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Abstract

Since August 2017, the initiation of violent actions against the Rohingya
community and subsequent outflow of 750,000 refugees created a major
humanitarian crisis in the world. While condemnations have been
forthcoming and Myanmar faced international isolation, none of that
translated into unified actions by international community. In this context,
this paper attempts to examine the following questions: what are the key
driving factors that led to absence of any unified response to the Rohingya
refugee crisis by the regional powers? Why did the intransigence of the
Myanmar authorities in tackling the underlying causes, which invited
severe international condemnation, eventually fail to muster any unified
reactions? By unravelling the questions, this paper aims to offer an
explanation to the underlying motivations behind the two regional powers -
China and India’s response to the Rohingya refugee crisis. While enduring
rivalry shape the general contours of Sino-Indian relations in the broader
context, pointing to positional differences between them in the regional
issues, the Rohingya refugee crisis resulted in an intriguing policy
congruence. Although there exists informed understanding of great power
competition between these two countries, the responses made to the
Rohingya refugee crisis render any such analytical lens inadequate in their
explanatory capacity. Despite being puzzled at the policy congruence and
resultant similarity of actions, the paper contends that, overall responses
can be understood as emanating from the same strategic rivalry that inhibit
cooperative behaviour otherwise.

INTRODUCTION

In August 2017, the armed forces of Myanmar launched a coordinated
attack on the entire Rohingya community following a series of attack by the
so called Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (henceforth ARSA). While
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previously unheard of, the ARSA attacks allowed Myanmar to capitalize on
the perfect opportunity to stage a full-scale attack which was coordinated
with extremist Buddhist groups. This has prompted questions about the
convenience of the attacks. The following months saw the influx of more
than 750,000 Rohingya refugees fleeing Myanmar to the neighbouring
Bangladesh. This emerged to be one of the most serious refugee crises in
recent period in the world. The United Nations report found proof of
actions by Myanmar that can be termed as “a textbook example of ethnic
cleansing.”? The incident drew sharp international criticism and Myanmar
faced international isolation. However, the unanimity of global
condemnation did not yield the necessary actions required to solve the
underlying causes of the crisis. This was due to the reluctance of
Myanmar’s allies to allow international wrath to be faced fully by
Myanmar. The actions of India and China along with Russia did much to
stymie the international action against Myanmar.

Majority of the discussions relating to Rohingya refugee crisis referred
to the underlying factors like identity, nationality, Buddhist nationalism and
some separately on Indian and Chinese responses.? However, there exists a
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