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ABSTRACT
 

According to data from the latest Inter Sector Coordination Group (ISCG) report, 

between 2017 and 2020, the Rohingya refugee population in Cox’s Bazar decreased by almost 

100,000. Over the same timeframe, almost 76,000 new births were registered in the camps. 

While authorities maintain that the disparity in numbers might be due, in part, to survey errors, a 

growing body of evidence suggests that refugees were leaving the camps in greater numbers than 

previously reported. Three years after surviving genocide, why are the Rohingya risking their 

lives in open sea? In Cox’s Bazar, what forces are fueling an increase in human smuggling? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On April 2, 2018, a fishing boat moored on a Thai island with at least 56 Rohingya on 

board. While the Rohingya said they had traveled from refugee camps in Bangladesh, the Deputy 

Police Chief in Cox’s Bazar denied that the boat had set sail from the country.1 

According to data from the latest Inter Sector Coordination Group (ISCG) report, 

between 2017 and 2020, the Rohingya refugee population in Cox’s Bazar decreased by almost 

100,000.2 Over the same timeframe, almost 76,000 new births were registered in the camps.3 

While authorities maintain that the disparity in numbers might be due, in part, to survey errors, a 

growing body of evidence suggests that refugees were leaving the camps in greater numbers than 

previously reported, often aided by smugglers. 

Three years after surviving genocide, why are the Rohingya risking their lives in open 

sea? What forces are fueling an increase in human smuggling? At the heart of the issue, I 

propose, is the tension between state and human security.  

In Bangladesh, time may have slowed down for the Rohingya, but change remains a 

constant. As displacement drags on, a relatively young community wants access to employment 

and education— children want to be able to go to schools, adults want access to jobs. There is 

increasing demand for basic freedom of movement, more women-centered spaces, counsel

                                                
1AFP. 2018. “Bangladesh denies Rohingya boat set sail from its shores.” The Indian Express, 
April 2, 2018. https://bit.ly/3g9SFuA  
2 Inter Sector Coordination Group (ISCG). 2020. “Situation Report: Rohingya Refugee Crisis.” 
Relief Web. https://bit.ly/3g09s39  
3 Save the Children. 2020. “Bangladesh & Myanmar: More than 100,000 Babies Born in 
Refugee and Displacement Camps in Recent Years.” Save the Children. https://bit.ly/3myg37q  
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for victims of interpersonal violence, and opportunities for local participation to inform the 

design and implementation of effective inter-sectoral programming.4 In other words, the 

Rohingya want to be able to have a say in the decisions that shape their lives. 

Bangladesh— already resigned to hosting over 1 million Rohingya— seems wary of 

relinquishing control. Over the past couple of years, as the decibel of demands have increased, 

Bangladesh’s attitude toward refugees has hardened. Increasingly, Dhaka views the Rohingya as 

a “threat,” meaning government policies are aligned to protect the interests of the state 

irrespective of the needs of the community. This shift can be traced over the increasingly 

exclusionary policies Dhaka has adopted over the last two years, including the recent decision to 

relocate 1,600 refugees to Bhasan Char,5 and the construction of fences within and between 

camps. Writ large, Dhaka’s policies communicate a statement of intent: the Rohingya can stay, 

but on Bangladesh’s terms.  

As subsequent chapters will show, this clash— between perceived national security and 

refugee needs— is stripping the Rohingya of the little power they had to affect the outcomes that 

shape their lives. Within the camps, this dichotomy is creating a void that is incentivising non-

state actors to step in and fulfill demands the host country won’t. This, in turn, is fueling the 

growth of an illicit economy, causing crime to escalate, safety to deteriorate, and ultimately, 

forcing an increasing number of Rohingya to look for a way out. In other words, Bangladesh’s 

securitization of Rohingya refugees might be at the root of an increase in human trafficking and 

                                                
4 Inter Sector Coordination Group (ISCG). 2020. “Joint Multi-Sector Needs Assessment.” Relief 
Web. https://bit.ly/37wOBQT 
5 The Washington Post. 2020. “Bangladesh begins relocating Rohingya refugees to remote 
island, despite human rights concerns.” December, 2020. https://wapo.st/3mOo487 
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smuggling from the camps. 

 If securitization is linked to increased vulnerability for stateless populations, the 

implications for theory and policy are profound. The current study contributes in two main ways. 

First, it challenges existing literature on how we perceive and respond to smuggling, 

especially in the context of the refugee camp. Overwhelmingly, the literature on trafficking is 

based on two broad assumptions: (a) that all trafficking is forced; and (b) that trafficking is 

controlled by vast, trans-continental criminal syndicates.  

The current study contradicts both assumptions. Findings suggest that in the camps in 

Cox’s Bazar, trafficking is an economy, where all parties involved are motivated by relative loss 

and gain. Even within an environment rife with corruption and coercion, individual actors are 

driven by need, demands, and desperation. The Rohingya, quite simply, are choosing to be 

smuggled because the state has failed to respond to their needs and demands. Further, while the 

network undergirding smuggling and trafficking in Cox’s Bazar is intricate, it is quite banal, and 

criminality when it surfaces is more opportunistic than pre-designed.  

Second, the study extends recent literature on the refugee camp as a “hub for innovation” 

by offering recommendations for a new path forward for Bangladesh to “flip the script.” Here, it 

takes seriously the non-reality of repatriation, and the political and economic impetus for Dhaka 

to provide permanent asylum to the Rohingya. Within the context of the current crisis, these 

recommendations break fresh ground. 

  Finally, the current project looks toward the future of migration studies, stressing the 

urgency of the current moment. Our current reality is inescapable. In an era of protracted 

conflicts, those who flee are more likely than ever before to remain in exile for extended periods. 
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During the early 1990s, the average length of displacement was nine years. Today, it is roughly 

two decades.6 Recently, as global displacement has skyrocketed,7 we have seen governments— 

from the United States to Turkey— harden their positions on hosting refugees, including 

stateless communities. Increasingly, the refugee, the migrant, the asylum seeker has been painted 

as a security threat— to be surveilled, policed, and quarantined from the host population. Why is 

this happening? What is the impact of these policies? Are there other ways to balance the 

interests of the state with the safety and security of the human in search of home? Ultimately, 

what happens to our notions of rights and responsibility when we resort to securitizing humans?   

The next few sections trace the following chain of events: Bangladesh’s securitization of 

the Rohingya has led to restrictions in living conditions. Further, it has increased 

disillusionment— especially during the pandemic— and left refugees with few options to find a 

way out other than to turn toward smuggling. And yet, as is evident in Chapter 4, smuggling is 

overwhelmingly a fraught choice, a false proposition of a way out. 

The next few sections can be categorized broadly into two parts. Part I critically engages 

two somewhat opposing concepts of security, and establishes that Bangladesh is “securitizing” 

Rohingya refugees. To do so, it engages critically with the Copenhagen School,8 defining 

securitization as the process through which Rohingya refugees have been elevated to the position 

of an existential threat to Bangladesh. Here, particular attention is paid to the localized effect of 

security discourse and actions within the camps. 

                                                
6 The World Bank used a different methodology and found the length of time was closer to 12 
years. UNHCR still often cites 26 years. For more, compare Milner, James, and Gil Loescher 
(2011) with Devictor, Xavier, and Quy-Toan Do (2016). 
7 UNHCR. 2020. “Figures at a glance.” https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.htm 
8 Wæver 1995; Buzan et al. 1998; Balzacq 2010. 



5 
 

 Part II looks at the effects of these policies, specifically how securitization measures have 

been perceived by the Rohingya, and how it has led to an increase in smuggling and trafficking 

in Cox’s Bazar. To do so, it analyzes a series of twenty interviews, providing new evidence of 

why the Rohingya might be choosing to be smuggled from the camps. Finally, it uses findings 

from Cox’s Bazar to propose a human security framework to understand the practice of 

smuggling and trafficking.   

 

Methodology and Design 

This study uses an interpretivist model to explore why the Rohingya are leaving, or 

thinking of leaving, the camps in Bangladesh. At a microdynamic level, what factors and 

interpretations are influencing these decisions?  

To investigate, it draws from interviews with twenty Rohingya refugees who identify 

with one or more of three groups: those who have been smuggled before; those who have tried 

and failed at being smuggled; and, those who are thinking about being smuggled. Interviewees 

were selected on the basis of convenience, and by snowball sampling within “trust networks” 

across five sub camps in Cox’s Bazar. In the camps, a total of fifteen interviews were conducted.  

To triangulate findings, an additional five key informant interviews were conducted with 

Rohingya individuals outside of Bangladesh; one each in Malaysia and Thailand, and three in the 

United States. Each interviewee had been smuggled at some point in their journey.  
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Terminology 

To describe agents who facilitate irregular movement across borders, the Rohingya use 

the singular “smuggler” as opposed to “smugglers and traffickers.” While there are legal 

differences and operational overlaps between smuggling and trafficking— described in Part II— 

this study largely defers to language and terminology used by the Rohingya. The same holds true 

for the names of places, specifically Myanmar as opposed to Burma. Further, the Rohingya 

refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar is a cluster of separate, but connected, settlements, and are referred 

to as camps in Ukhiya and Teknaf, or camps in Cox’s Bazar.  

When names of individual Rohingya are used, they have been changed to protect 

anonymity.  

Limitations 

This study has two primary limitations. First, due to COVID-19, all interviews had to be 

conducted remotely via intermediaries in the camps, leading to increased possibility of error, 

bias, and inaccuracy. Second, this study depends on data collected over a period of six weeks 

through snowball sampling. As such, it only provides preliminary indications of the dynamics at 

play.  

Positionality  

When tanks rolled into Rakhine in that last, remorseless offensive, I was a Political 

Science student at Vassar. Over the next few weeks, I watched from afar as almost one million 

people sought refuge in the country of my birth. When finals ended, I made my way home, 

where it seemed natural to join my friends in doing what we could to help. In those early days, 
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the compassion in Dhaka was palpable, the solidarity authentic and deep. Humanity was a simple 

equation: there were people in need, and others in a position to help. 

In the last three years, time has been unkind to that once simple equation, and much of 

the early support has ebbed. Frustration has set in, both in Ukhiya and Teknaf, and within policy 

circles in Dhaka. In analysis, the human has been displaced from discourse. The Rohingya have 

taken on the curious connotations of a “crisis,” a “complexity,” a source of “insecurity.” 

Here, perhaps, the personal is important. In conversation with the Rohingya, I have 

reflected on my own experiences as an immigrant. I have located myself in the stories of my 

grandparents, both of whom lived through the violent shuttling of Partition. These stories have 

offered me the privilege of meaningful adjacency. Our experiences are not the same, and 

certainly not comparable, but they do find resonance. My (last) name, too, has been likened to a 

“crisis.” 

This particular research is not a stand-alone project. Rather, it is an extension of 

conversations and collaboration with Rohingya community members in Cox’s Bazar, Malaysia, 

Thailand, and the United States. The people whose stories have shaped this thesis are not “a topic 

of research,” they are friends who have allowed me into their lives. To the best of my ability, I 

have allowed their experiences to guide the questions I ask. 

I hope this project pushes against the grain. In a world and a discipline where lives 

increasingly disappear into numbers, I hope it illuminates the intimate within the distant.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The Refugee and the Refugee Camp 

Who is a refugee? According to the 1951 Convention, refugees are individuals who might 

be outside their country of origin owing to well-founded fears of persecution.9 In his seminal 

essay by the same name, Shacknove takes it a step further, arguing that ‘persecution is but one 

manifestation of a broader phenomenon, namely, the absence of state protection of the citizen’s 

basic needs’.10 In so doing, Shacknove places at the centers the relationship between individual 

and state, and the protections such a relationship offers. If an individual cannot access such 

protection when it is needed (i.e. during persecution), they have a valid claim to refugee status.11 

According to the latest figures by the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), there were 79.5 million forcibly displaced people worldwide at the end of 

2019. At least 26 million of them were refugees, and almost 1.1 million of them originated in 

Myanmar. 

Although Bangladesh does not recognize them as such, the Rohingya qualify— across 

most metrics— as refugees. Yet, they are refugees in a very particular time and place. Today, 

almost sixty percent of the world’s refugees live in urban settlements,12 quite unlike the camps 

inhabited by the Rohingya in Bangladesh.  

                                                
9  United Nations General Assembly 1951:Art.1a 
10 Shacknove, Andrew E. “Who is a Refugee?.” Ethics 95, no. 2 (1985): 277-8. 
11 Long, Katy.” “When refugees stopped being migrants: Movement, labour and humanitarian 
protection.” Migration Studies 1, no. 1 (2013): 14. 
12 Park, Hans. 2016. “The power of cities.” UNHCR. https://bit.ly/3mK99Ml 
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Here, the physicality of the camps take on added importance. The refugee camp 

continues to be perceived through a paradigm of temporality, which in turn is extended to the 

perception of refugees and the life they lead inside these urbanized settlements. Agamben 

thought of camps as exceptional zones of indistinction, where the discrepancies between 

inclusion and exclusion are blurred in a space designed to sustain only the very basics of life.13 

Inherent in this definition is a culture of dependence.14 And yet, as al Nassir has shown, even 

amidst the transience and the violent shuttling of displacement, refugee agency is not completely 

lost.15 From “Les Sans Papiers” in France to “Dreamers” in the United States, migrants have 

increasingly lobbied and demanded rights not granted under the constitutions of host states, but 

rights they have under various international human rights conventions.16  

 

The Rights of Refugees 

This agency, however, becomes a point of contention, quickly contested, interrogated and 

curbed by policies instituted by the host state. Nowhere is the friction more visible than within 

the realm of refugee rights. Are refugees able to enter the formal economy? Are they allowed to 

retain basic freedom of movement? Can children access their rights to a nationality, to family 

life, to education? In other words, legally and ethically, are refugee rights human rights? 

                                                
13 Agamben, Giorgio. Homo sacer. Stanford University Press, 1998. 
14 Agier, Michel. “Between war and city: Towards an urban anthropology of refugee camps.” 
Ethnography 3, no. 3 (2002): 317-341 ; Sanyal, Romola. “How Refuge Creates Informality: 
Shelter Politics in Refugee Camps in Beirut.” Jerusalem Quarterly 60 (2014): 14. 
15 al Nassir, Sara. “Constructive Exceptionality: Spontaneous urbanization and recovered agency 
in Zaatari refugee camp.” Research in Urbanism Series 6 (2020): 81-98.  
16 Benhabib, Seyla. Exile, statelessness, and migration: Playing chess with history from Hannah 
Arendt to Isaiah Berlin. Princeton University Press, 2018. 
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Initially conceived as two distinct branches of international law, the interaction of refugee 

and human rights is now widely acknowledged in both state practice and academic writing. 

Originally, the relationship between the two was approached as a causal link, the violations of 

human rights being acknowledged as the primary cause of refugee movements.17 Since then, the 

conceptualization of this interrelationship has shifted from a preventive approach to an 

interactive one, focusing on the specific linkages between human rights standards and 

international refugee law, such as the definition of ‘refugee’ and the principle of non-

refoulement.18 More recently, this interactive approach has paved the way for a more integrative 

one, which concentrates on the complementary protection to the refugee status under the 1951 

UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.  

Does this shift translate into practice? There are no easy answers, but an egregious 

example— of the gap between theory and practice — comes from Australia. In August 2001, the 

Australian government mobilized its military against 430 asylum-seekers, preventing them from 

having their claims processed on Australian territory. In the aftermath, the government claimed it 

had protected Australia from a security threat.19  

  

                                                
17 Weis, Paul. “Refugees and human rights.” Israel Yearbook on Human Rights 1 (1971): 35-50. 
; Moussalli, M. “Human Rights and Refugees.” Yearbook of the International Institute of (1984). 
18 See, most notably, J. C. Hathaway, The Law of Refugee Status (1991); T. A. Aleinikoff, ‘The 
Meaning of “Persecution” in United States Asylum Law’, 3 IJRL (1991) 5; K. Musalo, 
‘Irreconcilable Differences? Divorcing Refugee Protections from Human Rights Norms’, 15 
Mich. J. Int’l L. (1994) 1179; J.-Y. Carlier, ‘General Report’, in J.Y. Carlier et al. (eds), Who is a 
Refugee? (1997) 685. 
19 Rajaram, Prem Kumar, and Carl Grundy-Warr. “The irregular migrant as homo sacer: 
Migration and detention in Australia, Malaysia, and Thailand.” International Migration 42, no. 1 
(2004): 43. 
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The Securitization of Refugees 

In 1989, Astri Suhrke coined the term “refugee warriors,” arguing that refugee camps 

might be fertile ground for recruitment by violent actors.20 That stance— of refugees as security 

threats— has since become commonplace.21 As global displacement has skyrocketed, 

involuntary migration has come under direct aim in the West.22 Migration, as Huysmans, 

Bourbeau, Ibrahim, and others have convincingly shown, has become increasingly securitized 

from Australia to the United States of America.23 

To understand the process by which refugees are “securitized,” it is worth engaging the 

Copenhagen School, albeit with a critical eye. The study of security remains a study of how to 

protect the state from external threats— perceived or real. In practice, the language of 

securitization can often obfuscate alternate pathways to the resolution of conflicts by placing 

                                                
20 Aristide Zolberg, Astri Suhrke and Sergio Aguayo, Escape from Violence: Conflict and the 
Refugee Crisis in the Developing World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
21 Weiner, M. (1998). The clash of norms: Dilemmas in refugee policies. Journal of Refugee 
Studies, 11(4), 433-453.  
22 Louis, Winnifred R., Julie M. Duck, Deborah J. Terry, Regina A. Schuller, and Richard N. 
Lalonde. “Why do citizens want to keep refugees out? Threats, fairness and hostile norms in the 
treatment of asylum seekers.” European Journal of Social Psychology 37, no. 1 (2007): 53-73. ; 
Lynn, Nick, and Susan Lea. “A phantom menace and the new Apartheid: the social construction 
of asylum-seekers in the United Kingdom.” Discourse & Society 14, no. 4 (2003): 425-452. ; 
McKay, Fiona H., Samantha L. Thomas, Kate Holland, R. Warwick Blood, and Susan 
Kneebone. ““AIDS Assassins”: Australian Media's Portrayal of HIV-Positive Refugees Who 
Deliberately Infect Others.” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 9, no. 1 (2011): 20-37. 
23 Huysmans, J., 2006. The politics of insecurity: Fear, migration and asylum in the EU. 
Routledge.; Bourbeau, Philippe. The securitization of migration: A study of movement and order. 
Taylor & Francis, 2011. ; Ibrahim, Maggie. “The securitization of migration: A racial 
discourse1.” International migration 43, no. 5 (2005): 163-187. 
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‘national security’ at the center of the analysis, although people represent, as Buzan stresses, “the 

irreducible basic unit to which the concept of security can be applied.”24  

Buzan, Wæver, Balzacq, and others of the Copenhagen School argue that securitization 

encompasses a process by which different agents come to a shared understanding around the 

perceived seriousness of a threat, and the urgent need to mobilize available resources to curtail 

its development .25 Broadly, this is a constructivist approach of security analysis, stating that 

there are no actual security problems, but only situations in which certain issues are perceived, 

built and promoted as threats by certain actors. Securitization, in this regard can be seen as a 

dramatization of “existential issues in politics to lift them above politics.”26  

Vultee, Esses et al., and others have shown how the media can play a part in this 

‘othering’ as well. Zwitter and Wilde have extended, and operationalized, to some extent, this 

‘securitization complex’ to the local level by underlining “the interdependence between various 

security concerns in local settings.”27 28 29  

                                                
24 Buzan, Barry. People, states, and fear: The national security problem in international 
relations. Wheatsheaf Books, 1983. 
25 Buzan, Barry, Ole Wæver, Ole Wæver, and Jaap De Wilde. Security: A new framework for 
analysis. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998.; Waever, Ole. “Identity, integration and security: 
solving the sovereignty puzzle in EU studies.” Journal of International Affairs (1995): 389-431.; 
Balzacq, Thierry, ed. Understanding securitisation theory: How security problems emerge and 
dissolve. Routledge, 2010. 
26 Buzan, Barry, Ole Wæver, Ole Wæver, and Jaap De Wilde. Security: A new framework for 
analysis. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998. 
27 Vultee, Fred. “Securitization as a media frame: What happens when the media ‘speak 
security’.” In Securitization Theory, pp. 91-107. Routledge, 2010. 
28 Esses, Victoria M., Stelian Medianu, and Andrea S. Lawson. “Uncertainty, threat, and the role 
of the media in promoting the dehumanization of immigrants and refugees.” Journal of Social 
Issues 69, no. 3 (2013): 518-536. 
29 Zwitter, Andrej J., and Jaap De Wilde. “Prismatic Security: Expanding the Copenhagen 
School to the Local Level.” In annual meeting of the Theory vs. Policy. 2010., 5 
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At its root, the Copenhagen school centralizes the state as the referent object of security, 

and has been soundly criticized for doing so.30 Importantly, the school has also been accused of 

“methodological whiteness,” and for erasing gender from its analysis of security.31 32 These 

critiques inform the current project as well, where the material and human impacts of 

“securitization- writ-large” are of primary concern, not the state. 

 

The Smuggling of Refugees 

What can the securitization of refugees lead to? Gray and Franck have highlighted the 

gendered impact of securitization during the European migration crisis.33 Gerard’s ethnographic 

study provides vital insights into the impact of securitization on the experiences of Somali 

women seeking refuge in European Union countries.34 The impact (of securitization) on refugee 

camps is less robust. Rudolph and Voppen have shown how the Kenyan government securitized 

                                                
30 Floyd, Rita. “Human security and the Copenhagen School’s securitization approach.” Human 
Security Journal 5, no. 37 (2007): 38-49. ; Hayes, Jarrod. “Identity and Securitization in the 
Democratic Peace: The United States and the Divergence of Response to India and Iran's Nuclear 
Programs.” International Studies Quarterly 53, no. 4 (2009): 977-999. ; McDonald, Matt. 
“Securitization and the Construction of Security.” European journal of international relations 
14, no. 4 (2008): 563-587. 
31 Howell, Alison, and Melanie Richter-Montpetit. “Is securitization theory racist? 
Civilizationism, methodological whiteness, and antiblack thought in the Copenhagen School.” 
Security Dialogue 51, no. 1 (2020): 3-22. 
32 Hansen, L. (2000). The Little Mermaid’s silent security dilemma and the absence of gender in 
the Copenhagen School. Millennium, 29(2), 285-306. 
33 Gray, H., & Franck, A. K. (2019). Refugees as/at risk: The gendered and racialized 
underpinnings of securitization in British media narratives. Security Dialogue, 50(3), 275-291. 
34 Gerard, A. (2014). The securitization of migration and refugee women. Routledge. 
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Somali refugees in an attempt to close down Dadaab camp, contributing, in part, to an increase in 

trafficking and smuggling.35 36 

But is there evidence that securitization might lead to an increase in human trafficking 

and smuggling from the camps? Is there a difference between the two practices? The Palermo 

protocols make it clear that trafficking and smuggling share several key features— both in intent 

and in practice.37 Both require state parties to criminalize the relevant conduct of traffickers or 

smugglers, to establish and implement domestic law enforcement mechanisms, and to cooperate 

with other states to strengthen international prevention and punishment of these activities. 

Further, both stipulate that the migrants themselves should not be subject to criminal prosecution 

because of their illegal entry, but rather, as per Article 9(4) of the trafficking protocol and Article 

15(3) of the smuggling protocol, asks states parties to concretely address the root causes of 

vulnerability to trafficking and smuggling.   

As Bhabha has noted, coercion is framed in broad terms, encompassing not just brute 

physical force, or just mental domination, but also including “the abuse of a position of 

vulnerability.”38 In theory at least, this framing leaves room to potentially encompass a very 

broad range of situations including poverty, hunger, illness, lack of education, and displacement 

                                                
35 Rudolph, T. (2013). The Securitization of Humanitarian Aid: A Case Study of the Dadaab 
Refugee Camp. 
36 Hujale, Moulid. 2019. “Despair endangers Dadaab refugees as smugglers seize their moment.” 
The Guardian, January 9, 2019. https://bit.ly/3mMO5oF 
37 United Nations. “Protocol to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, especially 
women and children, supplementing the United Nations convention against transnational 
organized crime.” General Assembly resolution 55/25 (2000). 
38 Bhabha, Jacqueline. “Trafficking, smuggling, and human rights.” Migration Information 
Source 1 (2005). 
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due to a variety of factors. However, the gap— created by a definitional difference between 

trafficking and smuggling— can be exploited by law enforcement to the detriment of victims. 

Victims of human trafficking can bring legal suits against their traffickers, access much-needed 

social services, and seek immigration relief in the hopes of obtaining legal status. On the 

contrary, individuals presumed to have been smuggled voluntarily may be treated as participants 

in a criminal act, leading often to detainment and/or deportation.39 This disparity in treatment, 

Desai argues, “stems from the perceived responsibility of the individuals involved, and can be 

explicated through four elements: the coercion/consent paradigm, transnationality, exploitation 

and sources of profit.”  

Interestingly, while trafficking and smuggling is often thought to be a transnational crime 

syndicate helmed by shadowy figures of the underworld, the reality is often banal. Spener’s 

exploration of irregular migration along the US-Mexico border shows that smuggling is 

overwhelmingly undertaken by small-scale and/or part-time agents who are embedded in the 

Mexican migrant community itself.40 Work by Neske, Schloenhardt , Soudijn, Staring, and 

others suggests there is little “organized crime” involved in human smuggling.41 Mabrouk, in 

                                                
39 Amnesty. 2020. “Stop plans to cane Rohingya refugees and release those already imprisoned.” 
Amnesty International. https://bit.ly/3qmB7A2 
40 Spener, David. "The lexicon of clandestine migration on the Mexico-US border." Aztlán: A 
Journal of Chicano Studies 39, no. 1 (2014): 71-104. 
41 Neske, Matthias. “Human smuggling to and through Germany.” International Migration 44, 
no. 4 (2006): 121-163.; Schloenhardt, Andreas. Migrant smuggling: Illegal migration and 
organised crime in Australia and the Asia Pacific region. Brill Nijhoff, 2003.; Soudijn, Melvin 
Roan Jasper. “Chinese human smuggling in transit.” (2006).; Staring, Richard. “Controlling 
human smuggling in The Netherlands: how the smuggling of human beings was transformed into 
a serious criminal offence.” In Organized crime: Culture, markets and policies, pp. 165-181. 
Springer, New York, NY, 2008. 
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particular, has produced empirical evidence of smuggling as a choice by migrants that is borne of 

necessity rather than of criminality. The current project contributes in the same vein.42 

 

 

  

                                                
42 Mabrouk, Mehdi. “El Harikoun, pour une approche sociologique du milieu social des 
immigrés clandestins et de leur imaginaire.” Revue tunisienne de sciences sociales 125 (2003): 
15-49. 
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BACKGROUND 

THE ROHINGYA IN RAKHINE 

 

When soldiers swept into Rakhine in August, 2017, they were acting on clear orders43 

from Myanmar military leadership: “Kill all you see.” Over the next few weeks, the Tatmadaw, 

the official Burmese name for the Myanmar military forces, did just that, burning down homes, 

killing and raping indiscriminately, and precipitating the largest human flow in Asia since the 

Vietnam War.44  

Almost immediately, it became clear that the one-sided violence in Rakhine had been a 

product of planning rather than of chance— an act decades in the making. From literature aided 

by prima facie accounts of survivors, the Rohingya crisis can be traced across three discrete 

phases. Each is briefly adumbrated below. 

 

Myanmar in the 1980s 

In 1991, as the Nobel Committee celebrated Aung San Suu Kyi for her “non-violent 

struggle for human rights,” Nasir45 was abducted by the Myanmar military and forced into a 

labor camp in Buthidaung, Rakhine State. There, between enduring bouts of torture and 

                                                
43 Beech, Hannah, Saw Nang, and Marlise Simon. “Kill All You See.” New York Times (2020). 
https://nyti.ms/3ojvT68 
44 Pitman, Todd. 2017. “Myanmar attacks, sea voyage rob young father of everything.” 
Associated Press, October, 2017. 
45 Nasir was resettled in Chicago in 2016, is the founder of the Rohingya Cultural Center, and 
has spoken publicly about his ordeals. This short excerpt is from a previously published profile: 
Islam, Imrul. 2020. “The entire world knows our name.” The Blueprint, July, 2020.  
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starvation, he joined scores of other Rohingya men in repairing roads, cleaning bathrooms in 

barracks, and carrying military supplies into the jungle. He was 14 years old. 

Between 1948 and 1980, Myanmar attempted to chart a non linear course toward 

democracy, enduring military rule and authoritarianism, and becoming by the 1980s one of the 

most insular countries in Asia. Following the 1988 pro-democracy protests, the junta acceded to 

the possibility of power sharing, and elections were scheduled for 1990. As Myanmar’s 

citizens— a majority of them Buddhist— prepared to exercise their rights, the Muslim Rohingya 

were left behind. Long considered “Bengali immigrants” rather than ancestral residents of 

Rakhine,46 the Rohingya had been barred from citizenship eight years earlier in 1982. The 

legislation in question had predicated citizenship on indigeneity (taing-yin-tha), providing a list 

of 135 “applicable ethnic races” that excluded the Rohingya. By framing citizenship on ethnic-

indigeneity, the junta had excluded Rakhine’s Muslim minorities from the national political fold. 

Starting in the late 1980s, Myanmar had also begun increasing its military presence in 

Rakhine. By August 1991, as the junta tightened its hold on power, the number of soldiers in 

Rohingya townships like Mawdaung and Buthidaung more than doubled.47 Reports indicated that 

the construction of Tatmadaw barracks and outposts relied largely on conscripted labor “worked 

until they were either too sick or hurt to walk any further. When the project ended, most were 

killed by mines,48 in cross fire, or by the units they served. Caught in the cross currents and 

                                                
46 Myanmar argues the Rohingya are not ancestral residents of Rakhine, despite British 
ethnographic records placing the group in the region as early as the 19th century. For more, see 
Buchanan (1799). 
47 Piper, Tessa. 1993. “Muslims from Rakhine State: Exit and Return.”  
48 Ibid 
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excluded from the protections of citizenship, almost 250,00049 Rohingya fled to Bangladesh to 

escape forced labor, rape, and religious persecution at the hands of the junta. 

 

Myanmar in the 2000s 

Over the next few years, conditions continued to worsen for the almost 1.4 million 

Rohingya rendered stateless by the 1982 Citizenship Law. Between 1993 and 2008, a series of 

government orders50 laid out ten requirements for authorities to approve a marriage between the 

community. In 2005, a strict two-child policy was enforced51 in northern Rakhine; the same 

legislation also restricted movement of the Rohingya within Myanmar in blatant violation of 

Article 12 of the UN Freedom of Movement Act.52 Prima facie findings supported by a 2014 

Fortify Rights report show that during this time, the government of Myanmar began openly and 

vehemently denying the existence of the Rohingya, refusing to mention the word in official 

communications, and normalizing referrals to Rohingya as “Bengali,” “so-called Rohingya,” or 

the racialized epithet, kalar.53  

                                                
49 Human Rights Watch. 2000. “Burmese Refugees in Bangladesh.” 
https://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/burma/burm005-01.htm 
50 UK, Burmese Rohingya Organisation. “Myanmar’s 1982 Citizenship Law and Rohingya.” 
https://bit.ly/33DN3DC 
51 Rights, Fortify. “Policies of persecution: Ending abusive state policies against Rohingya 
Muslims in Myanmar.” Fortify Rights (2014). 
52 UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), CCPR General Comment No. 27: Article 12 (Freedom 
of Movement), 2 November 1999 
53 Kalar is a racial epithet not unlike “Negro” in the American context 
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In June 2012, the rape and murder of a Buddhist ethnic Rakhine woman lead to violent 

clashes and anti-Rohingya riots that killed at least 98 and displaced over 75,000.54 According to 

a Physicians for Human Rights report,55 far right Buddhist monks had delivered anti-Rohingya 

speeches in affected towns in the days before the violence. Following the attacks in Meiktila, 

DVDs were sold in Mandalay that contained video footage, reportedly shot during the riots, of 

Rohingya being burned and beaten to death. Spates of violence continued for the rest of the year, 

with increasing evidence of direct army involvement. In Kyauk Phyu, the Tatmadaw reportedly 

shot dead three young Rohingya; in Sittwe, when internally displaced Rohingya sought refuge, 

Myanmar Naval ships reportedly pushed them back out to sea.56 In the aftermath, Buddhist 

firebrand monk Ashin Wirathu framed the flight of the Rohingya as “Muslims deliberately 

razing their own houses to win a place at refugee camps run by aid agencies.”57 In the aftermath 

of the attacks, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) was formed in 2013 to “fight for 

the liberation of the Rohingya.”58 

Slowly, those who could leave left Rakhine. In the summer of 2015, 8,000 people— a 

majority of them believed to be Rohingya— were reported stranded in the Andaman Sea.59 

                                                
54 Ibrahim, Azeem. The Rohingyas: Inside Myanmar’s Genocide. Oxford University Press, 
2018.; Ware, Anthony, and Costas Laoutides. Myanmar’s “Rohingya” Conflict. Oxford 
University Press, 2018. 
55 Ibid 
56 Ibrahim, Azeem. The Rohingyas: Inside Myanmar's Genocide. Oxford University Press, 2018. 
57 Ibid 
58 ARSA was formed in 2013, following the 2012 Rakhine State riots under the name Harakah 
al-Yaqin. For more on the group, see International Crisis Group (ICG). “Myanmar: A new 
Muslim insurgency in Rakhine state.” Asia Report No. 283 (2016). 
59 Head, Jonathan. “Thousands of Rohingya and Bangladeshi migrants stranded at sea.” BBC 
News (2015). 
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Between 2012 and 2016, approximately 168,500 Rohingya fled Myanmar;60 almost 43,000 of 

them crossed the Naf river into Bangladesh. Thousands continued on to India. Vessels carrying 

hundreds sailed through South East Asia and ended up in ports as far away as Papua New Guinea 

and Australia. According to UNHCR, for every 1,000 of these passengers, 11 or 12 perished at 

sea.61  

All this occurred as the world watched in silence. Mass atrocity warnings were issued, 

but to no avail.62 Wirathu, the de-facto leader of the Buddhist far right, evaded accountability 

despite accusing Muslims of hyperfertility and instructing Buddhists to take up arms if needed to 

protect the religion of Buddhism from “Islamic invasion”.63 Sitagu Sayadaw, Myanmar’s most 

respected Buddhist monk, remained a beloved figure despite offering monks under him to the 

Tatmadaw— “There are over 40,000 monks in Myanmar. If you need them, I will tell them to 

begin. It’s easy.”64 

And so it came to be, that on August 25, 2016, when ARSA attacked army outposts in 

Rakhine demanding more rights, the junta stood ready to respond with inordinate force. 

Overnight, platoon after platoon was mobilized. Under the guise of “countering terror,” the full 

force of the Myanmar state swooped in on the civilian population of Rakhine. The terror, 

coordinated under the guise of countering insurgency, continued for an entire year. By early 

November, Tatmadaw helicopters were shelling Rohingya townships, by August of 2017, ARSA 

                                                
60 Asia, South-East. “Mixed maritime movements, April–June 2015.” UNHCR Regional (2015). 
61 Ibid 
62 Human Rights Watch 2013a. “All You Can Do Is Pray: Crimes Against Humanity and Ethnic 
Cleansing of Rohingya Muslims in Burma’s Arakan State,” p.15. 
63 Beech, Hannah. 2019. “Buddhists Go to Battle: When Nationalism Overrides Pacifism.” The 
New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/08/world/asia/buddhism-militant-rise.html. 
64 Ibid 
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had been declared as a terrorist organization,65 and the military’s “final clearance operations” had 

begun.  

In the first month alone, conservative estimates put casualties at 6,700.66 In the years 

since, the number of Rohingya killed has reached almost 43,000, not to mention the thousands 

tortured, raped, or forcefully disappeared.67 

 

Genocide 

Rofiq68 left Ngya Chong in Buthidaung township on September 12, 2017. Hours earlier, 

he had watched the military burn down his home and murder his brother and sister. His brother 

was seven, his sister twelve. For days, there had been talk of the army throwing children in the 

fire, lining up and shooting men, gathering and raping the women. Now, they were here. 

Carrying only the clothes on his back, Rofiq fled with four hundred others, scrambling 

across burning villages and crossing the Mayu at the dead of night.69 A few miles later, their 

group ran into another. This one numbered at over three thousand. For days, they walked, hiking 

Rakhine’s mountains in the dark, and resting in its forested valleys during the day.  

                                                
65 The Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 2017. “Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army Declared A 
Terrorist Organization.” Anti-terrorism Central Committee. 
https://www.statecounsellor.gov.mm/en/node/968. 
66 Neuman, Scott. 2017. “At Least 6,700 Myanmar Rohingya Killed In Single Month, Aid Group 
Says.” NPR, December 17, 2017. https://n.pr/3qB8GhY. 
67 Barron, Laignee. “More than 43,000 Rohingya Parents May be Missing. Exports Fear They are 
Dead.” TIME, March 8 (2018).  
68 Name changed to protect anonymity. 
69 The Mayu river snakes through Western Rakhine, and was one of the main waterways the 
Rohingya used to flee in 2017. For more, refer to Reuters. 2017. “By land, river and sea, 
Rohingya make their escape from Myanmar.” September 6, 2017.   
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On the third day, as rains lashed down, Rofiq developed a cough, which quickly 

developed into a raging fever. Around him, the elderly were falling sick. There was no medicine. 

The group had no food, and no fresh water. Soon, many had to be carried on backs. Rofiq 

doesn’t remember exactly how many of them died during the journey. 

Close to the Bangladesh border, the group ran into a Myanmar military squadron that 

opened fire— killing those unable to run for cover. On the eighth day, emaciated and 

traumatized, Rofiq’s group reached Kutapalong camp in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. 

In the first six weeks of the exodus, over 800,000 Rohingya refugees crossed over the 

border into Bangladesh— by land, river, and sea.70 Many of the refugees who took to the sea in 

search of safety never made it back to land. Hundreds drowned, hundreds more simply 

disappeared.  

Regionally, ASEAN states responded with ambiguity, often contradicting previous 

positions. In August, Thai Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha had stated that authorities were 

“preparing to receive” Rohingya fleeing Myanmar, but in September, Thai military officers 

indicated that the navy would push back boats carrying Rohingya refugees should they arrive in 

Thai waters.71 Malaysia—hundreds of kilometers farther away than Thailand from Rakhine— 

committed to receiving Rohingya should they arrive. Very few ever did.72 When the human flow 

ebbed at last, and the last fires had burnt out in Rakhine, there were more Rohingya in refugee 

                                                
70 The Economist. 2017. “The flow of Rohingya refugees into Bangladesh shows no sign of 
abating.” October, 2017.  
71 Gaughran, Audrey. “Rohingya Fleeing Myanmar Face Difficulties in Thailand.” The 
Diplomat. 
72 Reuters. 2017. “Malaysia ready to provide temporary shelter for Rohingya fleeing violence.” 
September, 2017. 
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camps in Cox’s Bazar than anywhere else on earth.  

 

 

Figure 1. Death and drowning at sea during the mass exodus of the Rohingya between August 
and November, 2017. Courtesy: Reuters, “A Deadly Crossing,” Nov 3, 2017.73 

 

Over the next couple of years, the local Rakhine government took over razed townships, 

constructed security bases and government buildings on ancestral Rohingya land, and erased the 

names of Rohingya villages from official maps.74 Today there are about 600,000 Rohingya in 

Myanmar, but they have been internally displaced to surrounding states of Shan, Kachin and 

Karen, and at least 100,000 have been sequestered in IDP camps.75   

                                                
73 Reuters. 2017. “A deadly crossing.” November, 2017.  
74 Humans Right Watch. 2018. “The Plight of Rohingya Refugees from Myanmar.” August, 
2018. 
75 Ibid 
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CHAPTER ONE 

SECURITY 

 

What do we mean by security? The term dominates everyday discourse and informs 

policy, but a comprehensive, widely agreed upon definition is hard to come by. Within the realm 

of theory, security is an “essentially contested concept,”76 the meaning of which “is inherently a 

matter of dispute because no neutral definition is possible.”77 Do the same principles of 

disagreement translate into practice? When it comes to refugee protection, do all stakeholders 

agree on who, or what, to securitize, how, and to what extent? To explore, this chapter looks at 

two different approaches to security— one that centers the state, and one that takes, as its 

primary point of the reference, the human. 

 

State Security 

The traditional view of securitization, theorized most prominently by the Copenhagen 

School, is concerned with protecting the state. At a fundamental level, securing the state is seen 

as securing all its constituent elements, including, but not limited to, people, the environment, 

information, so on, and so forth. Of particular concern here are themes of authority, legitimacy, 

politics and sovereignty, order and anarchy.78  

                                                
76 Buzan, Barry. People, states, and fear: The national security problem in international 
relations. Wheatsheaf Books, 1983. 
77 Smith, Steve. “The contested concept of security.” Critical security studies and world politics 
(2005): 27-62. 
78 Buzan, Barry, and Lene Hansen. The evolution of international security studies. Cambridge 
University Press, 2009, 9. 
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There is an additional caveat. As Buzan, Wæver, and others have argued, in international 

relations an issue becomes a security issue not because something constitutes an objective threat 

to the state, but rather because it has been defined as an existential threat. Securitization, in this 

regard, depends on “speech acts,” and an issue becomes a security issue only by being labeled as 

one. This cyclical relationship— between security risks and securitizing acts— can be traced at 

almost every level of the state. As a result, fields unrelated to security concerns often become 

“securitized” by actors who attach a (typically national) security value to them. This realignment 

allows issues to be prioritized as matters of intrinsic urgency, and therefore dealt with through 

exceptional means, often by bypassing regular procedures.  

By design, this framing gives ontological primacy to the state, and relegates humans— in 

this case, the refugee and the migrant— to stagnant objects of security. Because everything 

exists, and is brought into existence, in relation to the state, there is little consideration of identity 

categories— race, gender— and how they might impact, or impede, the security of humans. 

And yet, this ideation of security has gradually seeped into our framing of migration. In 

the 1990s, Myron Weiner was one of the first to frame migration as a security issue, asserting 

that refugee flows impacted regional and national peace and security: “Refugees,” Weiner wrote, 

“have launched terrorist attacks within their host country, illegally smuggled arms, allied with 

the opposition against host government policies, participated in drug traffic, and in other ways 

eroded a government’s willingness to admit refugees. Palestinians, Sikhs, Croatians, Kurds, 

Armenians, Sri Lankan Tamils, and northern Irish, among others, are regarded with suspicion by 

intelligence and police authorities and their request for asylum is scrutinized not only for whether 

they have a well founded fear of persecution; but for whether their presence constitutes a threat 
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to the host country.”79 In New Global Dangers, Weiner issued a warning: “Little systematic 

comparative attention has been given to the ways in which international population movements 

create conflicts within and between states. A study of these effects is necessary to understand 

why states and their citizens often have an aversion to international migration even when there 

are economic benefits.” 80 

Weiner’s argument extends a realist interpretation of international relations, warning the 

Westphalian state of the “coming anarchy” associated with mass migration (Huntington 2004; 

Kaplan 1994).81 This linking of migrants to insecurity, according to Husymans, “sustains a 

radical political strategy aimed at excluding particular categories of people by reifying them as 

danger.”82 Here, it is important to take seriously the issue of language, which does not simply 

describe an event but often modulates the meanings of actions and mobilizes concrete policy. 

Language, Husymans argues, has both the capacity to integrate events in a wider network of 

meanings and to mobilize certain expectations and reactions to an event.83 For example, in late 

2016 in the United States, what were the policy ramifications of security discourse linking 

“Mexicans” to “rapists?” How did the language of invasion, terror, and crime modulate the 

creation of a cognitive barrier that facilitated, in turn, widespread support for a concrete wall? 

Was insecurity used, perhaps, to invest fear and unease in service of a “grander” political 

                                                
79 Weiner, Myron. “Immigration: perspectives from receiving countries.” Third World Quarterly 
12, no. 1 (1990): 140-165. 
80 Weiner, Myron, ed. International migration and security. Westview Press, 1993. 
81 Huntington, Samuel P. “The hispanic challenge.” (2004): 30-45. ; Kaplan, Robert D. 1994. 
“The Coming Anarchy.” The Atlantic, February, 1994.  
82 Huysmans, Jef. “The European Union and the securitization of migration.” JCMS: Journal of 
Common Market Studies 38, no. 5 (2000): 751-777. 
83 Huysmans, Jef. “Democratic curiosity in times of surveillance.” European Journal of 
International Security (2016). 
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purpose? In Writing Security, Campbell apprehends the crux of the issue: “the state requires 

discourses of danger to provide a new theology about who and what we are by highlighting who 

or what we are not, and what we have to fear”.84 Everything, in this world of people, states, and 

fear, must exist primarily in antithesis to something, or someone else.  

Further, when an entire group of people were labeled “rapists,” erasing the particularities 

of why they were seeking refuge, what role did categories of identity— predominantly race and 

gender— play? Here, traditional securitization theory stumbles, for its raison d’être is the state, 

not people. Howell and Richter-Montpetit have gone as far as to say that securitization theory 

suffers from “methodological whiteness.” Pertinent to this project is an interconnected, but 

somewhat different set of questions. Does this model of securitization make sense outside of the 

West?85 Does it make sense in postcolonial societies? In developing countries? Here, a further 

distinction is important. It is not that securitization theory has ignored the “non-West.” Rather, it 

has been obsessed with it, and it has used it to “reify a stark division between the ‘West’ and 

‘non-West’ without examining colonial relationalities”.86 

What does that mean? It means that while securitization theory might not exculpate 

whiteness, it certainly does not apprehend it. And while it might not be actively racist, it is 

certainly not actively anti-racist. With the state as a starting point, there is hardly space to 

                                                
84 Campbell, David. Writing security: United States foreign policy and the politics of identity. U 
of Minnesota Press, 1992, 48. 
85 Howell, Alison, and Melanie Richter-Montpetit. “Is securitization theory racist? 
Civilizationism, methodological whiteness, and antiblack thought in the Copenhagen School.” 
Security Dialogue 51, no. 1 (2020): 3-22; Wilkinson, C (2007) The Copenhagen School on tour 
in Kyrgyzstan: Is securitization theory useable outside Europe? Security Dialogue 38(1): 5–25 
86 Howell, Alison, and Melanie Richter-Montpetit. "Is securitization theory racist? 
Civilizationism, methodological whiteness, and antiblack thought in the Copenhagen School." 
Security Dialogue 51, no. 1 (2020), 6. 
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contextualize identity, and certainly no space to apprehend subalterneity. For us, and this project 

of understanding the roots of human insecurity among Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, this 

signals the need to look elsewhere.  

 

Human Security 

In 1993, as realism continued to dominate academic discourse of security, the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) published its Human Development Report arguing 

that the concept of security had “for too long been interpreted narrowly: as security of territory 

from external aggression, or as protection of national interests in foreign policy or as global 

security from a nuclear holocaust.”87 This new concept of security, the report stressed, demanded 

“people-centred development, not soldiers in uniform.”88 

The UNDP report identified seven elements of its proposed framework for human centric 

security: (1) economic security; (2) food security; (3) health security; (4) environmental security; 

(5) personal security; (6) community security; and (7) political security. A few years later, in his 

Millenium Report, the late United Nations (UN) Secretary General, Kofi Annan stated that 

humankind should be the most important point of interests for all the countries and international 

organizations, particularly for the UN, which would have to guarantee security for every man.”89 

When it comes to human security, two concepts are of primary importance— freedom 

from fear, and freedom from want. Freedom from fear, championed by Lloyd Axworthy, is 

                                                
87 UNDP. “Human Development Report 1994: New dimensions of human security.” (1994). 
88 Ibid (2-3) 
89 Annan, Kofi. “We the peoples: The role of the United Nations in the 21st century.” (2000): 
2007. 
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focused primarily on the physical safety of the person from violent conflict. Freedom from want, 

with its roots in Tokyo, broadens the horizon of security, delving into myriad freedoms of self 

actualization. Together, the two include safety from physical threats, the achievement of an 

acceptable quality of life, a guarantee of fundamental human rights, the rule of law, good 

governance, social equity, protection of civilians in conflicts, and sustainable development, to 

name a few. 

By all accounts, this framework of security is vast, and therein lies its main critique. As 

Paris puts it— “this list is so broad that it is difficult to determine what, if anything, might be 

excluded from the definition of human security”.90 But the question is more fundamental. Is it 

utopian to suggest that the framework of human security provides new language for addressing 

contemporary risks and dangers? That it requires a transformation in ways of thinking; the 

realization of which necessitates “integrated strategies that link political, military, humanitarian, 

and development aspects” to secure the human? If so, then contrary to Paris, perhaps the greatest 

strength of a human security framework is perhaps in how expansive, and fluid, it is.  

The developmental aspects of such a framework, Acharya argues, has strong roots in 

Asia. Indeed, the “human need aspect of human security has been especially salient in the Asia 

Pacific context in the aftermath of the regional economic crisis,” and regional actors have 

explicitly linked the concept of security to the need for social safety nets.91 While there is more 

work to be done— especially in reinforcing the complementarity of freedom from fear and 

                                                
90 Paris, Roland. “Human security: paradigm shift or hot air?.” International security 26, no. 2 
(2001): 87-102. 
91 Acharya, Amitav. “Human security: East versus west.” International journal 56, no. 3 (2001): 
448. 
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freedom from want— a human centric approach to security resonates with the interpretivist aims 

of this current project.  

At a practical level, a human security framework allows us to dig deeper. Take for 

example, the specificity and nuance of Cox’s Bazar, a region we have increasingly learned to 

identify with just the Rohingya. What does the physical space look like? Who else lives there? 

What were the challenges the local community faced before 1 million Rohingya sought refuge? 

How have these challenges contributed to the current crisis?  

 

*** 

Cox’s Bazar is a district in the southeast coast of Bangladesh, bordered by the Bay of 

Bengal on the south and the west, and by Myanmar— specifically Rakhine state— to the east. 

With a total area of 2,492 square kilometers, the region represents just over 1.5 percent of 

Bangladesh’s total land mass. At the southern end of Cox’s Bazar, a narrow peninsula barely 15 

kilometers across at its widest point juts out to sea. This strip of land— comprising the sub 

districts of Ukhiya and Teknaf— used to be a sleepy coastline with a population of 465,000 

people.92 Now, it is home to the largest settlement of displaced people in the world, where 

refugees outnumber the host community two to one. 

Here, before 2017, before denuded hills of desperation and tarpaulin, spines of green 

touched the sky and rolled down to the blue of the bay. Along trails thousands of years old, herds 

of Asian elephants migrated from Myanmar to Bangladesh and back again, unencumbered by 

                                                
92 Inter Sector Coordination Group. 2018. “Multi-Sector Needs Assessment - Host Community.” 
2018.  
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borders. A fifteen year forestation project employing 2,000 locals was starting to see results. The 

construction of a special economic zone in Sabrang was underway. 

Closer to the ground, things were less rosy. According to a 2016 UNDP report, Cox’s 

Bazar had higher levels of stunting, illiteracy, and infant mortality compared to the rest of the 

country.93 In communities dependent almost entirely on agriculture, headcount poverty was at 42 

percent.94 Crime, too, was quietly on the rise. A 2013 report by Safer World called Cox’s Bazar 

“a hub for trafficking narcotics, small arms and light weapons”.95 Since 2010, there had been an 

increase in drug trafficking and smuggling along the Teknaf- Ukhiya coastline,96 with 

government reports finding that “most consignments used the Yangon-Maungdaw route in 

Myanmar, [and were] trafficked to different places of Teknaf and Cox's Bazar of Bangladesh.”97 

The same report identified five main points of entry of illegal substances into Bangladesh: 

Teknaf, Sabrang, Dakhinpara, Jaliapara, and Shah Porir Dwip.98 

In September 2017, boats filled with Rohingya crowded these very ports. Night or day, in 

pouring rain and raging sun, in rough waters or calm seas, the boats continued to come, 

transforming the coastline quickly into a theater of hope and desperation. When the violence 

across the water ebbed at last, most had made it safely to shore, but not all. In late September, 

Muneeza Naqvi of the Associated Press reported from Shah Porir Dwip: 

                                                
93 UNDP. 2016. “Impacts of the Rohingya Refugee Influx on Host Communities.” 
94Ibid, 15 
95 Safer World. 2013. “Safety and security in the South-East border area of Bangladesh.” 
Saferworld.  
96 Department of Narcotics Control, Government of Bangladesh. 2016. “Annual Drug Report.”  
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“Mounds of earth in the cemeteries of this little town are the only reminders of Rohingya 

who drowned as their boats capsized, often just a few heartbreaking meters away from 

the safety of the shore. A solitary pile of earth, away from the other graves, holds an 

infant whose body washed ashore days after the boat carrying him capsized. ‘Ten 

children are buried in that grave,’ said Nur Islam, the imam of the town’s main mosque, 

pointing to a large mound covered in thorny branches to keep dogs and other animals 

from disrespecting the graves.”99 

These are the stories we know. These are the graves we can identify, and the people we 

can count. But these few weeks, marked by these few events of people seeking freedom from 

fear, would change Cox’s Bazar for the foreseeable future.  

 

*** 

At an elemental level, human-centric security poses a question. What do we prioritize— a 

nebulous “threat” to the territorial integrity and sovereignty of an even more nebulous notion of 

the Westphalian state, or the needs and demands of the people who occupy these sovereign 

spaces? In doing so, it creates the space for a shared narrative that can explain what people are 

trying to do, and the decisions they are making at specific points in time. Security in this light 

becomes both a pursuit and a provision, the horizons of which are ever expanding, while the 

subject of which remains, firmly, the human.  

                                                
99 Naqvi, Muneeza. 2017. “Bangladesh coastal town a place of Rohingya hope and tragedy.” 
Associated Press, September, 2017.  
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The question then is this: can we use these ideas of security as human centric to 

understand what is happening in Cox’s Bazar? Can we identify points of disjuncture, where 

human security concerns have been met with securitized response? What has been the impact? 

What are the consequences? 

Chapter two starts answering these questions by tracing a timeline of the Rohingya in 

Bangladesh with an eye toward the changing needs of refugees. It does so by drawing from 

media reports and needs assessment analysis conducted by UN aid organizations over the past 

few years of the crisis. Further, it juxtaposes need with response, and identifies critical points of 

disjuncture where human security needs and demands were met with a securitized response in 

the camps. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ROHINGYA IN BANGLADESH 

 

Although Bangladesh is not a signatory to the Refugee Convention,100 the country has 

hosted small communities of persecuted Rohingya for decades. In September 2017, as thousands 

walked, swam or sailed across the border each day, the Bangladesh Prime Minister visited the 

camps in person and promised compassion— “if we can feed 160 million, we can also feed 

700,000.”101 Initially, the government did just that— allocating land for additional camps,102 

mobilizing the office of the Rohingya Refugee Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC), temporarily 

keeping borders open,103 and facilitating increased coordination between government and 

international agencies to scale up facilities.104 

In those early months of the crisis, assessment revealed acute food insecurity,105 endemic 

malnutrition,106 high rates of Hepatitis-C, a wide array of post-traumatic disorders, and escalating 

risks of gender-based violence.107 In Cox’s Bazar, the needs of the refugee community were 

                                                
100 IRIN, Bangladesh resists greater UNHCR role in Rohingya crisis, 24 October 2017, available 
at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/59eef8bc4.html [accessed 4 December 2020] 
101 Dhaka Tribune. 2017. “'If we can feed 160m, we can also feed 700,000 Rohingya refugees.'” 
Dhaka Tribune. https://bit.ly/39D2hNb 
102 Inter Sector Coordination Group. 2017. “Bangladesh: Humanitarian Response Plan.”  
103 ACAPS. 2017. “Rohingya crisis Situation Analysis.” Relief Web. 
104 Ibid 
105 International Rescue Committee. 2017. “Report reveals dire needs of Rohingya refugees.” 
IRC Press Release.  
106 Ibid 
107 Milton, et al.(2017). Trapped in statelessness: Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh. 
International journal of environmental research and public health, 14(8), 942. 
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immediate— food, shelter, healthcare— and Dhaka’s facilitation of a concerted humanitarian 

response served as the bridge between life and death. 

But it came at a cost. To build shelters, forests needed to be cleared. For firewood, trees 

needed to be cut down. Almost overnight, Teknaf’s green hills turned brown, then blue. In a 

matter of weeks, a fifteen year forestation plan had been decimated. Speaking to reporters, a 

Divisional Forest Officer claimed that refugees were burning about 750,000 kg of wood as fuel 

everyday.108 Reporting from camps, journalist Kaamil Ahmed wrote: 

Look out from the high-ground in the middle of Kutupalong and two sights greet the 

eyes: Myanmar’s green hills silhouetted in the east, and dehydrated, denuded mounds 

pocked by the blue-black tarpaulin sheets of makeshift shelters everywhere else.109 

For a while, with each passing day, the tragedy compounded. To make space, hills had 

been flattened and shelters hurriedly built on slopes, often on top of each other. As the tree cover 

disappeared, Teknaf’s elephants had become trapped. Soon, they began encroaching on rickety 

shelters bewildered and confused, and were beaten back, only to arrive again in greater numbers. 

Over the next few months, at least fourteen refugees were trampled to death.110 

The effects of the influx spread outside Kutapalong. Public service delivery in Teknaf 

and Ukhiya, designed for a quarter of a million people, now had to cope with an extra one 

million. Hospitals, already underfunded and overstretched, were quickly overwhelmed with 

                                                
108 Mahmud, Tarek. 2017. “Rohingya influx: 15-year-old forestation project destroyed in 57 
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109 Ahmed, Kaamil. 2018. “Bangladesh forests stripped bare as Rohingya refugees battle to 
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Rohingya refugees. There were reports from UNDP that the influx has stretched local institutions 

and civil servants to such an extent that social safety net programs for host communities had 

been suspended. The same needs assessment found that some local administration and sector 

officials were spending at least 50 percent of their time on Rohingya matters, resulting in delayed 

and scaled down public service delivery for host communities in Teknaf and Ukhiya. Many were 

working weekends without remuneration.111 

Soon, the Rohingya ‘issue’ dominated not only the daily news cycle, but the lion’s share 

of resources in Teknaf and Ukhiya. The concerns were pressing. The need for firewood remained 

acute. Space was running out , and camps were encroaching on private, cultivable land. Almost 

10,000 tons of additional solid waste was being produced each month, and in the absence of 

disposal facilities, threatening to contaminate the groundwater.  

Slowly, animosity toward the Rohingya increased. In January, 2018, about 45 percent of 

households in Teknaf and 62 percent in Ukhiya expressed concern about road congestion in their 

locality, and more than two thirds felt road conditions were deteriorating. When asked, a 

majority of respondents attributed these changes to the Rohingya influx.112  

In those early months, it was already clear that the Rohingya would be a heavy burden for 

Bangladesh to bear. According to UNDP estimates, considering only the refugee population, the 

cost of food, shelter, education and other basic needs would require a minimum of US$1,219 per 

refugee per year. If the Rohingya stayed in Bangladesh till 2023, that would translate to a total 

requirement of $3.2billion. If repatriation was delayed, and the duration of stay was extended to 

                                                
111 UNDP. 2016. “Impacts of the Rohingya Refugee Influx on Host Communities.”  
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2030, that number would jump to $11.6 billion.113 With each passing year, donor interest would 

wane, contributions would decrease, and ultimately, Bangladesh might be “stuck” with a million 

more mouths to feed. For Dhaka, these factors contributed to a strong case to push for rapid 

repatriation of refugees. 

In January 2018, four months after taking in over 750,000 Rohingya, Dhaka reported that 

it had struck a deal with Myanmar. According to the agreement, Myanmar would accept 1,500 

Rohingya each week, and all Rohingya would be repatriated to the country within two years.114  

When the decision was made public, the pushback was swift. Rights groups raised alarm about 

conditions in Rakhine, there were widespread protests within the camps, and the government was 

forced to temporarily halt its plans.115 

That same month, surveys suggested a growing schism between the host and refugee 

community. Almost universally, residents of Ukhiya and Teknaf reported negative views of the 

Rohingya, communicating rising anxiety about being outnumbered, and a widespread perception 

that crime had increased since the influx.116 By October 2018, repatriation had taken center stage 

again; and by early November, more than 2,000 Rohingya had been put on a government list of 

individuals cleared to be sent back to Myanmar. Although the government alleged that all 

repatriation would be voluntary, media reports alleged that Dhaka had deployed the army to 
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oversee the process.117 Over the next few days, as the Bangladesh Army increased its presence in 

the camps, refugees alleged coercion118 by authorities, and some went into hiding. For the first 

time since 2017, Reuters reported that dozens of Rohingya were fleeing in boats.119 In a 

statement, UNHCR urged the government to stall the repatriation process, stating that current 

conditions in Rakhine State were not “conducive to the voluntary, safe, dignified, and sustainable 

return of refugees from Bangladesh”.120 Under increasing pressure, Dhaka backtracked once 

again. In the aftermath, Bangladesh Foreign Minister Abdul Momen told BBC that the 

government was unable to keep bearing the economic burden, and accused some non-

government groups of persuading refugees not to leave.121 

By January of 2019, it had become clear that the Rohingya would stay in Bangladesh for 

the foreseeable future. In Rakhine, the wheels of war were still in motion, with news of fresh 

violence by the military breaking almost every week. Speaking to Reuters, Rohingya leaders in 

the camps had communicated a set of demands before they agreed to be repatriated,122 chief 

among them citizenship, land rights, and inclusion on a list of Myanmar’s recognized ethnic 

groups. With Myanmar in genocide denial, and the state negotiating in bad faith, these demands 

seemed set to be ignored. 
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Now, as displacement stagnated, frustration set in, both within the camps, and among 

government officials charged with the “Rohingya issue.” In remote borderlands, 1 million people 

were now looking at a future of confined existence and aid dependence. In Dhaka, an already 

overstretched, underfunded government was confronted with a development project of little 

political value.  

On August 23, 2019, Faruk, a youth leader of the ruling Awami League, was killed in 

Teknaf, allegedly by Rohingya refugees. In the aftermath, local media reported that hundreds of 

locals were blocking the highway that led to the camps, burning tyres and vandalising shops 

visited by the refugees. The event was widely covered by both local and international press, 

including Agence France-Presse: 

Mohammad Saber, a Rohingya refugee who escaped the mob, said locals had beaten 

refugees. “They threatened us, saying we should leave or else they’d kill us. Why should 

we get punished if others did something bad?” he said. Ikbal Hossain, deputy police chief 

for Cox’s Bazar district, said they would take action against those responsible for the 

violence: “We have identified some of them. We will bring them to justice at any cost.”  

The next day, two Rohingya refugees were shot dead by Bangladesh police during a 

gunfight in Kutapalong camp. In the aftermath, conflicting news emerged about the incident. 

Local police said the two men killed had been identified as key suspects had been shot while the 

officers were ambushed by the suspected criminals.123 Rights groups alleged that the “encounter” 
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had been staged.124 Speaking to local news outlets, Faruk’s father alleged that political opponents 

might have hired the Rohingya to kill his son.125 

One day later, on August 25, 2019, an estimated 200,000 Rohingya refugees gathered to 

commemorate “Genocide Day” — the second anniversary of their exodus from Myanmar. The 

rally was organized by  the Arakan Rohingya Society for Peace and Human Rights (ARSPH), a 

Rohingya youth organization, who had written to authorities before the rally informing them of 

the event, and clearly outlining location, messaging, setup, and estimated the rally size. 

According to The Irrawaddy: 

Following the mass peaceful gathering inside the camp, a large section of the 

Bangladeshi media raised questions over how it was funded and how the Rohingya 

managed to organize it. In a statement on Saturday, Mohib Ullah of ARSPH expressed 

concern over what he described as media propaganda against the displaced Rohingya 

community. However, he conveyed his gratitude to the people of Bangladesh for 

sheltering the displaced refugees despite facing limited resources — “We are not 

terrorists. Nor do we support terrorism. We are grateful that Bangladeshis are acting as 

our guard.”126 

H.T. Imam, adviser to Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, accused “foreign forces” of 

mobilizing the Rohingya against Bangladesh’s interests. Imam called the role of international aid 

agencies “mysterious,” continuing: “It is becoming clear there are unwanted people and bad 
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elements among the Rohingya, and they have been used by foreign forces. The camps should be 

surrounded by barbed wire to stop all criminal activities.”127 

Over the next few days, the Bangladesh government purged the office concerned with 

refugee matters, removing the head of the Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission (RRRC), 

along with seven other camp supervisors.128 Later that week, the UN reported that a number of 

organizers had been questioned and subjected to intimidation by Bangladesh authorities.129 

According to media reports, a curfew had been strictly enforced, some mobile phones 

confiscated, and a number of NGOs banned or suspended, allegedly for helping to organize the 

protest. In the following months, the government shut off the internet, plunging the camps into 

digital darkness. 

In Cox’s Bazar, it seemed that the Rohingya had outstayed their welcome. 

*** 

The pandemic presented the perfect conditions for a distillation of these underlying 

schisms. In March, as the virus threatened Bangladesh, attention turned to Ukhiya and Teknaf as 

experts warned that in dingy, overcrowded camps, the virus would spread like wildfire. The 

government was confronted with a choice. At a time of heightened need, Dhaka could facilitate 

increased coordination between aid agencies and government entities, restore internet 

connectivity, and work with community led organizations to scale up preparedness and 
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awareness efforts. Or it could turn a blind eye to an impending humanitarian catastrophe, and 

choose instead to protect the rest of Bangladesh from the Rohingya. 

On April 9, a government directive mandated reduction of humanitarian efforts in Teknaf 

and Ukhiya by 80 percent.130 The same order cut off the district of Cox’s Bazar from the rest of 

Bangladesh, and enforced a total and complete lockdown of the camps. The restrictions had 

instantaneous impact. Food rations started running out, water shortages became commonplace, 

programs to combat gender-based violence ground to a halt, and interpersonal violence began to 

spike.131 On the ground, aid workers battled an environment of pervasive uncertainty, and 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) reported a sharp reduction in the number of patients coming to 

its clinics.132 Conversations, conducted with the promise of anonymity, indicated that the 

Rohingya were leaving the camps when they could. 

Months later, when camp residents were surveyed to gauge community experience of the 

virus,133 these early trends were corroborated. Bangladesh’s securitization of the refugees had 

left a vulnerable community with no guardrails. Overnight, day laborers had lost jobs, families 

spread across the camps had lost all contact with each other, and misinformation had spread like 

wildfire. Very few knew how to protect themselves against COVID, and those who did know, 

did not have the means— or the physical space— to do so.  
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In late April, the Bangladesh Coast Guard rescued 396 refugees who had tried to sail to 

Malaysia only to be turned back by authorities.134 Shahabuddin was one of them.135 After the 

first week, food had run out, and traffickers had beat refugees with steel rods to “maintain 

control.” When scuffles ensued, some had been thrown overboard. Many, Shahabuddin attested, 

had died in his arms. When found, the trawler had already been at sea for fifty-eight days, and at 

least thirty-two Rohingya had died.136  

When the rest were rescued, they were sent, emaciated and traumatized, to the very 

camps they had tried to escape. And yet, they were the lucky ones. Over the next few weeks, at 

least three more trawlers were found floating at sea.137 Once rescued, the government sent these 

cohorts of refugees not to the camps, but to Bhasan Char.138  

When Médecins Sans Frontières spoke to survivors from the first rescue, one particularly 

painful testimony stood out. Aboard the trawler, once food ran out, traffickers had reminded the 

Rohingya where they stood in the grand scheme of things: “Everywhere you’re a refugee. In 

Myanmar you’re a refugee, in Bangladesh you’re a refugee, in the boat and in Malaysia you’re a 

refugee. You will die wherever you go.”139 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HUMAN SMUGGLING 

 

This chapter outlines dominant literature on human smuggling, identifies a gap in 

predominant understanding of why smuggling occurs, and presents a human-centered approach 

to apprehending the root drivers of the practice. 

The Rohingya Cultural Center sits between two apartment buildings in Devon Avenue, 

Chicago, a few feet away from the Croatian Cultural Center on one side, and a series of kebab 

shops, hookah lounges and ethnic grocery stores on the other. Every Ramadan, the center 

provides iftar to nearly 1,500 families in the area; every day, case workers help community 

members access social security and healthcare benefits. Teachers teach English as a Second 

Language (ESL) classes, volunteers help members with employment opportunities.  

The sports program, in particular, is a huge hit. As news of fresh violence in Rakhine 

breaks each month, Rohingya children find pause in training sessions and practice matches. They 

play, converse in Burmese, and forget about the world for a few hours. Afterwards, they share 

homemade snacks. When asked about Chicago, Samad smiles, “It’s beautiful. Here, for the first 

time in my life, I opened a bank account, and I got an ID with my name on it. I felt like I had 

been reborn.” 

Samad was one of the first Rohingya families who reached Chicago in 2012. By 2016, 

the community had grown to almost 1,500. Today, the city hosts the largest population of 

Rohingya in the country.  
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But Chicago is only part of the story of human flow, specifically the part with a happy 

ending. There are Rohingya just like Samad in Thailand and Malaysia who have been charged 

with illegal entry and sent to jail, or sequestered in dingy camps for displaced people. There are 

others, almost one million at last count, whose lives have been reduced to surviving in transient 

settlements in Bangladesh. They too left for the same reasons Samad did— safety, security, and 

hope— and yet, where they ended up or where they got stuck depended not on policy, but rather, 

almost entirely on luck.  

Human smuggling and trafficking starts where our understanding of migration ends. In an 

era of incomprehensible levels of displacement, we are aware that illegal border crossings exist, 

and we know the perils it poses. But the sheer volume of migration that is facilitated, at least in 

part, by smugglers is mind boggling. Concrete numbers are hard to come by, but UNODC 

estimates that almost one third of all immigrants in the United States are in the country illegally. 

Of them, over half entered the country in clandestine fashion.140  

There are indications that an increasing number of Rohingya are being smuggled out of 

the camps as well. We know from media reports that boats carrying hundreds of Rohingya 

refugees were rescued by the Bangladesh Coast Guard during the early months of the pandemic. 

The numbers, too, don’t add up. According to data from the latest Inter Sector Coordination 

Group (ISCG) report, between 2017 and 2020, the Rohingya refugee population in Cox’s Bazar 
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decreased by almost 100,000.141 Over the same timeframe, almost 76,000 new births were 

registered in the camps.142 

Here, it is important to make a definitional delineation. The term “trafficking and 

smuggling” denotes a distinction and an overlap. The Palermo protocols, adopted by the UN 

General Assembly in 2000, make it clear that trafficking and smuggling share several key 

features, both in intent and in practice.143 Both, for example, require the movement of human 

beings across sovereign borders, both involve actions and decisions made in the pursuit of profit, 

and both are considered to be criminal activities.  

The key difference between the two practices is the issue of consent. Those who are 

smuggled have an input in the decision-making process, and exercise some form of agency. They 

make a choice— fraught or informed— to leave. Those who are trafficked don’t have that 

option. They are coerced. As Bhabha has noted,144 the Protocol frames coercion in broad terms, 

encompassing not just brute physical force, or just mental domination, but also including “the 

abuse of a position of vulnerability.” In theory at least, this framing leaves room to potentially 

encompass a very broad range of situations including poverty, hunger, illness, lack of education, 

and displacement attributable to pernicious, multilayered insecurity.  

While the Protocol requires states to criminalize smuggling, these obligations are 

tempered by a number of important caveats that are too often forgotten. Article 5, for example, 
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prohibits state parties from prosecuting smuggled migrants themselves for having been 

smuggled. Protection of the rights of migrants, in fact, is identified as one of the three purposes 

of the Protocol.  

Also included in the Protocol is a very specific savings clause stipulating that none of its 

provisions can impact on existing rights and obligations including those related to human rights, 

international humanitarian law and refugee law. Further, the Protocols mandate migrants who 

have been smuggled or trafficked not be subjected to criminal prosecution because of illegal 

entry. Rather, Article 9(4) of the trafficking protocol and Article 15(3) of the smuggling protocol 

urges state parties to concretely address the root causes of vulnerability to trafficking and 

smuggling. Writ large, the Palermo Protocols urge states to upstream prevention of trafficking 

and smuggling by addressing root causes of prolonged human insecurity.   

In practice, however, criminalization dominates response, and states continue to 

securitize the phenomenon. In Bangladesh, trafficking is addressed through a set of five 

ordinances: (a) The Penal Code, 1860; (b) The Suppression of Immoral Traffic Act, 1933; (c) 

The Women and Children Repression Prevention Act, 2000); (d) The Children Act, 1974; and (e) 

Law on Human Organ Transplant, 1999.  

While the laws above are not specific to the punishment of traffickers, the criminal 

offenses under these laws are amenable to be used to prosecute offenders involved in the 

trafficking process. The law that is most widely used in this context is the Prevention of 

Repression against Women and Children Act (2000). As the name suggests, the act deals 

exclusively with the trafficking of women and children for prostitution and other ‘immoral’ 

purposes, and stipulates mandatory minimum sentencing for trafficking activities.  
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Globally, the same trend of criminalization dominates. Simmons and Lloyd have argued 

that trafficking and smuggling has been cast as a serious transnational crime, leading to a 

relatively swift diffusion of policies of criminalization around the world.145 This transnational 

crime framework has encouraged, and indeed enabled, states to “crack down” on the negative 

externalities associated with human trafficking while ignoring the root causes of the issue.  

The effect has been counter-productive at best. By 2017, 190 states had ratified the 

Human Trafficking Protocol, while just under 60 percent had criminalized human trafficking in 

domestic law.146 And yet, according to UNODC’s 2019 Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 

smuggling and trafficking in humans continues to increase. How do we reconcile the two? Is this 

just the lack of enforcement? Or are we misunderstanding the issue itself?  

A growing body of work suggests that there is little organized crime involved in human 

smuggling.147 For example, research in North Africa found that most of the Moroccan and 

Tunisian fishermen who now work in the smuggling business are doing so only after they have 

lost their jobs in the fishing industry, in part due to European legislations, and in part because 

their governments sold their fish quotas to Spain and Italy.148 Migrants, on the other hand, are 

putting their lives in the hands of smugglers because it is one of the few options they have to 
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exercise agency. Similar conclusions have been drawn in the few studies that have centered 

trafficked migrants’ perspectives.149  

Increasingly, it seems like smugglers and migrants are locked in an embrace with no easy 

solutions, primarily because the causes, social organizations, and proposed solutions are much 

more complex than they first seem. If that is true, it follows that for policy on smuggling to be 

inclusive, prevention needs to be upstreamed, concentrating on root causes and interlocking 

drivers of vulnerability that make smuggling a viable choice for refugees.  

To assess, this project turns to the smuggling of Rohingya in Cox’s Bazar. We know that 

the Rohingya started leaving the camps during the early months of the pandemic. But when 

exactly did they leave? What factor(s) drove their decision? How widespread is the practice?  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EMERALD CITY 

 

In Cox’s Bazar, in the summer, it rains every day, for hours. The rain washes down hill 

faces and pools in the valleys below, gathers, mobilizes, then pours into narrow canals and out 

into the sea. Monsoon after monsoon, year after year, it takes with it everything that is dead, and 

leaves behind only that which wants to live. This is a song as old as time. When it storms, the 

ships stay moored. The fishing stops and life clings closer to the land. Then, around September, 

the clouds float off and the skies clear. The winds and the waters settle, and the trawlers prepare. 

For the Rohingya, the yellow brick road to the emerald city opens up again, as wide as the Bay 

of Bengal.  

The boats that were found adrift in April, 2020 did not leave because of the coronavirus. 

The Rohingya aboard had decided to leave much earlier. Shahabuddin, one of those on board, 

says he decided in October of 2019, weeks after the internet had been cut off. At that point, he 

had been unemployed for almost five months. He was in debt, and he needed money to get his 

daughter married. If he had his way, he would have left a long time ago.150 But when the boats 

left did not depend on Shahabuddin. It depended on which coast guards were on patrol, and what 

the sea was like that night. 

 

                                                
150 From interviews conducted on October 16, 2020 
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Figure 2. Estimated mixed maritime departures from the Bangladesh-Myanmar border between 
2012 and 2015. Courtesy of UNHCR. 

 

But the weather had little bearing on why the Rohingya decided to leave. It only 

determined when the boats left. To drive at the heart of the issue, interviews were conducted with 

twenty Rohingya, fifteen of them from Ukhiya and Teknaf; and five from Malaysia, Thailand, 

and the United States. All interviewees identified with one or more of three groups: those who 

had been smuggled before; those who had tried and failed at being smuggled; and, those who 

were thinking about being smuggled. Twelve of those interviewed were men; three were women. 

All interviewees were adults between twenty five to sixty years old. Their stories offer a glimpse 

into the microdynamics at play. 

Shahabuddin’s story is no anomaly. Rohingya refugees in Ukhiya and Teknaf report that 

dozens of refugees are leaving the camps each month. Figures quoted range anywhere from 

twenty to as high as seventy. Most know people who have been smuggled; either within 
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Bangladesh, or to Malaysia or Thailand. All know people in their immediate circles who are 

seeking a way out.151 

In the camps, everyone knows who the “agents” are. At a local level, the network is 

intricate, but quite banal. They include fishermen who rent out their trawlers for extra income, 

low level law enforcement who are paid off to turn the other way, and the Rohingya themselves, 

who serve as primary points of contact for those who wish to be smuggled. The cost varies, 

ranging from 320,000 BDT ($3,500) to as high as 500,000 BDT ($5,900). The three women 

interviewed quoted figures on the higher end of the spectrum.152  

All smugglers promise safe passage. For an additional fee, some smugglers offer a “life 

guarantee”. If the customer is unable to pay in full, additional payment schemes are available. An 

advance of 20,000 BDT ($240) books a seat on the boat, and the refugee is told they can pay 

back the full amount by working once they reach Malaysia. These arrangements seem to extend 

beyond the Rohingya experience in Cox’s Bazar. Nasir, for example, left Rakhine in 1991. 

Before he was ultimately resettled in Chicago, he worked at a construction site in Malaysia for 

almost five years to pay smugglers back, skipping meals and sleeping in squatter settlements to 

save money.153  

But if smuggling is an economy, it is an economy where deceit is the norm, and the 

probability of a successful transaction is staggeringly low. Of the interviewees still looking to be 

                                                
151 Findings from interviews with fifteen Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar, conducted between 
October and December, 2020. 
152 Ibid 
153 Islam, Imrul. 2020. “The entire world knows our name.” The Blueprint, July, 2020. 
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smuggled out of the camps, most had failed at least once. The five Rohingya who have been 

successfully smuggled failed an average of three times before they succeeded.  

Before April 2019, Shahabuddin tried and failed at being smuggled seven times. Twice, 

he paid advances to agents who gave him a time and a place, but never showed up. Twice, the 

weather was uncooperative; once, their group was found— and extorted— by the Bangladeshi 

Coast Guard. The closest he got to leaving was in February, 2020, when he made a deal for 

450,000 BDT. The agent offered a ‘life guarantee’ and took them to Cox’s Bazar beach, where 

Shahabuddin stayed in a small room for three nights. On the fourth night, around 10 PM, he was 

put into a small boat with 12 other people. The small boat would take them to a big trawler 

waiting in deeper waters. Shahabuddin says they sailed all night, and at some point, he fell 

asleep. When he woke up, there was only ocean all around, and the agent informed them that 

they missed the ship. Two weeks later, he was back on another boat.154 

When interviewees were asked why they left, were in the process of leaving, or 

considering being smuggled, the following drivers emerged. Here, they are presented as a word 

cloud: 

                                                
154 Summarized from key informant interview conducted on October 16, 2020 
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Figure 3. Why leave? Word cloud generated from transcriptions of interviews with 15 Rohingya 
refugees in Bangladesh.  

 

From the outside, smuggling might be a curse, but in the camps, it seems to be one of few 

sources left that offer hope. Most Rohingya want to leave, a precious few ever get to. Some are 

too old to undertake the journey, some unable to put together an advance. A large, but 

understudied, proportion of Rohingya who feel trapped are women.  

In the camps, women endure protection risks far greater than men. Their ability to access 

humanitarian assistance and claim rights are shaped by pre-existing cultural and social norms, 

meaning women need to overcome significant barriers to have a say in their lives. Religion, too, 

plays a part. The Rohingya, for the most part, follow conservative Islamic practices, meaning 

women are encouraged to travel only with mahrams.155 Within a community where many have 

been widowed, or have male relatives missing or incarcerated, this poses a unique set of 

challenges.  

                                                
155 For more, refer to Kayikci, Merve Reyhan. “Transparency, Visibility and the Mahram.” In 
Islamic Ethics and Female Volunteering, pp. 275-318. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2020. 
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Figure 4. Location of incarcerated family members of Rohingya living in Bangladesh. Courtesy: 
Asia Foundation, “Beyond Relief.”156  

 

Hamida, for example, is a single mother of four.157 The last time she saw her husband 

was on June 4, 2012, when the Army summarily imprisoned hundreds after anti-Rohingya riots 

in Maungdaw.158 In 2017, while trying to flee genocide, Hamida was raped by men in uniform. 

In 2018, she gave birth to her fourth child, a daughter in Bangladesh.  

Hamida used to work for a local NGO in the camps. When the Bangladesh government 

reduced humanitarian activities by 80 percent due to COVID, she lost her job overnight. Her 

children lost access to child friendly spaces, and her daughters to UNFPA’s ‘Girl Shine’ classes 

where practitioners offer guidance to Rohingya girls about child-marriage practices and 

menstrual hygiene, among other issues.159 Poverty set in, then desperation. In early May, Hamida 

sold her wedding jewelry to try and smuggle her eldest, Rumana, aged 17, to Malaysia. The 

                                                
156 The Asia Foundation. 2020. “Beyond Relief: Securing Livelihoods and Agency for Rohingya 
Refugees in Bangladesh.” 
157 From interviews conducted on October 7 and October 15, 2020. Name changed to protect 
anonymity.  
158 Reuters. 2012. “Four killed as Rohingya Muslims riot in Myanmar.” Reuters, June, 2012. 
https://reut.rs/3g6vyB5 
159 UNFPA. 2020. “Busting menstrual myths in Rohingya refugee camps.” 
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arrangement depended on a marriage with a Rohingya man in Malaysia, who had promised to 

foot half the cost.  

Rumana was arrested by authorities while waiting for her boat to leave, and sent to 

Bhasan Char. The last time Hamida spoke to her daughter, Rumana said the island felt like a 

prison, and she was looking for ways to escape.160 

 

*** 

Almost two decades ago, Koser argued that human smuggling can be both a migration 

issue and a human rights issue, interwoven together with deep structural and societal 

inequities.161 In Cox’s Bazar, a similar picture emerges. The Rohingya, together, are an acutely 

vulnerable group. But even within the community, there are cross cutting cleavages of gender, 

age, and poverty, all of which, in turn, are impacted by policies instituted by the host country.  

Too often, rations provided are not enough. Income is male dominated and depends 

largely on informal labor— unpredictable and seasonal. Women are rarely in positions to make 

decisions about their own lives. There are many who are widows, or have husbands who have 

been incarcerated.162 When the Rohingya are unable to make ends meet, they borrow from their 

neighbors, many of whom are dependent on remittances, or are borrowers themselves. Soon, the 

indebtedness becomes chronic, communal, cyclical. According to the Asia Foundation, nearly 

three in four Rohingya households are currently in debt from loans they have taken since arriving 

                                                
160 From interviews conducted on October 15, 2020. Name changed to protect anonymity.  
161 Koser, Khalid. “Asylum policies, trafficking and vulnerability.” International Migration 38, 
no. 3 (2000): 91-111. 
162 The Asia Foundation. 2020. “Beyond Relief: Securing Livelihoods and Agency for Rohingya 
Refugees in Bangladesh.”  
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in Bangladesh. Almost twenty-one percent of all families rely on remittance, and for almost 54 

percent of households who receive them, remittances constitute half or more of their annual 

income.163  

 

Figure 5. Location of immediate family members living outside Myanmar and Bangladesh.  
Courtesy: Asia Foundation164 

 

These drivers for leaving are similar to the drivers for migration.165 It is easy, deceptively 

so, to locate the issue of human smuggling exogenously within a transnational crime framework, 

but reality reads differently. When states securitize refugees, they securitize lives. Social and 

economic relations become regulated and governed by strictly enforced constraints— from the 

threat of relocation to an island to the reality of a barbed wire fence. When the Bangladesh 

government makes a decision in Ukhiya and Teknaf, it directly impacts the everyday lives of 

refugees. Together, in an inseverable tangle, these factors feed off of each other, blocking off one 

exit after another, and backing refugees into a corner until the water starts looking safer than the 

land.  

                                                
163 Ibid 
164 Ibid 
165 Carling, Jørgen, and Francis Collins. “Aspiration, desire and drivers of migration.” (2018): 
909-926. 
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This project borrows its name from The Wizard of Oz, where stories of a shiny city 

promise hope to those who need it. For the Rohingya, the emerald city is not a particular town, 

country, or place. Rather, it is anywhere but the camps; a murmur of a promise breaking our 

unrelenting silence. It is wrong to frame smuggling as a product of pure exploitation, as an act 

uninformed. The Rohingya know risk more intimately than most of us. They know the dangers 

that come with being smuggled; many have lost close relatives or friends to the sea, or to 

unscrupulous agents. But despite monetary losses, despite the environment of mistrust and 

deceit, once someone decides to leave, they tend to remain undeterred. They do so because they 

have bought into what agents are selling: an “exit strategy” from the state. Any holistic addressal 

of the issue should start by asking why. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE REFUGEES TO COME 

 

A boat carrying migrants, starving and crying out for help, is a media story. It grips our 

imagination and we recoil with horror. The image inspires action. There is public outcry, and a 

rush to hold perpetrators accountable. Our intention is admirable: a crime has been committed, 

and someone must be responsible. From here, the response is painfully predictable. Discursive 

associations between smugglers and crime are traced by media outlets and politicians.166 In the 

public imaginary, these associations create an outline of a perpetrator: a shadowy figure, an atom 

of a collective transnational criminal underworld. Vague, macabre questions follow. Who are 

these people? What dangers might they pose? How did they get here?  

This paper urges us to align policy to the answer of a different question, namely, why are 

refugees choosing to be smuggled? As Part I has shown, answering that question requires we 

take a position on what, or whom, we choose to secure. Is our traditional security framework, 

namely securitization theory, expansive enough to protect the most vulnerable? Or do we need a 

bottom up approach that centers the needs of the irreducible basic unit to which the concept of 

security can be applied — i.e, the human?  

Part II shows what happens when fundamental needs of refugees are securitized by the 

state. It does so by looking at the smuggling, where refugees make a decision to leave despite the 

                                                
166 Andreas, Peter. Border games: Policing the US-Mexico divide. Cornell University Press, 
2012.; Collyer, Michael. “Stranded migrants and the fragmented journey.” Journal of Refugee 
Studies 23, no. 3 (2010): 273-293.; Mountz, Alison. Seeking asylum: Human smuggling and 
bureaucracy at the border. U of Minnesota Press, 2010. 
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risks. In so doing, it complicates our understanding of smuggling as a product of coercion, 

finding that agency, desperation, and necessity tend to play bigger roles. 

Together, these two parts trace a chain of insecurity, showing how Bangladesh’s 

securitization of the Rohingya led to restrictions in living conditions, increased disillusionment 

— especially during the pandemic— and left refugees with few options to find a way out other 

than to turn toward smuggling. And yet, as Chapter 4 shows, smuggling might be an exercise of 

limited agency, but is nonetheless an overwhelmingly fraught choice; a false proposition of a 

way out. 

Of the findings above, three are briefly expanded here. First and foremost, the Rohingya 

are disillusioned. In an environment of pervasive uncertainty, where the rules change with every 

shift of the wind, there is little to ground life to. The result: increased fatigue and chronic 

mistrust. Bangladesh no longer wants the Rohingya, and the Rohingya know it. 

Second, women in the camps are especially vulnerable. In Teknaf and Ukhiya, Rohingya 

women face protection risks far greater than men, their ability to access assistance, claim rights, 

and make choices curtailed by the gendered impact of cultural and social norms. These cleavages 

were further deepened during the pandemic, leaving an already underserved population without 

guardrails.  

Third, this project surfaces the critical theme of refugee agency. As is evident from 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, the repression and persistence of the exercise of agency is central to the 

Rohingya experience, and ultimately their decision to leave camps.  

Future research should unmask the intricacies of this relationship between agency and 

smuggling. Further, it should consider seriously the nature of vulnerabilities that escalate risk of 
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smuggling within refugee communities. Special attention must be paid to the experience of 

navigating cross-cutting cleavages for women, who burden most of the risk in refugee camps, 

and enjoy little of the benefits. Care should be taken to explore the relationship between refugee 

need and host country capacity. This paper has focused mostly on maritime smuggling, but 

smuggling occurs over land as well. An inclusive understanding requires we demystify those 

links too.  

 Finally, this paper proposes these few reflections on the path forward. 

For key stakeholders and the government of Bangladesh: if our goal is to protect refugees 

from smugglers, we need to change the cost-benefit analysis undergirding the practice. Policies 

need to be aligned to make staying a viable option, if not an attractive one. Right now, in Cox’s 

Bazar, there is a disjuncture, whereby human security needs are being met with securitized 

responses. This void, in turn, is incentivizing non-state actors to step in to fulfill needs the host 

country won’t. In the long run, these undercurrents render both the state and the refugee more 

vulnerable, not less.  

For practitioners and policy makers: it is imperative we envision an inclusive framework 

of security, especially in the realm of refugee crises. If the safety of the displaced human is our 

priority, we must seek an understanding of smuggling beyond paradigms of criminality. Safety is 

not a zero-sum game. This does not have to be the state versus the refugee. When the lines seem 

blurry, we must remind ourselves: what flavor of security leads someone to put their lives at the 

mercy of the ocean? 

 

*** 
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Over the past six months, I have been in conversation with dozens of individuals who 

identify as Rohingya. Most of them live in Cox’s Bazar, where the days drag on and the nights 

seem endless. Some of them live in Malaysia and Thailand, where, at any given moment in time, 

hope and hopelessness seem counterbalanced in perfect symmetry. A few live in Chicago, where 

the winters are cold, but the summers are full of light. 

Wherever they may be, in whatever condition, our conversations have turned inevitably 

to the topic of home. Frozen in time, Rakhine remains archived in the Rohingya memory. Each 

of these memories are different. The towns are different. The experience of exodus is different. 

The people who helped along the way, or did not, are different.  

By now, we know the following to be true. Until genocide— splashed across the front 

page of every newspaper— detonated the quiet of our living rooms, the Rohingya were a people 

forsaken by the world. We knew what was happening long before it happened, and our 

indifference is indisputable. 

For the Rohingya, the world’s indifference has continued in the aftermath of conflict. In 

the refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, the dispossession is absolute. The food is rationed, the water 

comes in trucks. The huts, made of bamboo and tarpaulin, are built on top of each other, perched 

precariously on hill faces prone to landslides. Almost one million people are fenced in, their 

every movement monitored. The rains bring disease, the huts flood, possessions are destroyed or 

washed away.  

The camp endures real issues, rooted in real deprivations. Babies are born to a world that 

can offer only uncertainty. Children can’t go to schools, teenagers don’t have access to formal 

schooling. Women don’t have enough women-friendly spaces, the elderly don’t get proper 
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healthcare. People want to work, but are unable to. Something as simple as opening a bank 

account is considered an illegal act. The Rohingya, after all, are not citizens of any country. 

When the Rohingya speak about these issues, they are asked to be grateful for what they 

have. They are reminded that Bangladesh offered them safety when no one else would. The 

result? Policy prescriptions for the upper air, far removed from the surface reality. Take, for 

example, Bhasan Char. To address overcrowding, an islet that silted to the surface twenty years 

ago has been touted by the host government as a relocation option. This islet is prone to 

cyclones, remote, disconnected from the mainland, and heavily militarized. Dhaka says the 

Rohingya can rebuild their lives there. The Rohingya say they are afraid. Nowhere in the process 

have the Rohingya been consulted, although it is their children who will be sent away. These 

people once had homes. Now they are suspended in a dark impervious to the light. 

This thesis has shown what world these conditions lead to, what insecurity indifference 

breeds, and what consequences it bears for those who have been stripped of everything. In Cox’s 

Bazar, one million lives have been reduced to objects in dispute. Some of them, now, are risking 

their lives— and their life’s savings— for a chance at a future.  

Time and again, in conversation the same drivers come up. People are leaving to give 

their children a chance. They are leaving for jobs, for the means to support their families. 

Perhaps most of all, the Rohingya are leaving because the darkness of their present is matched 

only by the hopelessness of their future. In Cox’s Bazar, we have created— as a by-product of 

our apathy— a world where smugglers are the good guys. 

Perhaps worst of all, we have cultivated false hope. From the moment the Rohingya 

arrived in Bangladesh, we have told 1 million people there is a way back home. Repatriation has 
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been touted by stakeholders at every level as the only possible outcome. To a large degree, the 

promise of repatriation has modulated much of Bangladesh's response to the Rohingya. 

Increasingly, this seems to be a position based on belief, not evidence. What does repatriation 

mean? Do refugees ever return to patria? Where is home when home wants to kill your children 

and burn down your village? We are three years into negotiations, armed with binders of 

evidence of genocidal intent, and Myanmar still won’t call the Rohingya by name, much less 

guarantee pathways to citizenship. We know where these roads lead. We have seen where these 

roads lead. 

What is the ethics of making this promise we know we cannot keep? Our answer to that 

question is going to define the future of millions for decades to come. Right now, Bangladesh is 

home to at least one million refugees displaced by violence. Over the next few decades, millions 

more— many of them in or around Cox’s Bazar, all of them Bangladeshi by virtue of birth— 

will be displaced by climate change.  As village after village is washed away, as local economies 

crumble, where will they find refuge? Will we continue to segregate humans when the last wave 

hits?  

For the Rohingya, for the local community in Cox’s Bazar, and for the refugees to come, 

another world is possible. But for that to happen, Bangladesh must flip the script. The camps in 

Teknaf and Ukhiya must be envisioned and developed not as transient settlements, but as cities 

with their own formal economy and permanent infrastructure. Here, people must be allowed to 

shape their own futures, and the decisions they take must be supported not just by humanitarian 

agencies, but predominantly by the development ecosystem. Driving development should be an 

intentional centering of the security of humans.  
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But Dhaka can’t do this alone. Internationally, stakeholders must buy into the venture, 

and donors must be mobilized to bear partial expenditure. None of this will be easy. But if this 

project of peace is possible anywhere, it is possible in Bangladesh, where the changing 

environment demands we keep pace. In a few short decades, communities living along the 

country’s coast will have their lives upended by rising sea levels. Many will lose land and 

livelihoods, many more will be internally displaced. If Dhaka can gather the courage, in Ukhiya 

and Teknaf, they too might find their emerald city. 

This new world exists. But to usher it in, we must listen with humility, act with urgency, 

and lead with courage. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Map of Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, showing location of camps in Ukhiya and Teknaf, as well as 
Bhasan Char. Courtesy: Human Rights Watch  
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Phones belonging to the Rohingya being charged in a store at Kutapalong camp. The Rohingya 
who helped with this project charged their phones just like this. Photo: AFP 

 

 

Satellite image of Bhasan Char, where the Bangladesh government wants to relocate some 
Rohingya refugees. Courtesy: Fortify Rights 
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Satellite image of Bhasan Char, where the Bangladesh government wants to relocate some 
refugees. Courtesy: CFR 

 

 

Rohingya migrants swim to collect food supplies dropped by a Thai army helicopter during the 
migrant crisis of 2015. Photo: Christophe Archambault/Agence France-Presse — Getty Image. 
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