which Muslims were
effectively securitized. From our analysis it becomes evident that securitization efforts
are part and parcel of the struggles in and about the new political field in Myanmar in
its early transition period. It shows how securitization efforts take place at different lev-
els and give rise to “ad hoc” securitizing coalitions promoting an “anti-
Muslim” discourse.
Remarkable in this context is that no actor, not even Suu Kyi’s popular NLD, man-

aged to effectively desecuritize Muslims. Rather, the NLD appears to have succumbed to
the dominant view of Muslims as a threat when it chose not to actively contradict such
discourse. It even admitted to not fielding a single Muslim candidate for the 2015 elec-
tions for fear of public condemnation by anti-Muslim, Buddhist-nationalist organiza-
tions.10 At the same time, the securitization efforts could not stop the electoral success
of a moderate and reform-oriented elite like the NLD, even when it did little to counter
the securitizing discourse and rather chose for a strategy of silence.
The article begins with a theoretical discussion about elites, securitization, and polit-

ical transition. The next section examines the political transition in Myanmar and how
it affected existing power distributions, as well as the prominent place of Buddhism and
the Buddhist monkhood (the Sangha) in Myanmar society. We move on with an ana-
lysis of the securitization process between 2010 and 2015, distinguishing roughly
between three periods: initial securitization of Rohingya at the regional level (2010–12),
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nationwide securitization of Muslims (2012–14), and heightened securitization and the
establishment of an ad hoc securitizing coalition in the lead-up to new national elec-
tions (2014–15). In the final section, we critically reflect on and draw several conclu-
sions about securitization processes in contexts of states in transition.

Elites, liberalization and securitization

Our analysis of the role of different elites in the securitization of Muslims during
Myanmar’s political transition draws on three complementary strands of literature.
Firstly, the literature on early democratization, which has paid ample attention to the
ways in which changes in the political context can provide space to elites and “uncivil”
agendas. Secondly, securitization theory, which looks at the processes in which threats
are constructed, support is mobilized for particular threat definitions, and measures are
defined to counter these. Thirdly, Wimmer’s11 work on ethnic boundary strategies,
which relates securitization dynamics (a particular type of strategy) to the field in which
these dynamics unfold. Together, these approaches can help us to understand the rather
unpredictable and contradictory dynamics of securitization (as well as the limits thereof)
in the case of Myanmar, which involved multiple securitizing actors with different and
overlapping interests, and which took place across different spheres (political and reli-
gious) and levels (regional and national).
There is a rich body of literature in which the connections between political transi-

tions and conflict are theorized, recognizing that democratization can have a “dark
side”12 and lead to new violence in contexts where the conditions for democracy are
weak or even absent.13 Democratization may encourage political entrepreneurs to politi-
cize ethnic or religious fault lines as a means to rapidly enhance and mobilize their sup-
port base.14 The most important mechanism at play is that, faced with the potential loss
of influence, elites may frame themselves as “defender of the nation” or of a particular
religious or ethnic group, and by doing so create a community of interest that unites
them and “their constituency,” drawing attention away from matters like social injusti-
ces.15 This may eventually lead to electoral victory of parties that resist reforms, or even
to a relapse of war led by elites who see their power position threatened.16 In many
cases, the elites resisting reform will refer to threats to broader (ethnic, religious)
groups, while the exact framing of such “appeals to the masses” will depend on an
actor’s social position, the nature of the “masses” in question, and which claims may
appear more credible to the latter.17 Indeed, the ways in which political liberalization
plays out and the backlashes it provokes, are always context specific.
Over the past decades a rich body of literature has emerged about the concept and

theory of securitization, and different approaches to study the process have been pro-
posed.18 Balzacq et al.19 argue that securitization theory seeks to explain “the politics
through which (1) the security character of public problems is established, (2) the social
commitments resulting from the collective acceptance that a phenomenon is a threat
are fixed and (3) the possibility of a particular policy is created.”20 Thus, securitization
is both about the process in which (new) security threats are formulated, the efforts to
win the public consent of relevant “audiences,” and the tailormade “extraordinary meas-
ures” to counter the threats. Claims about (new) security threats are not necessarily
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accepted and can be highly contested and the legitimacy of the claim that something is
threatening depends, among other things, on the capacity of securitizing actors to create
a “collectively accepted reality.”21

Much of the literature on securitization processes focuses on the ways in which dif-
ferent elites discursively construct threats to security, trying to find support for these
threats of an “audience,” which then legitimizes particular measures (often extraordinary
ones) to deal with the threats.22 It is generally accepted that some actors are better
placed to make convincing security claims than others. Despite the recognition by early
securitization scholars, such as Buzan et al.,23 that non-state actors also have a capacity
to securitize, there tends to be a “state bias” in much of the literature.24 Many scholars
predominantly study political and state security figures as securitizing actors, arguing
that their perceived expertise and access to information and resources put them in a
strong position to convince relevant groups of a threat’s existence.25 However, Karyotis
and Patrikios26 demonstrate the immense, but often overlooked securitizing capacity of
the Greek Orthodox Church elite in Greece, while Pratt and Rezk27 analyze how
Egyptian civil society initiated securitization processes. These authors demonstrate the
need for more attention for the cultural context in which securitization occurs, which
may influence a (non-state) actor’s securitizing potential. Moreover, there has been very
limited attention for the possible co-existence of multiple securitizing actors, using simi-
lar securitizing speech.28

Securitization literature has been criticized for its “Eurocentrism,” but can also use-
fully be applied to non-Western, non-democratic contexts.29 In a similar vein, only
scant attention has been paid to the particular dynamics of securitization in contexts of
political liberalization, where there is growing space for contestation between different
actors. In order to grasp the changes in the political context, the suggestion to draw in
field theory30 is analytically useful. Wimmer31 argues that ethnic boundaries come into
being through negotiations between different actors whose boundary-drawing strat-
egies—the creation of an us-them divide between (newly) created or politicized popula-
tion groups—are determined by the characteristics of the social field in which they
operate. Three characteristics of the social field determine actors’ boundary-drawing
strategies: what boundaries are drawn and where. The field’s “institutional framework”
determines what kind of boundary—ethnic, religious—can be drawn in a meaningful
way, while the field’s “power distributions” dictate the level of (ethnic, religious) distinc-
tion that best serves an actor’s interests, for instance supporting an actor’s claim to pol-
itical power or moral authority. Finally, networks of “political alliances” will establish
the precise location of the boundary, and who will be included and excluded from the
actor’s own category.32 The social field makes some boundaries or, in this case religious
differentiation, more appealing than others. Wimmer argues that changes in any of the
field’s characteristics may lead to boundary-drawing processes, and it can therefore be
expected that in periods of political liberalization, these processes and strategies become
more important.
In the case of Myanmar, we will see that the political transition had a profound influ-

ence on the strategies of different social and political groups. This cannot come as a
surprise, since political liberalization is characterized by volatility, the emergence of new
actors, and changing power relations. As mentioned above, the political changes may
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offer considerable incentives to actors to engage in threat discourse, potentially resulting
in complex and dynamic securitization processes. In the next sections, we first discuss
some of the characteristics of the changing political field, subsequently explaining how
and why the efforts of different elites to securitize Muslims did have strong social and
political resonance but were not able to delegitimize the reform-oriented political party,
the NLD, who won two consecutive elections.

Military and Buddhist power in Myanmar

This section examines the changes in the political context in the period 2010–15, which
provide insight into the interests and securitizing potential of several securitizing actors,
in particular the military and Buddhist organizations that we discuss in the subse-
quent section.
Around 2010, Myanmar’s military regime—in power since 1962—took its first major

public steps toward liberalization and democratization. In rapid succession, the army, or
Tatmadaw as it is commonly known, created a new constitution33 and organized nom-
inally free elections in which it participated through its civil proxy party, the Union
Solidarity and Development Party (USDP); most USDP members being former senior
military officials and military-friendly businessmen.34 The regime introduced an elect-
oral, multi-party political system with national and regional parliaments, granted a
range of civil rights to Myanmar’s population, and allowed a degree of operational free-
dom for opposition parties and civil society that had been previously unimaginable.35

The result was a semi-democracy: Many military-era repressive laws were still in place,
and some new laws moreover had questionable clauses. The 2011 Peaceful Assembly
Law, for instance, requires that organizers of nonviolent demonstrations obtain permis-
sion from the authorities beforehand, a requirement that has been put to active use by
the government to prevent public protests around contentious issues.36

Most notable with regard to the tenuous state of Myanmar’s democracy between
2010 and 2015 was the continued power position of its military. When Suu Kyi’s NLD
boycotted the 2010 elections,37 the USDP easily obtained a large victory in what the
International Crisis Group38 described as a “deeply flawed” electoral race. In practice,
this entailed that the Tatmadaw could continue its rule, albeit indirectly, through a
USDP-led government. Even before the elections, the military had already made sure
that its power position would be safeguarded by the new constitution: The Tatmadaw
was given the right to allocate 25% of all parliamentary seats to military officials, to uni-
laterally declare a state of emergency, and to appoint the ministers of Defense, Home
Affairs and Border Affairs.39 The latter put the police, Border Guard Police, and regular
army under Tatmadaw command, thereby bringing the state’s security apparatus firmly
under military control. A further sign of the military’s privileged position was its con-
tinued protected status as an autonomous institution exempt from civilian oversight.40

The reconfigured political landscape thus continued to heavily favor the old ruling
elite. Nonetheless, Myanmar’s population did gain more freedom and rights, and civic
space expanded. Some of these more positive characteristics of the transition—most not-
ably increased freedom of expression, electoral competition, and a liberalized media
environment—have enabled anti-Muslim developments, as a range of new actors and

NATIONALISM AND ETHNIC POLITICS 109



media were provided a public platform on which to propagate their explicitly anti-
Muslim messages.41 Yet, analyses that put the visibility and growth of hostility toward
Muslims down merely as a consequence of Myanmar’s transition, arguing that after dec-
ades of military suppression a newly liberalized media environment suddenly provided
a channel to voice longstanding historical grievances, are too simplistic.42 They do not
capture the complex and dynamic nature of the securitization process, which was
shaped to a large extent by elite interaction. Nor do such analyses satisfactorily explain
why the notion of a Muslim threat became so all-encompassing in Myanmar society
and politics, drawing in otherwise tolerant and non-regime actors like the NLD.
While the changes brought on by the political transition tell us something about how

anti-Muslim sentiment could spread as fast and wide as it did, they tell us little about
the agents responsible, what drove them toward securitization, and the complexity of
the overall process. Before taking this up in a following section, we first turn to the
demographic and religious aspects of Myanmar society. These are crucial to later grasp
the social standing of various securitizing actors and how this enhanced their securitiz-
ing capacity.
Myanmar is divided into seven regions, where the—largely Buddhist—Bamar make

up the majority, and seven states, dominated by a particular national minority.43 Since
independence, the states in Myanmar’s borderlands in particular have been the site of
numerous civil wars between the army, part of Myanmar’s Bamar elite, and minority-
based armed groups seeking to resist Bamar dominance.44 Despite a host of minorities
of various religions—the authorities recognize 135 distinct ethnic groups—close to 90%
of Myanmar’s population identifies as Buddhist.45 Not surprisingly, the military regime
turned to Buddhism as a nation-building tool during the 1990s—when it both faced
several insurgencies and rising popular discontent—in an attempt to create a sense of
shared nationhood among an ethnically heterogeneous population.46 This nation-build-
ing process included the reimagination of Myanmar’s past as a Buddhist past and the
rearticulation of national identity in Buddhist religious terms.47

The significance attached to Buddhism in Myanmar society is also apparent in the
power and popularity of the Buddhist monkhood, the Sangha. People generally look up
to the monks and regard them as being more knowledgeable and having more moral
authority than laypeople.48 The authority monks derive from being part of the nation’s
popular and beloved Sangha lends a credibility and power to their messaging that is dif-
ficult for non-religious actors, including politicians, to contradict or question in pub-
lic.49 In the following section, it is shown how this facilitated the emergence of
nationalist monks as the most powerful driving force behind the securitization of
Myanmar’s Muslim population.
It is moreover important to note that people in Myanmar practice Theravada

Buddhism: A brand of Buddhism that sees the health of the religion and the state as
intertwined, with some followers considering violent (state) interventions a justified
means to protect the religion when it is perceived to be threatened.50 Not coincidentally,
Theravada Buddhism is also practiced in Sri Lanka and Thailand, two other countries
where threats to Buddhism have been invoked to legitimize conflict.51

The growing overlap between Myanmar national and Buddhist religious identity
came at the detriment of Myanmar’s non-Buddhist communities. This notion that “to
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be Burmese is to be Buddhist” hints at the (symbolic) exclusion from nationhood of
other, non-Buddhist people. Frequent civil wars with armed groups claiming to repre-
sent, for instance, the Christian Karen and Kachin has further contributed to general
mistrust toward non-Buddhist peoples.52 The regime portrayed Muslims in particular as
“foreign” to the state.53 This has been most apparent with regard to the Rohingya, a
Muslim minority in Rakhine State. As of old, Rohingya are strongly associated with
British colonial rule and immigration from Bangladesh and are thought of as potential
secessionists disloyal to the Myanmar state.54 Being on opposing sides during the
Second World War resulted in further historical animosity between both Rohingya and
Rakhine, and Rohingya and Bamar.55 Nonetheless, neither Rohingya nor Muslims from
other ethnic groups have been associated with particular wealth or influence, and have
not fought significant insurgencies or civil wars, in notable contrast to many other
minorities in Myanmar. Making up approximately 5% of Myanmar’s total population,56

it appears far from evident that Rohingya, or Muslims generally, would widely come to
be perceived as the most pressing threat to the state. Yet, between 2010 and 2015 this is
precisely what occurred.

The securitization of Muslims in Myanmar’s early transition

This section analyzes three phases in the anti-Muslim developments between 2010 and
2015. While it risks simplifying the events that took place, the division in three phases
is analytically useful to better understand the different levels at which securitization
took place, each with different actors, motivations, and securitizing capacity, as well as
the actors’ impact on the securitization process overall. We argue that what began as a
regionally isolated conflict between Rakhine and Rohingya in Rakhine State (phase 1,
2010–12) was used by nationalist monks to feed into a narrative of a national Muslim
threat as a means to reaffirm the monks’ relevance in a changing society (phase 2,
2012–14). When the military regime saw itself challenged by the popular NLD in the
lead up to new elections, it too saw strategic use in the securitization of Muslims and
began to cooperate with the religious elite in a mutually beneficial “securitizing coali-
tion” (phase 3, 2014–15).

Phase 1: regional securitization of Rohingya (2010–12)
The first site where systematic anti-Muslim discourse widely took hold is Rakhine State,
where a Rakhine ethnonationalist party emerged as a political contender at the regional
level, mobilizing around the notion of a Rohingya threat. As part of the political transi-
tion, there is a trend toward (partial) decentralization of governance, with the state
establishing 14 state and regional assemblies in addition to the national Parliament.57

This created new political “arenas” at Myanmar’s subnational level, offering political
opportunities to regional actors.58 In 2010, ethnonationalists from the mostly Buddhist
Rakhine majority in Rakhine State founded the Rakhine Nationalities Development
Party (RNDP) with the explicit objective to advance Rakhine autonomy and ethnic
identity.59 Threatening this objective or even the preservation of Rakhine ethnic identity
and influence, so argues the RNDP, are both (Bamar-majority) state dominion and the
presence of a large Rohingya Muslim minority.60 Referred to as “Bengalis” to emphasize
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their supposed foreignness,61 the RNDP put forward a narrative of Rohingya plotting a
hostile takeover of the region through illegal immigration, high birth rates and terrorist
(jihadist) violence, to eventually outnumber the Rakhine.62

The RNDP used the newly created political fora at the regional level to use rallies
and political pamphlets to call for radical measures to manage the threat posed by the
Rohingya to the Rakhine majority, such as the establishment of Rakhine militias and
the Rohingya’s enforced removal from Rakhine State.63 A typical example is a public
statement, dated July 2012 and attributed to the RNDP’s chairman, where he stated that
the “Bengali population causes threats for the whole Arakan people and other ethnic
groups.”64 The chairman then called for a “complete solution,” including the “transfer
of non-Burmese Bengali nationals to third countries.”65

Various research reports moreover implicate the RNDP in a particularly violent epi-
sode of anti-Rohingya violence in October 2012: The RNDP selected and armed local
Rakhine, and with buses brought them to villages they were tasked to attack.66 Smith67

estimates that approximately 125,000 Rohingya got displaced as a result. The October
campaign constituted the second wave of intercommunal violence in Rakhine State
since the transition. Earlier that year in June, hostilities occurred between Rohingya and
Rakhine after a Buddhist woman was raped and left for dead by three Muslim men.
There is less evidence to indicate the RNDP was actively involved in planning or coor-
dinating the June violence.68 Nonetheless, along with local monks, it certainly nourished
the public anger that followed the rape incident.
Several points are important to stress here. Firstly, while there is a longer history of

Rakhine-Rohingya animosity and institutionalized Rohingya discrimination,69 what set
the 2012 violence apart was both that it followed generally harmonious times of co-
existence in Rakhine State, and that between June and October animosity took on a less
specifically anti-Rohingya and a more generally anti-Muslim character.70 This is evident,
for instance, in the fact that in October, Kaman Muslims became the object of targeting
too. Secondly, regional and national media very selectively reported on the violence by
predominantly depicting Buddhists as helpless victims and Rohingya as savage perpetra-
tors.71 Arguably, this made the Rakhine population more susceptible to the RNDP’s
threat discourse as it appeared corroborated by media reports.
While it is impossible to determine exact cause and effect, the RNDP clearly did well

out of its vehemently anti-Rohingya stance: In 2010, the RNDP became the largest party
in Rakhine State, the only party to win at the subnational level instead of the USDP. In
2015, the RNDP again won in Rakhine State and became the third party nationally.72

Its anti-Rohingya discourse, in combination with selective media coverage, moreover
came to influence actors at the national level, who used it to create a sense of an immi-
nent Muslim threat to Myanmar’s majority Buddhist population.

Phase 2: national securitization of Muslims (2012–14)
Around 2012, increased freedom of organization had resulted in the entrance of numer-
ous nonpolitical organizations into Myanmar’s public sphere at the national level.
Among those were several Buddhist-nationalist organizations that framed what until
then was largely perceived as a regional security issue—the Rakhine-Rohingya conflict—
as a manifestation of a larger, national Muslim threat to Myanmar. Two Buddhist-
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nationalist organizations in particular, the 969 Movement and MaBaTha, managed to
become highly influential socio-political actors in Myanmar’s transition period, contri-
buting to the development of widespread anti-Muslim sentiment.73

Following the violence in Rakhine State, a group of Buddhist monks united in the
969 Movement, declaring that Myanmar’s pure but vulnerable Buddhist race and reli-
gion require protection against Islam.74 It claimed the existence of a global Muslim con-
spiracy to subjugate Myanmar, pointing to Rakhine State as the starting point of this
process of enforced “Islamization.”75 While the group attracted a considerable following
and its anti-Muslim message—spread through pamphlets, DVDs and social media—
found traction among many Buddhist Burmese, it remained a loosely organized, decen-
tralized movement with little political influence.76 In 2013, the organization was banned
for its unauthorized use of Buddhist symbols.77

Following the 969 Movement’s demise, MaBaTha78 was founded in 2014, with similar
arguments and objectives. It was, however, a more formal and centralized organization
with an effective nationally organized communication apparatus that enabled the organ-
ization to spread its anti-Muslim discourse throughout Myanmar through its own news-
papers, public rallies, popular social media accounts, education, and by broadcasting its
sermons on national television.79 The organization even organized media training ses-
sions on how to spread the MaBaTha message.80 MaBaTha quickly became a major
socio-political force and the most influential propagator of anti-Muslim discourse in
transitional Myanmar.81

Its main message was that Islam and its followers represent a threatening, inherently
violent and colonizing religion: The organization proclaimed that Muslims take over
Buddhist countries by seducing and forcefully converting Buddhist women, through
high birth rates, illegal immigration and jihadism.82 To lend credibility to their message,
MaBaTha monks pointed to historically Buddhist countries that have become Islamic,
such as Afghanistan, Pakistan and Indonesia.83 In effect, the Buddhist elite created an
image of Muslims as what Schissler et al.84 call a “fearsome Other”: Someone who is
considered threatening because of belonging to a certain category of people and, cru-
cially, who may therefore always be subjected to violence out of self-defense.
This image is lent additional force by monks showing pictures of brutal acts of vio-

lence by foreign terrorist groups like Islamic State.85 Describing anti-Muslim develop-
ments in India, Appadurai86 calls forth the image of the “Trojan horse” to describe this
linking of small national Muslim minorities to a threatening, larger Islamic movement:
“global Islamic interests and forces [… ] were seen as the Trojans hidden within the
relatively small number of Muslims within [domestic] communities.” In making this
connection, MaBaTha effectively depicted Myanmar’s Muslims not as a small, harmless
minority but as part of a global “terrifying majority, the Muslim world itself.”87

Simultaneously, MaBaTha monks depicted the few more Muslim-sympathetic civil soci-
ety organizations or activists as “traitors,”88 creating a hostile environment that compli-
cated desecuritization efforts.
For many Buddhists, MaBaTha’s securitizing discourse certainly legitimized violence

against Muslims. Not coincidentally do several authors suspect that inflammatory public
speeches by MaBaTha and 969 monks contributed directly to the outbreak of anti-
Muslim mob violence in towns across Myanmar.89 At the same time, the monks argued
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that the state should be the guardian of the Buddhist faith, and therefore called for
state-sponsored anti-Muslim measures. This becomes relevant in the third phase of
securitization. First, we turn to the Buddhist elite’s interest in engaging in anti-Muslim
securitizing discourse, and to the factors that contributed to their success.
The overwhelming attention for Buddhist issues in Myanmar’s transition came as a

surprise to many. Walton90 notes that prior to the 2010 elections, hardly any reference
was made to the Buddhist faith in campaigning or political rhetoric. So, what prompted
a significant segment of the Sangha to mobilize around the notion of a Muslim threat?
According to Bertrand and Pelletier,91 Buddhist monks used the localized Rakhine State
conflict to create a larger anti-Muslim movement that would enhance their visibility
and social credentials during a time where increasing liberalization threatened the reli-
gious elite’s monopoly on civil society. “[F]or the first time in many decades, monks
saw their status as primary societal leaders challenged” by the emergence of unions,
opposition parties, student associations, and many others.92 The transition changed the
existing power balance to the potential detriment of Myanmar’s religious elite.
Individual Buddhist monks and monasteries depend on private donations for their sub-
sistence, and thus rely on visibility and social legitimacy. Through the scapegoating of
Muslims, monks could position themselves as guardians of a threatened religion, while
also creating a sense of urgency to their appeals, enhancing their visibility and social
relevance in times of changing “power distributions.” This put them in a more favorable
position to obtain funds relative to other monks.93

The Buddhist religious elite is moreover well-positioned to make effective securitizing
claims. Among Myanmar’s Buddhist population, monks enjoy great respect and author-
ity, and by framing a security issue in religious terms, they may easily make compelling
political arguments.94 In Myanmar society, it is not considered appropriate for a layper-
son, including politicians, to publicly contradict or question the Buddhist elite.95 This
shows how an actor’s social standing and identity can greatly affect a securitizing actor’s
claim-making capacity. With regard to Myanmar specifically, the monks’ standing and
influence moreover go a long way in explaining how the Muslim threat narrative could
become such a dominant, difficult to negotiate frame.

Phase 3: a “securitizing coalition” of convenience (2014–15)
As MaBaTha’s message gained popularity, new elections were rapidly approaching. In
this period, the interests of MaBaTha and the military regime and its USDP proxy party
aligned. The result was a “securitizing coalition” that put forward a threat narrative that
pervaded Myanmar politics and society and which implemented anti-Muslim (secur-
ity) measures.
The interests of both actors converged around 2014. By this time, Myanmar society

and politics had changed considerably. Society had become characterized by a distinctly
anti-Muslim climate: Hate speech was common, MaBaTha had risen to great promin-
ence, and outbursts of anti-Muslim mob violence took place across Myanmar between
2012 and 2014. Cheesman96 described the anti-Muslim atmosphere saliently: “Despite
the disagreements of journalists, civil society activists, former army officers and insur-
gents on pretty much every other politically salient topic,” their views of Muslims as
threats and Buddhists as victims “tended to converge.”
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Politics had changed with the entrance of Suu Kyi’s highly popular NLD.97 In 2012,
for instance, the NLD participated in by-elections98 where it won 43 out of 45 seats: the
USDP obtained merely one seat.99 We concur with the International Crisis Group100

and Min Zin101 that this resounding victory must have alarmed the old regime, particu-
larly so with new national elections scheduled for 2015, which could further alter the
power distribution. This combination of widespread anti-Muslim sentiment and the
NLD’s demonstrated and anticipated political success drove the military toward securi-
tization of Muslims as well and, crucially, toward seeking collaboration with MaBaTha.
Interestingly, the turn to securitization represented a considerable change in the

regime’s dealing with Muslims. As recent as 2010 and 2012, the USDP had issued tem-
porary registration cards—known as “white cards”—to about 700,000 Rohingya, allow-
ing them to vote. Various analysts have recognized this as a strategic move: Many
Rohingya registered as USDP members, providing the regime with additional votes.102

By 2015, however, the USDP’s election campaign revolved primarily around the notion
of a Muslim and Rohingya threat to Myanmar.103 Key to this change is that the
increased social polarization provided the USDP with an incentive for securitization: the
regime could depict the NLD as too “Muslim friendly” and not serving the interests of
Myanmar’s Buddhist population, and itself as “defender of the nation,” thereby also jus-
tifying the military’s continued power in a period of democratization.104

Yet, after years of corruption and repression, many in Myanmar considered the
Tatmadaw, and by extension the USDP, as “morally bankrupt.”105 It lacked credibility
and popularity and was much in need of new sources of legitimacy. This is where the
regime’s interests—although of a different nature—converged with those of MaBaTha.
While the regime’s social standing, or “social identity,”106 was weak, MaBaTha’s political
influence was limited: It was a highly popular organization, but it lacked the means to
implement its anti-Muslim political agenda as monks in Myanmar are barred from pol-
itical participation.107 Thus a “securitizing coalition” came into existence, where two (or
more) securitizing actors put forward a similar threat narrative but play distinct, albeit
complementary, roles in the securitization process: The monks, highly popular, were
used by the regime to enhance its poor image, whereas MaBaTha used the regime to
realize its political agenda.
The ensuing situation was one of mutual support.108 The regime provided MaBaTha

free reign to organize rallies and disseminate hate speech—in notable contrast to other
civil society organizations that lacked such operational freedom109—and made donations
to the organization and its affiliated monks.110 The USDP moreover implemented a ser-
ies of political measures that were advocated by MaBaTha: In 2015, the USDP withdrew
the “white cards” that had enabled many Rohingya to vote, it took away Rohingya’s
rights to travel and work outside certain designated areas in Rakhine State, and dis-
barred many Muslims from other ethnic groups from standing for election.111 Most
striking was the regime’s implementation of the MaBaTha-drafted “Protection of Race
and Religion” legislative package: Four laws that were clearly focused on restricting
Muslim or Rohingya rights.112 While MaBaTha initially campaigned for these laws with
little success, in 2015 the USDP suddenly allowed the bills to be turned into legisla-
tion.113 Among other things, they allowed the authorities to enforce birth regulations in
“resource-scarce” areas, which MaBaTha itself has indicated was aimed at halting the
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spread of “Bengalis” in Rakhine State, and to prohibit religious conversion without the
authorities’ permission.114

In return, MaBaTha monks publicly praised the regime, handing out USDP pam-
phlets at rallies, showing USDP content on their social media, and encouraging people
to forget about the regime’s past behavior. Some monks even explicitly urged people
not to vote for the NLD, which they depicted as too “Muslim friendly” to serve the
interests of Myanmar’s Buddhist population.115

The aftermath
Between 2010 and 2015, the securitization of Muslims occurred to great effect: Anti-
Muslim sentiment became widespread and anti-Muslim legislation was enacted.
Moreover, the NLD failed to produce a counter narrative. In fact, the NLD did not field
a single Muslim candidate for the 2015 elections so as not to antagonize the influential
MaBaTha, as has been admitted by party officials.116 This combination of “strategic
silence and adaptation” is indicative of the considerable extent to which the rules of the
field had changed over the course of a few years. This is not to suggest that the NLD
supported these rules, but rather that they chose not to challenge the dominant anti-
Muslim discourse for fear of harming its precarious position in Myanmar politics and
becoming sidelined itself.
Interestingly, the securitization of Muslims did not translate into regime popularity.

While various analysts had expected increased anti-Muslim sentiment to correlate with
decreased NLD popularity,117 this was not corroborated by the outcome of the 2015
elections. The NLD won a resounding victory, leaving the USDP largely decimated, and
went on to replace the USDP as the new governing party. The RNDP (by then renamed
the ANP) did win victories in Rakhine State, possibly more indicative of regional
dynamics than of a national trend. Likely, the NLD’s victory indicated that Myanmar’s
population was more concerned with overall political change than with religious affairs
alone; it did not speak to a more Muslim-sympathetic atmosphere.118

Conclusion

This paper discussed the securitization of Muslims in Myanmar’s early (and failed) pol-
itical transition between 2010 and 2015. A number of lessons about securitization proc-
esses in a period of fragile political liberalization can be drawn from the case of
Myanmar. These primarily relate to the potential appeal of securitizing strategies to
incumbent and new political and religious actors in times of political transition, the
complex and dynamic nature of securitization processes where multiple actors (includ-
ing non-state actors) are involved, the limited capacity to counter securitization dis-
courses by reform-oriented parties, and the lack of impact of securitization on
electoral outcomes.
While securitization theory has predominantly been applied to the analysis of events

in liberal democracies, the case of Myanmar demonstrates that the framework can use-
fully be applied to other political contexts as well. In fact, the volatile nature of states in
transition—where power hierarchies are put under pressure as old elites are challenged
by new actors—leads both to threats and opportunities for various actors, which make
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engaging in securitization strategies more likely. Liberalization offered political entrepre-
neurs and non-state actors the space and means to mobilize around securitizing dis-
course. More importantly, the political transition initiated around 2010 changed
Myanmar’s “institutional framework,” putting pressure on the existing “power distribu-
tions.”119 While the ruling military regime itself set the democratization and liberaliza-
tion processes in motion from a comfortable position, it nonetheless stood to lose at
least some of its influence in the governance domain, particularly as the NLD proved
immensely popular. The regime then sought to re-affirm its relevance by engaging in
the securitization of Muslims. By feeding this notion of an existential Muslim threat to
Myanmar’s Buddhist population, the regime sought to justify its continued power pos-
ition as “defender of the nation” and win the support of Myanmar’s religious
Buddhist elite.
The religious elite had a similar incentive in engaging in securitizing moves: As

Myanmar’s civic space expanded and opened up to new types of civil society actors,120

the Buddhist monkhood was faced with a potential loss of relevance. For them too,
depicting a Muslim threat to the population strengthened their newly contested position
as they could position themselves as “guardians of the faith.” In so doing, religion
became a key component in Myanmar’s securitization process: Not only was the reli-
gious elite the most influential securitizing actor, it also colored the threat narrative,
increasingly depicting Islam and Buddhism as irreconcilable belief systems. While
securitization theorists are predominantly focused on state actors, religion and the role
of religious actors remain understudied.121 Our analysis demonstrates the need to con-
sider a state’s cultural context more carefully, as religion and its status in Myanmar
society greatly influenced the securitization process.
Second, the case of Myanmar demonstrates that securitization processes are more

complex, multi-layered, and dynamic than often portrayed. Two characteristics of the
securitization process in Myanmar are particularly indicative of this complexity. On the
one hand, the case shows that securitization may take place across different levels:
Actions by the RNDP on the regional level (Rakhine State) spilled over onto the
national level, where the Rakhine-Rohingya violence in 2012 was used by the Buddhist
elite to convey the notion of a more general “Muslim threat” to Myanmar’s entire
Buddhist population.
What is more, the process involved multiple securitizing actors, with their own (con-

verging) interests. The RNDP, 969 Movement, MaBaTha and the old regime influenced
their respective behavior and securitizing moves. They “fed off” each other’s threat dis-
course, for instance when MaBaTha used the RNDP’s “Rohingya threat” to support its
own notion of a “Muslim threat.” This also explains why the Muslim-Buddhist dichot-
omy gained such force; it was a beneficial boundary to all actors involved. This is what
Wimmer122 gets at when he describes that “consensus will emerge where institutional
structures, power differences, and networks of alliance create a zone of mutually benefi-
cial exchange [… ], a sphere of overlapping interests around which strategies of bound-
ary making can converge.” In Myanmar, this went as far as a mutually beneficial ad hoc
“securitizing coalition” between the regime and MaBaTha: Just before new elections, the
monks sought to enhance the regime’s legitimacy among Myanmar’s majority Buddhist
population in return for the implementation of a series of anti-Muslim measures. Such
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convergence is also evident in the behavior of a party like the RNDP: While a strongly
ethno-nationalist party that came into being to protect the interests of the Rakhine
against two perceived threats—the Rohingya and the widely considered too dominant
Bamar majority—the RNDP at the same time cooperated with many Bamar in its
“othering” of the Rohingya.
Third, the absence of efforts to counter the securitization of the reform-oriented par-

ties like the NLD in this process shows that the securitizing actors’ actions effectively
changed the “rules” of the field: As the “institutional framework” changed, “power dis-
tributions” were put under pressure, and actors entered into (ad hoc) coalitions, the
notion of a Muslim threat to Myanmar became the new dominant discursive reality
that determined the behavior of all (other) actors in that field. Faced with potential
opposition from (segments of) Myanmar’s Buddhist elite which routinely depicted dis-
senting voices as “traitors” when it came to the treatment of Muslims, the NLD chose a
strategy of silence and adaptation: While not explicitly engaging in or pushing for the
securitization of Muslims itself, the NLD also did not develop a desecuritizing counter
discourse (“strategic silence”) and forestalled additional backlash through its choice not
to field Muslim candidates for the 2015 elections (“strategic adaptation”). While not cer-
tain, it is likely that the NLD leaders remained silent about the securitization of
Muslims out of fear to oppose and antagonize the influential securitizing elites as it
sought to secure its precarious position in Myanmar’s partial democracy. Undoubtedly,
securitization processes between 2010 and 2015 have resulted in a longer-term shift in
the “rules” of the field. These changing rules also paved the road for later clearance
operations against the Rohingya, which were largely supported by Myanmar’s popula-
tion,123 perhaps not surprisingly after having been subjected for years to anti-Rohingya
rhetoric by a range of dominant societal actors.
Ultimately, the strategy of securitization did not uniformly translate into electoral

gains. While the RNDP achieved considerable success in Rakhine State, the old regime
and its USDP proxy party suffered an overwhelming defeat by the hands of the NLD in
the 2015 elections. Analysts suspect the electoral defeat can be attributed to the regime’s
lack of legitimacy and Myanmar’s population’s strong desire for a political overhaul.124

Here, it may be worthwhile to look at more recent political developments. As of
February 2021, the Tatmadaw ousted the NLD-led government and reinstated military
rule.125 While outside of the scope of this article, the recent events—which occurred
shortly after another significant electoral victory for the NLD in the 2020 elections—
underline just how tenuous the recent democratic developments in Myanmar were, but
also how threatening the NLD’s popularity has become to the old regime.
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