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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS THAT ‘THINK’: 
KNOWLEDGE-PRACTICES OF THE ROHINGYA CANADIAN SOCIAL MOVEMENT 

 
 
 
Yuriko Lili Cowper-Smith      Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2021      Dr. Leah Levac 
 
 

     The Rohingya Canadian social movement is becoming well known across the country. 

Its development is remarkable given the obstacles activists face: an extensive history of 

intergenerational state repression in Myanmar, the international community’s 

ambivalence about intervention, and resettlement challenges. Bearing in mind what 

prevailing social movement literature already posits about why and how social 

movements endure, scholarship has yet to fully appreciate how a small community of 

newcomers can create a social movement. Perhaps what needs further exploring — 

missing from dominant social movement theory — is a movement’s intellectual activities. 

Social movement scholarship in political science seldom focuses on the ‘thinking’ aspect 

of movements, preferring to analyze what movements ‘do.’ One recent vein of research 

has conceptualized this activity through the term, ‘knowledge-practices.’ Knowledge-

practices are processes in which knowledge is generated, modified, and mobilized 

(Casas-Cortes, Osterweil, & Powell, 2008). I adopt the knowledge-practices typology 

(della Porta & Pavan, 2017) to analyze a dataset derived from 70 interviews and two 

years of participant observation. The empirical evidence suggests that the Rohingya 

Canadian social movement has developed four types of knowledge-practices, or the ‘in-



house research’ necessary to contend against the genocide in Myanmar and the refugee 

crisis in Bangladesh. It has established an ethos and political vision based on collective 

responsibility, awareness and resolve. The movement has also figured out how to seize 

political opportunities and build coalitions with diverse sectors. Further, participants have 

presented policy options to the government. Finally, the movement has cultivated its 

transmission techniques based on affective solidarity to increase engagement. In other 

words, the movement is writing its ‘how-to’ manual for resolving the genocide and the 

refugee crisis. The implications of these findings are three-fold. First, movements can 

develop and articulate novel interpretations of the world, in this case, genocide in 

Myanmar and a humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. Second, knowledge-practices are 

analytically important because they reflect the movement's inventive brainpower. Third, 

the typology of knowledge-practices is enhanced in four ways. I detail the type of 

foundational beliefs that guide the movement; the crosscutting sectors that make up the 

action network; the courage that political alternatives entail; and the role of affective 

solidarity in transmission techniques. These findings demonstrate that we need to 

continue to wrestle with the ‘thinking’ aspect of movements. 

Keywords:  Rohingya, social movements, knowledge-practices, Canada 
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1 Introduction 

It is ok to not know everything, but it is our responsibility to acquire the knowledge and 
expertise along the way, lower [our] pride, and [be] humble enough to seek for those 
knowledges. When we represent a group of people or a community, it is our moral 
responsibility to be mindful of the impacts of our action to that group or that community. 
If we don't do things right, we are going to screw up and make things worse. So, people, 
let's wake up and make things right if our [only] purpose is for the better cause of our 
community. Everyone has got a role to play and a purpose to live for (Hafsar 
Tameesuddin, Rohingya activist, 2020, Facebook post) 

Academic work on activism and social movements requires some level of political 
investment on our part as scholars. It also requires an acknowledgement of the 
intellectual debts that many of us have to knowledge and theory arising from 
conversations, debates, discussions, dilemmas in the everyday worlds of organizing for 
social change, reconnecting with ideas and action and the importance of 
context/dynamics of institutionalization (Choudry, 2012, p.190).  

Over the past several decades, authoritarian rule based on ethnic and religious 

nationalism solidified successive military juntas’ control over Myanmar to the violent 

exclusion of some minority groups. In particular, the government has severely curtailed 

the rights and enacted violence against the Rohingya community in northeastern 

Rakhine state. The government’s actions have culminated in what is now widely 

recognized as a state-led genocide.1 In the weeks before and following August 25th, 

2017, to escape this genocidal campaign, approximately 742 000 Rohingya people fled 

across the border from Myanmar into Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, joining about 300 000 

people who had already relocated to the area during previous exoduses (UNHCR, 

2020). Over the past three years, this growing Rohingya community has resided in the 

sprawling camps of Kutupalong, Nayapara, and smaller sites, which make up the 

world’s largest refugee settlement (UNHCR, 2020). This refugee settlement represents 

 

1 To be discussed in much further detail throughout the dissertation. 
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a protracted humanitarian crisis due to the lack of physical infrastructure, adequate 

healthcare, education, employment opportunities, and natural hazards (UNHCR, 2020). 

Many of those unable to leave Myanmar were forcibly moved to internally displaced 

persons (IDP) camps in Rakhine state. Beyond the Bangladeshi camps and IDP camps 

in Rakhine state, the Rohingya community has mostly fled to India, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Thailand, Turkey, and countries in Europe and North America.   

The Rohingya diaspora in Canada emigrated from Bangladesh in the mid-2000s, mostly 

as refugees through Canada’s Government Assisted Refugees (GAR) program (ATIP 

request, IRCC, 2019). Between 2006 and 2010, hundreds of Rohingya refugees came 

through the GAR program. As GARs, they became permanent residents on arrival, after 

which government agencies, immigrant services, and families offered further support for 

resettlement (CIC, 2011). More recently, Rohingya refugees have arrived mainly from 

Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, and Manus Island (observation notes, 2019). 

Since their arrival, this small group of people has been tirelessly rebuilding what they 

lost in Myanmar. The majority of these families made homes in Kitchener-Waterloo, 

Ontario, where they established themselves as many other newcomer communities do  

— by learning English, finding work, enrolling in educational programs, and growing 

their families. As immigrants, they have been exercising their access and rights to 

housing, healthcare, education, marriage, cultural and religious practice, and myriad 

other rights that were previously forcibly denied. The community has also been actively 

advocating for international justice and accountability concerning the genocide in 
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Myanmar and the resulting humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. Centred in the Kitchener-

Waterloo area, community members established several grassroots organizations, such 

as the Canadian Burmese Rohingya Organization, the Rohingya Association of 

Canada, and the Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative.2 These organizations 

participate in advocacy, awareness-building, and lobbying, often intending to encourage 

the Canadian government to acknowledge and respond to the genocide carried out by 

the Burmese3 state. Additionally, starting in June 2015, Rohingya youth in Kitchener-

Waterloo co-created a play with InnerSpeak media entitled I Am Rohingya, which 

eventually became a widely recognized, award-winning documentary of the same 

name.4  

Over time, the Rohingya social movement has grown and gained traction across 

Canada. By establishing an ethos and political vision, solidifying their roles as experts 

and spokespeople, building local and international coalitions, presenting policy options, 

and developing and refining their techniques for increasing engagement, participants in 

the movement have raised the profile of the genocide and humanitarian crisis. These 

activities indicate that there is currently a robust social movement around these two 

tragic situations.   

 

2 The Rohingya Human Rights Network is based in Ottawa with members across the country. 
3 I use Burma and Myanmar interchangeably throughout this dissertation. Burma is the country’s 
colonial name, used by its former colonizer, Britain, when Burma was a province of colonized 
India. Burma was changed to Myanmar by the ruling military junta in 1989, to transition from a 
colonial name to an indigenous name. However, many oppose the name change as it was a 
decision of an unelected military regime. 
4 To be discussed in further detail throughout the dissertation. 
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The movement’s development is remarkable, given the community’s innumerable 

obstacles to activism, namely stemming from the conditions in their country of origin, the 

international community’s ambivalence about intervention, and resettlement 

challenges.5 Bearing in mind what the prevailing social movement literature posits as 

reasons for why social movements emerge and endure, we have yet to explain how a 

small community of recent immigrants with few material resources, who has an 

extensive history of intergenerational state repression and extreme oppression in their 

home country, can create a widespread social movement.  

Perhaps this is because — missing from dominant social movement theory — is the 

recognition that participants often heavily engage in intellectually taxing activities. 

Indeed, as integral to the operation of movements as knowledge-creation may seem, 

social movement literature in political science has generally been slow to focus on this 

dimension. In the 1990s, Eyerman and Jamison underscored the fact that past 

researchers looked at a social movement as “what it does and how it does it, not what 

its members think and why they think the ideas that they do” (1991, p. 46). Putting it 

otherwise, Casas-Cortés, Osterweil and Powell (2008) have indicated that “the field of 

social movement studies has largely neglected [movement knowledge] as an area 

worthy of description and exploration in its own right” (p. 44). More recently, della Porta 

and Pavan (2017) noted that “…empirical research on social movements has focused 

on their modus operandi through protest, but left others of their activities understudied” 

 

5 To be discussed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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(p. 303). These authors highlight that in political science, social movement scholarship 

focuses more on what movements ‘do,’ but these authors suggest that equally important 

to analyze is their intellectual dimension. There is a shortage of social movement theory 

regarding movement participants’ role as knowledge producers and knowledge-creation 

as a social movement activity of central importance (della Porta & Pavan, 2017).  

1.1 Knowledge-creation 

Some scholars have conceptualized knowledge-creation in movements. For Eyerman & 

Jamison (1991), social movements can be “a fundamental determinant of human 

knowledge” (pp. 48-49).  Or as Conway (2007) states, “through their everyday practices 

of survival, resistance, and solidarity, progressive social movements are producing new 

and distinct knowledges about the world as it is and as it might be, and how to produce 

conditions of possibility of other possible futures” (p. 1). These scholars underline and 

study the cognitive aspects of movements. 

In 2008, Casas-Cortés, Osterweil, and Powell revived this conversation, contending that 

the knowledge formed by movements is “embedded in and embodied through lived, 

place-based experiences, offer[ing] different kinds of answers than more abstract 

knowledge... situated and embodied, rather than supposedly neutral and distanced” (pp. 

42-43). For them, knowledge constitutes, “experiences, stories, ideologies, and claims 

to various forms of expertise that define how social actors come to know and inhabit the 

world” (Casas-Cortés et al., 2008, p. 27). They maintain that knowledge can be 

considered dynamic and living, rather than solely static and abstract (Ibid, 2008). More 

recently, della Porta and Pavan (2017) have asserted that knowledge-production and 
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transmission are not unintentional activities of movements. Instead, they are “long-term, 

dynamic, reflexive, and conflictual self-definition[al]” pursuits (p. 302). della Porta and 

Pavan (2017) argue that recognizing the specific role of movements as knowledge-

producers represents a necessary step toward fully grappling with the creative forces 

behind social movements (p. 3). Furthermore, Hall (2009) points out that, “…without an 

understanding of the role of learning and knowledge-creation, I contend that it is very 

difficult indeed to explain the power and potential, which social movements represent” 

(pp. 46-47). In general, della Porta and Pavan (2017) show that an understanding of 

social movements’ intellectual strengths is just as critical as analyzing how movements 

seize structural opportunities and how they build repertoires of contention.6  

1.2 Knowledge-practices 

As Pavan and Felicetti (2019) argue, “as much as movement actors enact repertoires of 

protest, they also enact ‘repertoires of knowledge practices’” (p. 3). In linking thought 

and action, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) introduced the idea of “cognitive-praxis” to 

this field. By cognitive-praxis, the authors refer to “the linguistically mediated, 

intersubjective process through which actors establish their interpersonal relations and 

coordinate their action, through negotiating definitions of the situation (norms) and 

coming to an agreement” (Cohen 1985, p. 707 in Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 48). In 

other words, by identifying and articulating their cause, and through the course of 

 

6Tilly (1968) states that repertoires of contention are the “whole set of means [that a group] has 
for making claims of different types on different individuals” (p. 4). The concept of repertoires of 
contention supports identifying and making sense of claims-making routines that are used by a 
group of people.  
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action, movement participants determine their roles and further refine what actions to 

take. Thus, cognitive-praxis is the contextualized knowledge produced in and through 

the course of activism, informed by a reflexive consciousness (Eyerman & Jamison, 

1991). A new vein of research has studied the ‘thinking’ aspect of movements through 

the notion of knowledge-practices. Building on the conception of knowledge presented 

above, Casas-Cortes et al. (2008) define knowledge-practices as sites within social 

movements where knowledge is generated, modified, and mobilized (p. 20). Chauhan 

(2015) defines knowledge-practices as “concrete activities in the day-to-day being of a 

movement. They can be identified and studied by focussing on the production of texts, 

images and media, strategies and tactics and events — protests, marches, meetings 

and direct actions” (p. 182). For della Porta and Pavan (2017), knowledge-practices 

encompass, 

the set of practices that foster the coordination of disconnected, local, and highly 
personal experiences and rationalities within a shared cognitive system able to 
provide movements and their supporters with a common orientation for making 
claims and acting collectively to produce social, political, and cultural changes (p. 
297).  

In other words, this term describes how movements develop knowledge and expertise 

to challenge dominant truths (p. 298). della Porta and Pavan’s (2017) typology of 

knowledge-practices includes four categories: knowledge-practices of collective self, 

political alternatives, the action network, and transmission. Knowledge-practices of 

collective self refer to how individual experiences and thought processes join into a 

larger, collective whole like an ethos, also termed “cosmology” by Eyerman and 

Jamison (1991). This first practice involves “the vision that grounds a collective 
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endeavor as well as the envisaged or actual practices that transform this vision into 

reality” (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019, pp. 3-4). The knowledge-practice of the action network 

refers to the infrastructure created and used for circulating information. Next, 

knowledge-practices of political alternatives encompass the options for change that 

activists put forward as policy alternatives to counter the status quo. Finally, the 

knowledge-practices of transmission are how activists make the “alternative values and 

visions that can animate people” widely known (Crowther & Lucio-Villegas, p. 66 in della 

Porta & Pavan, 2017, pp. 306-308). In other words, knowledge-practices highlight the 

ethos and visions of the movement at hand, the expertise possessed by activists and 

supporters, and the tools used by the movement’s actors in seeking the desired political 

change. In short, knowledge-practices are important social mechanisms that uphold the 

operations of a movement.  

1.3 The Rohingya social movement in Canada 

Importantly, for this dissertation, the abovementioned activities conducted by the 

Rohingya social movement are related to how it has developed new knowledge about 

an issue and how to resolve it. This case is particularly imperative to study from the 

perspective of knowledge-creation because of the materialization of the movement 

itself, the new opportunities and coalitions it has seized, and the articulation and 

presentation of political alternatives in this country — valuable information that did not 

previously exist in this format. It is a fitting case to investigate the importance of 

knowledge-creation in movements, since it is a newly formed and emerging movement. 

It offers a way to explore how activists and supporters reflected on their values and 
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goals, how they have connected with people, the solutions they formulated for 

government, and their attempts to engage others to support the cause. Furthermore, the 

relevance of this case is based on the principle that without taking movement-generated 

knowledge into account, not only are we failing to fully understand how movements 

function, but we are also missing vital theoretical insights into how a small, mostly 

unrepresented, disenfranchised diaspora group can intervene in world politics. In other 

words, movements’ intellectual activities are crucial to study because we cannot fully 

understand how they build visions, seize opportunities, build coalitions, create 

alternative solutions to problems, and transmit those solutions without understanding 

how they develop the fundamental knowledge necessary for participation, in the first 

place. Indeed, while many social movement studies focus on the outcomes of 

movements and their effects, the internal mechanisms of movements, particularly 

around how members cultivate a knowledge-base and how to use it, remain poorly 

understood. This gap in the literature, and the lack of empirical cases of diaspora-led 

movements in political science, presents an opportunity to better understand 

knowledge-creation. Using a typology of knowledge-practices to examine a current 

social movement, we gain an in-depth understanding of the critical social mechanisms 

underpinning a diaspora-led movement against genocide and a humanitarian crisis 

involving a large disenfranchised population.  

1.4 The questions 

Stemming logically from the gap above, the central research question is, how was a 

small, persecuted, newly-formed diaspora group able to construct a recognized social 
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movement in Canada? I adopt the typology of knowledge-practices put forward by della 

Porta and Pavan (2017) to analyze a dataset of findings from interviews with social 

movement participants (n=70) and participant observation across cities in Ontario. My 

central claim is that, by showing how a movement develops its own ‘in-house research,’ 

I underline the social movement’s capacity to reveal the refugee crisis and genocide. 

There are four parts to this central claim. 

First, the movement has built knowledge-practices of the collective self, which entail its 

ethos and political visions. The knowledge-practices of collective self are brought forth 

through activists’ lived experiences as stateless genocide survivors and as diaspora in 

Canada. Three themes run through the knowledge-practices of collective self in terms of 

the ethos of the movement: activists’ sense of responsibility towards communities 

remaining in Bangladesh and Myanmar, their awareness of their positionalities and 

geopolitical realities in Canada and abroad, and their resolve towards helping the 

Rohingya community in Bangladesh and Rakhine state. Regarding the political visions, 

activists’ interpretations of the geopolitical realities in Myanmar, their experience with 

trying to convince the international community to intervene in the crisis, and the types of 

opportunities for activism in the Canadian context feed into the goals of the movement. 

The movement’s interpretation of the Burmese, international, and Canadian contexts is 

bundled into the political vision of the movement to bring recognition of the crisis to the 

Canadian public, and in doing so, to reinstate the human rights and citizenship of 

Rohingya people in Myanmar. 
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Second, throughout the movement’s development, participants have nurtured and 

refined their knowledge-practices related to the action network. The action network is 

the relational infrastructure developed to actualize the movement’s alternative 

epistemologies (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). In this vein, movement participants have 

learned how to seize political opportunities and broaden their webs of support to include 

diverse sectors that cut across Canadian society.  

Next, in understanding the possibilities for action, the movement has developed political 

alternatives to the status quo, including changing the public and political perception of 

the atrocities, from inter-communal conflict, to genocide. The status quo entails 

avoidance of the use of the term genocide,7 a perception of the image of Aung San Suu 

Kyi as a beacon of democratic hope against an autocratic regime, a lack of 

acknowledgment of the gendered dimensions of the conflict, and the reticence of the 

international community in employing international law as a means toward 

accountability. In turn, the movement has used the terminology of genocide; dismantled 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation in Canada; offered heightened recognition of the 

gendered aspects of the genocide; and, pushed for Canada to invoke the Convention 

on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (the Genocide Convention) 

concerning the situation in Myanmar, and take Myanmar to the International Court of 

Justice (ICJ).  

 

7 As will be discussed in Chapter 7, until the House of Commons and Senate endorsed the 
findings of the IIFFMM report, the atrocities were largely perceived as inter-communal violence 
or ethnic cleansing.  
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Finally, regarding knowledge-practices of transmission, or how knowledge is conveyed 

“within and outside collective endeavors” (della Porta & Pavan, 2017), the movement 

has learned how to incorporate affective solidarity (Johnson, 2019) into its messaging. 

The movement transmits the vision and the political alternatives in a manner that 

profoundly resonates with its members, the public, and compels people to act. By 

developing the knowledge-practice of transmission around affective solidarity (Johnson, 

2019), the movement has drawn in new supporters and created future actions.  

1.5 The layout 

This dissertation consists of eight chapters, which combined make a four-fold argument 

about the centrality of knowledge-practices as a function of movements. Following this 

introductory chapter, Chapter 2 reviews the different approaches to social movements. 

In line with scholars who adopt knowledge-practices, I argue that a cultural approach to 

studying movements is most applicable to this research. I add to the cultural approach 

by applying della Porta and Pavan’s (2017) typology of knowledge-practices to a 

contemporary study of a diaspora-led movement. This reconceptualized approach to 

studying movements is ultimately an improvement of the typology put forward by della 

Porta and Pavan (2017) because it reinforces its utility, expands its reach, and refines 

what the typology encapsulates. I refine the typology and speak back to the literature in 

the following four ways. First, I provide a specific explanation of the types of 

foundational beliefs that guide the movement. Second, I show how movement 

participants engaged with people from cross-cutting sectors, bridging the public-private 

divide. Third, I underline that the formulation of political alternatives entails a brave 
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political act. Fourth, I explain how affective solidarity is embedded in transmission 

techniques. Ultimately, by revealing how knowledge-practices are integral to 

movements, this chapter uncovers the gap in movement scholarship and contributes to 

resolving it by adding to della Porta and Pavan’s (2017) typology. Chapter 3 describes 

my epistemology, methodology, and methods, and I discuss why this research topic 

benefits from my perspective. I advance the idea that community-engaged research 

(CER) is advantageous for this type of study because immersion in an emerging 

movement supports a rich understanding the development of its social mechanisms. 

Chapter 4 answers the question, what are the international and local contexts of the 

Canadian-Rohingya social movement? This chapter provides a historical overview of 

Rohingyas in Myanmar, the refugee situation in Bangladesh, and the international 

community’s current climate. These details provide crucial context for understanding the 

injustices currently targeted by the movement and from which the movement has 

emerged. Chapter 5 answers the question, does the Rohingya social movement in 

Canada engage in knowledge-practices of collective self, and if so, what are they, and 

what role do they play? It highlights the significance of knowledge-practices around the 

collective self, generated by Rohingya activists in Canada. As noted above, I argue in 

this chapter that knowledge-practices of collective self are crucial social mechanisms 

that support the movement’s work in Canada because they are the mechanism by 

which the ethos and the political vision are generated. Chapter 6 answers the question, 

has the Rohingya social movement built organizational structures, and if so, for what 

purpose? The chapter addresses knowledge-practices related to the action network as 
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employed by the Rohingya social movement in Canada. I contend that activists 

established and refined the movement’s knowledge-practices of the action network by 

learning how to identify and seize political opportunities and diversify its supporter-base 

to build access and resources. Following an analysis of the movement’s practices of the 

action network, Chapter 7 answers the question, does the Rohingya social movement in 

Canada put forward alternatives for understanding the situation in Rakhine State as a 

part of their advocacy? The chapter addresses knowledge-practices of political 

alternatives. As touched upon earlier, the movement has put forward a different 

interpretation of the widespread description of the atrocities against Rohingyas in 

Myanmar, calling it a genocide. Movement participants have been instrumental in this 

regard by using the terminology of genocide in their activism, dismantling Aung San Suu 

Kyi’s reputation in Canada; offering a heightened recognition of the gendered aspects of 

the genocide; and by pressuring Canada to invoke the Convention on the Prevention 

and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (Genocide Convention) concerning the 

situation in Myanmar, in order to make a case in front of the ICJ. Chapter 8 answers the 

question, how does the Rohingya social movement convey its ethos, visions, and 

alternatives? I argue that the movement has developed knowledge-practices around 

transmission that involve affective solidarity (Johnson, 2019). Activists have astutely 

recognized that the use of affective solidarity in its messaging is a way to sustain the 

movement. This transmission technique resonates with people on an emotional level 

while also provoking action, drawing new people into the cause, and impelling future 

action.  
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2 Cultural approaches to social movement theory and the 
importance of knowledge-practices 

In the realm of academic knowledge production, original, single authorship is highly 
valued, which can contribute to a tendency to fail to acknowledge the intellectual 
contributions of activism, or to recognize the lineages of ideas and theories that have 
been forged in struggles largely outside of universities, often incrementally, collectively, 
informally, and sometimes incidentally (Choudry, 2012, p. 177).  

Without new visions, we don’t know what to build, only what to knock down. We not only 
end up confused, rudderless, and cynical, but we forget that making a revolution is not a 
series of clever maneuvers and tactics, but a process that can and must transform us 
(Kelley, 2002, p.14).  

2.1 Introduction  

As stated in Chapter 1, the main question guiding this research was: How was a small, 

persecuted, newly formed diaspora group able to construct a recognized social 

movement in Canada? I argue that the Rohingya social movement in Canada is actively 

developing and employing knowledge-practices to counter the genocide that their 

people face in Myanmar and the humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. Indeed, my 

research reveals the importance of the underlying social mechanisms of knowledge-

practices that the Rohingya social movement uses to operate in the Canadian context. 

By showing how a movement develops its own ‘in-house research,’ I underline the 

social movement’s capacity to reveal the genocide and humanitarian crisis. To make 

this case, I situate my work in the cultural approaches to social movements. This 

chapter argues for the importance of two things: recognizing the gap in cultural 

approaches to social movements and why applying the knowledge-practices typology to 

this case contributes to filling this gap. 
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This chapter begins with an overview of the different approaches to studying social 

movements in political science. As noted above, social movement theories are a natural 

fit for this research because they illuminate the conditions and tools by which they function 

and accomplish their goals. The critical insights and strengths of social movement 

scholarship include theories on the opportunities for engaging with the state, and on the 

means of mobilization such as coalitions, networks, and resources. To date, scholars of 

social movement theory have mostly focused on opportunity structures (McAdam, 1982; 

Meyer, 1993, 2002, 2004; Tarrow, 1996), resources (McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1988), 

and framing strategies (Snow et al., 1986). Following this discussion, I elaborate on the 

knowledge-practices literature (Casa-Cortes et al., 2008; della Porta & Pavan, 2017; 

Pavan & Felicetti, 2019. Here, I also address my conceptual framework, which builds on 

the framework put forward by della Porta & Pavan (2017): knowledge-practices of 

collective self (i.e., ethos and political visions), action network (i.e., political opportunities 

and diverse coalitions), political alternatives (i.e., genocide determination), and 

transmission (i.e., affective solidarity-based messaging).  

2.2 Social movement theory in political science 

As noted above, academics have developed many theoretical approaches to study 

social movements (Giugni, McAdam, & Tilly, 1999; Lichbach & Zuckerman, 2009). The 

main theoretical approaches include political process theory (Meyer, 1993, 2002, 2003, 

2004; Tarrow, 1996), resource mobilization theory (McAdam, McCarthy & Zald, 1988), 

and framing theory (Snow et al., 1986). These theoretical lenses (structuralist, rationalist 

and culturalist) are evidence of various philosophies and developments among scholars 
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focused on different social movements over time. These debates between structuralists, 

rationalists, and culturalists in comparative politics and the subfield of social movements 

are ongoing, providing proponents and detractors of each approach with the impetus to 

continue contributing to the field (Lichbach & Zuckerman, 2009). Thus, this review will 

cover structural approaches (which include political process and political opportunity 

structures), rationality approaches (which include resource mobilization theory), and 

cultural approaches (which include framing) to social movements.  

Guigni, McAdam, and Tilly (1999) have defined social movements as, 

sustained claim-making interaction among three defining parties—power holders, 
participants, subject population—plus any other parties that involve themselves 
in the interaction… a sustained challenge to power holders in the name of a 
population living under the jurisdiction of those power holders by means of 
repeated public displays of that population's worthiness, unity, numbers, and 
commitment (pp. 258-260).  

Tarrow (1998) defines social movements as “collective challenges based on common 

purposes, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities” (p. 4). Meyer 

(2003) outlines that, in addition to Tarrow’s (1998) definition, a social movement is 

larger than any one particular event, and the movement interfaces with mainstream 

politics in some manner. This broader definition resonates with the activism I have 

documented in my research. However, in the 1990s, Eyerman and Jamison 

underscored that historically, a social movement was viewed by researchers as “what it 

does and how it does it, not what its members think and why they think the ideas that 

they do” (1991, p. 46). Now, a growing minority in social movement studies call for a 

necessary epistemological shift where, rather than being an object of study, social 
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movements start to be seen as a subject (Casas-Cortes et al., 2008). According to this 

recent line of thinking, social movements are considered to be knowledge producers in 

which participants develop complex interpretations of themselves and reality. For 

Eyerman and Jamison (1991), a social movement produces culturally and socially 

specific knowledge (i.e., cognition) in the form of practice (i.e., praxis). The definition of 

social movements with this added nuance aligns more closely with my analysis. The 

debates elaborated upon below elucidate how I came to utilize this definition of social 

movements, and why I couch my study in the cultural debates of social movement 

theory. 

2.2.1 Structural approaches: Political opportunity structures 

In the 1960s, structuralist approaches gained traction in the Western canon’s studies of 

social movements (Evans, Rueschemeyer, & Skocpol, 1985; Migdal, 2001; Moore, 

1968; Skocpol, 1979, 1992). During this period, structural explanations of political 

behaviour were dominant, in studies of social movements, and more broadly in the 

discipline. Scholars in this vein focused on studying how structures shape human 

behaviour. These researchers understood that macro-level explanatory variables, 

usually at the state-level, determined the emergence of collective action. This legacy 

evolved into the political process approach, otherwise known as the political opportunity 

structure theory (POS) (McAdam et al., 1996; Meyer, 1993, 2002, 2003, 2004; Meyer & 

Tarrow, 1998; Meyer & Imig, 1993; Sawyers & Meyer, 1999; Tarrow, 1996, 2012; Tilly & 

Tarrow, 2015). Today, POS is one of the most well-known and well-used theories 

involving social movements. Its body of literature focuses on state-based political 
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openings that facilitate mobilization. More specifically, POS theory has been described 

as encompassing the “consistent but not necessarily formal, permanent, or national 

signals to social or political actors which either encourage or discourage them to use 

their internal resources to form social movements” (Tarrow, 1996, p. 54).  For scholars 

who embrace this approach, the POS is often considered to be an independent variable 

of central importance used to explain movement emergence (Però, 2008). This 

approach's main assertion is that collective action's potential depends on “the degree of 

openness of the political system” (Ataç, Rygiel, & Stierl 2017, p. 536). In other words, 

the POS literature recognizes the importance of the political system in affecting the 

chances of social movements. POS and threats either galvanize or limit people's ability 

to engage in collective action (Tarrow, 2011). Thus, POS theory posits that social 

movements emerge primarily because of favourable POS. The theory, which was 

synthesized by McAdam (1996, p. 27), highlights its main features as including: 

1. The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system  

2. The stability or instability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically 

undergird a polity  

3. The presence of elite allies  

4. The state’s capacity and propensity for repression 

Typically, researchers use these broad structural features of states to comparatively 

explain differences in mobilization across countries and over time (McAdam, McCarthy, 

& Zald, 1996; Tarrow, 1996, 1998; Tilly, 1978). As such, POS theory has furthered the 

institutionally-focused side of the debate in the literature by stressing that collective 
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action cannot be “a phenomenon sui generis detached from what goes on in the realm 

of institutional politics” (Giugni, 2009, p. 365).  

Some scholars who study diaspora or migrant activism have incorporated POS theory in 

their analyses. Several scholars have examined the relationship between the degree of 

openness of the political system in the host country and immigrant communities' political 

activism (Ahmadov & Sasse, 2015, 2016; Lyons & Mandaville, 2012; Riaño-Alcalá & 

Goldring, 2014). The literature establishes that the POS of the migrant-receiving state 

enhances or limits the opportunities for, and format of, political engagement, both locally 

and abroad. The relevant scholarship also indicates that the POS of the migrant-

receiving country can shape the needs and goals of migrants’ movements (Adamson, 

2013, 2018; Guarzino, 2003; Ireland, 1994; Koinova, 2011, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2018; 

Riaño-Alcalá & Goldring, 2014). Some scholars have worked on expanding the 

definition of POS beyond “the institutional and policy apparatus of the receiving society” 

(Però & Solomos, 2010, p. 9). For instance, Guarnizo et al. (2003) find that a favorable 

reception context increases migrants’ inclination to engage in social movements. Or, in 

another example, Riaño-Alcalá and Goldring (2014) write that “the context of settlement 

presents specific opportunities and challenges to local and transnational community 

organizing” (p. 110). In migrant-receiving countries, factors that influence the possibility 

of social movements are numerous, and include: the legal status granted to migrants, 

the transferability of qualifications, access to training and social welfare, education, 

freedom of movement, the state of the job market, and economic stability (Landlot & 

Goldring, 2010; Riaño-Alcalá & Goldring, 2014). Illustratively, Riaño-Alcalá and Goldring 
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(2014) show that solidarity practices and specific demographic and institutional 

characteristics might facilitate opening POS in migrant-receiving or sending states. 

Conversely, apparent shortages of POS can hamper groups' ability to organize (Reiter, 

2013).  

The literature further demonstrates that the context of both the receiving state and the 

sending state shape the possibilities for migrant-led social movements (Banki, 2006, 

2009; Bulut, 2006; Goldring & Krishnamurti, 2007; Koopmans, 2004; Landlot & 

Goldring, 2010; Østergaard-Nielsen, 2012; Però & Solomos, 2010; Riaño-Alcalá & 

Goldring, 2014). Però and Solomos (2010) argue that POS needs to be broadened to 

encompass transnational social movements because a country of origin's geopolitics 

influences groups' ability to participate in them. For instance, according to Østergaard-

Nielsen (2003), POS is not solely based on the receiving state's geographic territory. 

She argues for a rethinking of POS in transnational terms to reflect more adequately the 

transnational spaces inhabited by migrants at different political levels. Consequently, for 

some activists, the POS affecting their mobilization is not necessarily limited to those 

found in the receiving country. One must also account for contextual factors related to 

the sending state. Chaudhary and Moss (2016, 2019) suggest what they call a triadic 

POS approach, which unpacks how different political contexts shape immigrants’ 

political activities, including those of their places of origin. According to these two 

researchers, by emphasizing the embeddedness of transnational politics in multiple 

POSs, it becomes possible to analyze and explain variation across social movements in 

a more nuanced way — in terms of both the levels and types of political activities 
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immigrants engage in, vis-à-vis homeland politics. Quinsaat (2013) makes a similar 

point, remarking that an analysis of social movements must consider the political 

systems and contexts in both the country of origin and that of settlement. The study 

must account for the interaction between these structural constraints and opportunities 

to understand migrants’ actions. She writes that,  

[There are] two dimensions of political opportunity that should be examined: (1) 
stable domestic structures such as regime type and system of government, and 
(2) issue or group-specific opportunities such as immigration and integration 
systems in the host state and the sending states' policies to their former citizens 
overseas. Issues pertaining to the nature of regimes are paramount for migrants' 
transnational mobilization since incentives and constraints originate from the 
polity in their host country, often democratic, but the target of their actions is their 
homeland government, most likely authoritarian (Quinsaat, 2013, p. 955).  

These authors demonstrate that diaspora-led social movements cannot be 

comprehensively understood by analyzing just one institutional context. Social 

movement emergence can be depicted more accurately by broadening POS theory to 

include a transnational component. However, della Porta and Diani (1999) write that, “it 

is important … to remember that collective action does not spring automatically from 

structural tensions [or from structural changes in general]” (p. 57). Indeed, when looking 

to the few scholars who have used social movement theory, including POS, to help 

explain migrant or diaspora-led movements, it is useful to keep in mind that mobilization 

does not materialize in a “vacuum” defined only by structural openings. Indeed, 

Goodwin, Jasper, and Khattra (1999), describe the structural bias in political process 

theory as a ‘snarling vine’.  
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2.2.2 Rational choice: Resource mobilization theory 

Resource mobilization theory (RMT), informed by rational choice theory, was developed 

in response to structural accounts of social movements. Researchers wanted to look 

beyond the state to analyze the behaviour of individuals for explanations (Strijbis, 2015). 

To better understand social movement emergence and sustainability, the RMT 

perspective, inspired by microeconomics, proliferated in the United States (Olson, 

1965). Instead of conducting case studies of specific movements that have already 

happened —  as most POS-centered studies often adopt as a method  —  Olson (1965) 

focused on the ahistorical, universal, micro-foundations of collective action, drawing on 

the economics-based tenets of individual rationality, self-interest, and incentives. RMT 

continues to address some of the gaps of POS by focusing on people’s independent 

abilities to mobilize the resources necessary for collective action. Along these lines, 

McCarthy and Zald (1977, 1979) studied the resources amassed by people who engage 

in movements arguing that expanded personal resources, the professionalization of 

groups, and financial support available to movement participants are essential 

ingredients of a social movement. Indeed, according to RMT, participants and the 

organizations they create should be considered integral to explaining social movement 

emergence and sustainability, particularly regarding movements’ ability to gather 

resources and organize into associations (Horn, 2013). 

One assumption in RMT — a remnant of rational choice thinking — is that people base 

their decisions on a cost-benefit analysis when thinking about joining movements, 

participating in campaigns, and recruiting others to the cause. In this view, potential 
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participants weigh the costs and benefits of joining a cause, and they join when the 

perceived benefits outweigh the perceived costs (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Zald & 

McCarthy, 1979). Therefore, in a worldview informed by RMT, social movements are 

essentially regarded as a combination of individuals who create organizations that 

succeed or fail based on their ability to incentivize other rationally-driven people to join. 

According to RMT, social movement organizations (SMO) help people participate in the 

political system more effectively than other organizations. Social movements, which 

include groups customarily denied access to institutional political channels, use the 

movement to exact policy change (Diani & McAdam, 2003, p. 4). Thus, social 

movements represent one option among alternative lobbying methods that a person can 

choose to influence a political system (Diani & McAdam, 2003). This framework offers 

many insights into the emergence of social movements that structural accounts cannot 

provide by focusing on individual-level attributes and how people organize their 

resources, information, and networks.  

However, Touraine (1985) contends that RMT leans too far into the study of strategies, 

making it seem like “actors [are] defined by their goals and not by the social 

relationships and especially power relationships in which they are involved” (p. 779). He 

makes the serious point that social movements must be analyzed from other angles.  

2.2.3 Cultural turn: Constructivism and framing 

Cultural approaches help address the gaps and assumptions of RMT-based studies by 

looking at movements' cognitive and discursive aspects. This cultural turn in social 

sciences accompanied a shift towards emphasizing the aspects of movements not 
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addressed by previous approaches (Johnston & Klandermans, 1995; Ross, 2009). 

Taking the focus away from rational-choice, resources, and formal organizations, 

cultural and constructivist approaches began to propagate in the European and North 

American social sciences in the 1980s. Cultural approaches emphasize the values that 

human beings attribute to social reality (Ross, 2009). This turn has accompanied a 

renewed interest among movement scholars in the meaning-making and framing of 

collective action. Cultural approaches can be useful for “[helping] one to rediscover 

social actors where they have been buried beneath either structural Marxist or 

rationalist theories of strategies and decisions” (Touraine, 1985, p. 782). 

Although culture is defined and operationalized in a panoply of ways in social 

movements, Lichbach and Zuckerman (2009) point out that culturalists generally cite 

the need to explain phenomena by highlighting cultural processes such as collective 

identity (Hall, 1996; Melucci, 1996), cognitive praxis (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991), and 

frame alignment (Snow et al., 1986). Scholars put forward these concepts to better 

understand social movements' social mechanisms that support their functioning that 

cannot be explained by structural or resource-based approaches. In contrast to state-

centred or resource-centred explanations, cultural approaches investigate the “relational 

field,” which is defined as the “complex set of relationships among the movement, 

counter-movements, allied movements, varied elites, various state authorities, and 

various publics as well as the economic, international, and ideological milieu in which 

these actors work to influence each other” (Goldstone, 2004, p. 361).  
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Within the realm of cultural approaches, some researchers have turned to study 

ideology, commitment, and values to understand identity and group solidarity (Cohen, 

1985). To elucidate the processes that undergird contemporary social movements, 

cultural studies have focused on analyzing culture, meaning-making, and identity in 

social movement studies (Wieviorka, 2005, 2012). The prevailing sentiment here might 

be best captured by Melucci (1989, 1992), who saw social movements as sites for 

negotiating collective identities. In considering this line of thinking, it is also useful to 

explore the research of Klandermans (1984), who analyzed the process through which 

individuals come to participate in social movement activities. Klandermans’ (1992) 

emphasis on the social construction of protest converged with that of Snow and Benford 

(2000), who focused on the ‘framing’ of collective action when studying movement 

discourse. According to this perspective, social movement participants make sense of 

reality through ‘the politics of signification’ and ‘semiotic practices’8 (Storey, 2010; 

Wedeen, 2002). Framing simplifies a given social issue's complexity, supporting and 

perhaps accelerating change (Tarrow, 2011). According to framing theory, a group 

discursively negotiates a frame for collective action, which gives substantive meaning to 

an event or situation. Framing legitimizes a narrative around an incident or situation and 

galvanizes people to mobilize toward a resolution. Framing is compelling because it 

creates a narrative of blame or causality and defines the key participants or 

 

8 For Wedeen (2002), semiotic practices refer to “the processes of meaning-making in which 
agents’ practices (e.g., their work habits, self-policing strategies, and leisure patterns) interact 
with their language and other symbolic systems” (p. 713). 
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stakeholders and detractors in the storyline. These processes lead to the definition of a 

common cause that guides action and brings more members into the movement at hand 

(Horn, 2013). In this way, the interests, beliefs, and values aroused by a given narrative 

are packaged together to become congruent with the movement's activities, ideas, and 

goals (Benford, 1993; Benford & Snow, 2000; Cress & Snow, 2000; Snow, Burke, 

Rocford, Worden, & Benford, 1986).9 For instance, Cress and Snow (2000) look at how 

framing impacted the outcomes of 15 homeless social movement organizations in eight 

American cities. Frame analysis thus identifies how mobilization occurs, how resources 

are acquired, and how tactics and targets are selected. Terms commonly used in frame 

analysis to describe those who create frames include “social movement entrepreneur” 

(McCarthy & Zald, 1977) and “movement strategist” (Ganz, 2010). These are labels 

identified in scholarship as those in social movements who do framing work. In 

summary, framing is one approach that moves beyond structural and resource-based 

accounts of social movements.  

In summary, by understanding how movements use frames, and how frames mobilize 

people, cultural approaches fill a gap left by the other theoretical frameworks available 

to social movement theorists (Diani & McAdam, 2003; Goldstone, 2004).  

 

9 See Bailey (2009), Chen, (2018), and Mešić (2016), for recent examples of framing in 
movements. 

 



 

 

 

28 

2.2.4 Shortcomings of the cultural approach 

As laid out above, cultural approaches to movements have emphasized the importance 

of cultural and social mechanisms such as identity-building, meaning-making and 

framing. Cultural approaches to social movements highlight the significance of values, 

beliefs, identity, and meaning-making in understanding movements; this approach to 

movements is a fitting candidate to include in-depth, empirical analyses of knowledge-

practices.  

Despite cultural approaches’ ability to overcome limitations and gaps in structural or 

rational explanations of movements, several shortcomings still exist in the current 

literature on meaning-making, identity-construction and framing. First, Eckstein et al. 

(1998) point out that although cultural approaches have been used to bring together the 

structural and agentic aspects of movements, the methodology used to uncover culture 

lends itself to “see[ing] culture as a static, unchanging phenomenon marked by fixed 

beliefs and unalterable practices” (Eckstein et al., 1998 in Ross, 2009, p. 156). The 

current cultural approaches do not fully capture how culture is produced internally to 

produce change. Second, as indicated earlier, frame alignment literature discusses the 

strategic mobilization of specific packages of meaning over others. Still, in doing so, this 

approach treats meaning-making as a resource in a manner similar to that of RMT. As 

D’Anjou and Van Male (1998) note, the functional view of culture as a “toolkit or a pool 

of resources” has often relegated the content of and visions transmitted by movements 

to the background. Indeed, culture is still largely viewed in this approach as an external 

resource that is taken up, either to be enacted or contested by movements. Studies 
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using cultural approaches generally assume that culture is a given rather than an 

internal production of the social movement. Culture is often depicted as an already-

existing toolbox that activists draw on. For example, Bailey (2009), who wrote on the 

movement against commercial whaling in Norway, states, “ Culture, then, provides 

resources on which movements draw…The way in which social movements draw on 

these resources to mobilize prospective supporters is called “framing” (Bailey, 2009, p. 

81). Although the authors in this vein recognize that framing is developed during 

interaction, such a lens still misses analyzing the internal practices that define and 

compel movements in foundational ways (d’Anjou & Van Male p. 208 in Cox & Flesher-

Fominaya, 2013). This sidelining occurs because cultural approaches often miss the 

embeddedness of frames within broader socio-cultural processes, thus only providing a 

narrow, ahistorical, and snapshot account of culture (Cox & Flesher-Fominaya, 2013). 

And even further, thinking of culture wholly as a resource is insufficient because of the 

inherently shaky but fundamental assumption of universal rationality among people (i.e., 

homo economicus). Thus, without moving beyond strategic conceptualizations of 

culture, culture remains “something ‘out there’ to be accounted for and explained as an 

independent variable” (Casas-Cortes et al., 2008, p. 21) rather than something that is 

borne from and shaped through movement practices. Della Porta and Pavan (2017) 

summarize that while cultural approaches significantly added to the study of movements 

by taking us beyond structures and rational-choice, “with few exceptions, they have 

rarely taken us beyond an “instrumentalist-structuralist” attitude (Johnston, 2009) for 



 

 

 

30 

which culture is more than “a simple addition to existing models” (Ullrich et al., 2014, p. 

1)” (della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 301).  

Third, knowledge-creation has not been exhaustively covered in the cultural approach. 

Other foundational processes within movements – particularly the knowledge-practices 

that movements create and utilize are largely overlooked. Yet, Hall (2009) argues that 

“indeed, without an understanding of the role of learning and knowledge creation, I 

contend that it is very difficult indeed to explain the power and potential, which social 

movements represent”  (pp. 46-47). Equally, Casas-Cortés et al. (2008) have pointed 

out that “the field of social movement studies has largely neglected [movement 

knowledge] as an area worthy of description and exploration in its own right” (p. 44). 

Similarly, Chesters (2012) states, 

…whilst some academic disciplines have been richly innovative in both 
their approaches to, and work with movements, for the most part social 
movements are still considered as objects of knowledge for researchers and 
academics, rather than as knowledge producers in their own right (p. 145).  

To this point, Conway (2007) finds that, 

struggles over hegemonic knowledge and the production of critical, oppositional 
knowledges are central to the politics of emancipatory social movements. Social 
movements produce knowledge. Through their everyday practices of survival, 
resistance, and solidarity, progressive social movements are producing new and 
distinct knowledges about the world as it is and as it might be, and how to 
produce conditions of possibility of other possible futures (p. 1). 

According to these authors, social movement studies have ignored the centrality of 

knowledge-production within movements and how this lens better supports our 

understanding of movements more generally. 
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Therefore, what is largely still missing in social movement literature within the realm of 

cultural approaches to understanding social movements is an analysis of how 

knowledge is internally produced — a recognition of the idea that movement 

participants are not solely conveyors and purveyors of knowledge, but also creators of 

knowledge (Chesters, 2012). The knowledge-creation and knowledge-practices 

approaches go beyond and more in-depth into how specific intellectual ideas emerge in 

the first place. More specifically, in cultural approaches to movements, understanding 

how a small diaspora-led social movement creates internal knowledge is still 

undetermined. Beyond the debate between structuralists, rationalists, and culturalists in 

social movement literature, there are two parallel sets of literature that are important for 

this research: diaspora activism and emotions. I introduce these two sets of literature as 

they are highly relevant to the analysis and bolster the knowledge-practices approach in 

this context.  

2.2.5 Diaspora activism 

Although the areas of study are similar, diaspora activism studies generally do not take 

a social movement lens.10 There are essential concepts within diaspora activism 

research that are beneficial to my case study, including how diaspora engage in 

homeland politics by participating in the conflict, in resolution, and in post-conflict 

 

10 As an exception, see Tungohan’s (2014) doctoral dissertation on Filipina migrant worker 
activism in Canada. I also describe the studies that have adopted POS to study diaspora 
activism in Section 2.2.1.  
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rebuilding.11 Diaspora activism research highlights migrants’ roles as agents and 

challengers working against existential threats from their settlement countries. Thus, the 

diaspora activism literature focuses on the nature and range of diasporas' involvement 

in homeland politics. Many studies look at how conflict-generated diaspora communities 

engage in homeland politics by supporting protesting groups, engaging in conflict 

resolution, and participating in reconstruction and development efforts following a 

conflict (Brinkerhoff, 2011; Feron, 2013). The literature centres on how diaspora can 

exacerbate conflict by becoming involved (Adamson, 2013, 2018; Adamson, & 

Demetriou, 2016; Pande, 2017; Moss, 2016a, 2016b). This literature tends to explain 

how a diaspora becomes more resolute in their views in countries of resettlement and 

that their actions become removed from grounded realities. Within this area, some 

research has been conducted on the diaspora's role in peacebuilding and reconstruction 

efforts post-conflict (Baser & Swain, 2008). This debate reflects the terms of “peace-

wreckers” versus “peace-makers” (Smith & Stares, 2007). Other research in the area 

challenges this binary conception of diasporas’ roles in homeland politics and the 

“disconnect” between diasporas and homeland participants in terms of mobilization 

(Bauböck, 2010; Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007). The literature further denotes that these 

 

11 See Bauböck & Faist (2010); Bolzman (2011); Brah (1996); Brees (2009, 2010); Burgess 
(2014); De Tona & Lentin (2011); Dorai (2003); Mügge (2013); Faist, Fauser, & Reisenauer 
(2013); Nijenhuis Broekhuis, & Orjuela (2012); Fauser (2014); Orozco & Garcia-Zanello (2009); 
Fauser, Liebau, Voigtländer, Tuncer, Faist, & Razum (2015); Gamlen (2014); Godin &Chideka 
(2010); Horst (2008); Horta (2003); Meseguer & Burgess (2014); Østergaard‐Nielsen (2003a, 
2003b, 2009, 2011, 2018); Pande (2011); Piacentini (2015); Plaza (2013); Portes (1999); 
Portes, Guarnizo, & Landolt (1999); Pojmann (2007); Redeker & Hepner (2015); Rucht (2000); 
Strunk (2014); and Whitaker (2011). 
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activities are supported by the maintenance of identities and communities abroad, a 

phenomenon that Anderson (1992) terms “long-distance nationalism.”  In this literature, 

the conflicts in homelands are often related to identity issues, which diaspora appeal to, 

to mobilize community members, raise funds, build institutions, and engage in political 

activism in resettlement (Pande, 2017). Writing from the subfield of International 

Relations, Shain and Barth (2003) underline that diasporas’ participation in homeland 

politics is often motivated by identity politics and thus should be central in the analysis 

of diaspora mobilization. Consequently, in looking at these debates in the literature, I 

recognize that conflict-generated diasporas play an essential role in conflict, resolution, 

and post-conflict rebuilding.  

The second lens to be taken from diaspora activism is that identity links people together 

for mobilization in the diaspora, both in the homeland and in transnational spaces 

(which are neither the homeland nor the country of resettlement). From this literature, I 

use Adamson and Demetriou’s (2016) definition of “diaspora”:  

a social collectivity that exists across state borders and that has succeeded over 
time to (1) sustain a collective national, cultural or religious identity through a 
sense of internal cohesion and sustained ties with a real or imagined homeland 
and (2) display an ability to address the collective interests of members of the 
social collectivity through a developed internal organizational framework and 
transnational links (p. 497). 

Although these two contributions would be useful to incorporate into social movement 

literature, and while there is a significant overlap between the types of theories and 

frameworks that explain diaspora activism and social movements, such overlap is not 

explicit. From my reading, the two research areas remain distinct in the literature.   
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2.2.6 Emotions and affective solidarity 

Another significant conceptual contribution to this study comes from studying emotions 

in social movements, which is also considered in the branch of cultural studies of 

movements. Emotions were a part of social movement studies prior to POS, but 

explanations based on emotions fell out of fashion when structural explanations and 

rationality-based explanations grew in prominence. These early scholars used social-

psychological theories to explain how social movements consisted of erratic, emotional 

mobs of people acting outside of accepted societal norms and constraints (McAdam, 

2003). However, the ascendance of POS and RMT eclipsed studies of movement 

emotions as scholars viewed them as “irrational” (Chesters & Welsh, 2011, p. 71) and 

thus of little importance to our understanding of movements. Flam (2005, 2015) points 

out that research on social movements has generally ignored the role that emotions 

have in building and sustaining action; the research agenda is still relatively modest. 

She emphatically states,  

There is a huge gap in research on transnational movements and emotions. The 
little research that does exist signals that the activists of the North have possibly 
cooled their compassion for the victims and their indignation for the perpetrators, 
professionalizing for the sake of their own safety (Flam, 2015, p. 10). 

According to Chesters and Welsh (2011), this apparent lack of scholarship can be 

credited, in part, to the fact that, 

after the intense cycle of movement mobilisation and protest experienced 
globally in the late 1960s and early 1970s social movement scholars were very 
keen to emphasise the rational, political aspect of collective action and to 
normalise the idea of social movement (see resource mobilisation theory, political 
opportunity structure). This resulted in the effective exclusion of emotions from 
mainstream social movement studies, as they were considered unhelpful or 



 

 

 

35 

irrelevant to the conceptual presentation of social movements as rational and 
purposive collective actors (p. 71).  

Even cultural approaches to social movements, as Gould (2004) notes, tried “to 

domesticate the emotional components by emphasizing the strategic uses of emotions” 

(p. 158). Gould (2004) writes that, 

such a focus also encourages investigations of human behavior that are not 
bound by rational actor assumptions, providing greater insight into people's 
motivations for participating in movements…. While an investigation of the 
strategic uses of emotions illuminates one important role that emotions play in 
social movement processes, this instrumentalist view of emotions is only partial, 
and in fact quite unsatisfying, leaving crucial questions unasked and unanswered 
(p. 157-158).  

Gould (2004) calls for further development of the analytical importance of emotions in 

social movements, stating that “limiting our analyses to such an instrumentalist 

rendering reduces the power of emotions to just another tool in the social movement 

entrepreneur's framing toolkit, and much of what is rich and significant about the above 

stories would remain unexplored” (p.160). Thus, “if they [emotions] indeed sustain 

movements, however, it seems crucial to specify their substance, pinpointing the 

conditions under which they emerge, thrive, and become threatened” (Flam, 2015, p. 4).  

As these authors underline, additional investigations are needed.12  

The present research shows that various aspects of emotions and social movements 

play a role in sustaining a social movement. Emotions are essential for social 

 

12 There are numerous authors who have taken up this call. See Aminzade & McAdam (2002); 
Flam (2005, 2014, 2015); Denzin (1984); Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta (2004); Gould (2004); 
Jasper (2018); Steinhilpe (2018); Yang, (2000).  
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movements because they can encourage, maintain, and end protest activities. 

Aminzade and McAdam (2002) describe how emotions are found at both the macro 

(i.e., causal) and micro (i.e., collective action dynamics) levels and are therefore an 

essential part of the study of social movements. For Flam (2005, 2014, 2015), if 

successful, social movements can transform status quo-supporting emotions into 

subversive, mobilizing emotions that bring about social change. Jasper (2018) further 

develops a spectrum of emotions that generate participation in social movements. The 

range runs from urges, reflex emotions, moods, to affective loyalties. Urges are bodily 

and almost unconscious, such as hunger, substance addictions, the need to urinate or 

defecate, exhaustion, or pain. Reflex emotions are quick, instinctive responses to 

events and information, such as fear and anger (Ibid, 2018, p.3). Moods are energizing 

or de-energizing feelings that persist across settings. Affective loyalties or commitments 

are relatively steady feelings — either positive or negative, about others or objects. 

These loyalties include contrasting emotions such as love and hate, liking and disliking, 

trust or mistrust, respect or contempt (Ibid., 2018 pp.3-4).  

Emotions also include feelings of approval or disapproval (including ourselves and our 

actions) based on moral intuitions or principles, such as shame, guilt, pride, indignation, 

and outrage compassion (Ibid, 2018, pp. 3-5). They pertain to ideological affinities, and 

some studies point out that movement participation hinges on whether individuals 

initially possess an ideological affinity with a movement. These emotions are tied to our 

identities, experiences, and worldviews. As Gould (2004) writes, “Emotions are integral 

to a person's sense of herself and to her political subjectivity” (p. 162). Movements that 
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engender emotions attract people with ideological affinities and congruent beliefs, 

potentially stimulating participation in a cause. Indeed, Melucci (1996) argues that 

collective identities have an emotional component: “Passions and feelings, love and 

hate, faith and fear are all part of a body acting collectively” (p. 71). Goodwin, Jasper, 

and Polletta (2004) discuss how emotions, including those of compassion and 

indignation, rest at the basis of most recruitment into activism, writing that “as much of 

the work that organizers and leaders do to animate movements involves emotion work” 

(p. 416). Ward (2016) notes that “…movement congruent beliefs play a critical role in 

jumpstarting micro-mobilization” (p. 856).  

Other aspects of emotions that are critical for studying social movements have been 

mapped out. For one, they are interactional, arising out of individuals' interactions with 

themselves and others. Moreover, emotions are temporal. As Denzin (1984) posits, 

“although single emotional experiences appear to have beginnings and ends, they 

actually occur as a succession of events within the continuity of time” (p. 79).  Denzin 

(1984) thus suggests that an analysis of social movement emotions should be sensitive 

to chronological order. These three elements, ideological affinity, interactional-ity, and 

temporality, translate well into an analysis of a social movement's knowledge-practices. 

Integral to this study, those researchers who study emotions in social movements look 

at how they have been central to disseminating information. After all, emotions can be 

defined as the modes of expression and communication within relationships (Flam, 

2014). 
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Authors have applied these views of emotions in various studies of movements. In 

writing about the student protests in China in 1989, Yang (2000) argues that emotional 

processes influence micro-level mobilization because people seek personal, emotional 

achievement through action. He identified emotional achievement as “the attainment of 

self-validating emotional experiences and expressions through active and creative 

pursuits” (Yang, 2000, p. 594). In another study, Johnson (2019) explains the use of 

emotions in solidarity-building by using the term ‘affect’. She states that,  

Feelings of outrage and disturbance, that our sense of right and wrong have 
been violated, are powerful, populist, catalytic agents of social action. These 
feelings can be, and are, channelled through individuals, NGOs, faith-based 
groups and the state. They create capacities for critique and transformation that 
are unique to their emotional character, and should not be underestimated simply 
because they have primarily sentimental qualities (Johnson, 2019, p. 193). 

According to her, affect is an emotional state (indignation, outrage, transformation and 

hope), which can be productive for issues of transnational justice if it informs and 

inspires action (Johnson, 2019). Affect thus “capture(s) negative emotions as the 

impetus for action, such as rage and shame at the ubiquity of preventable maternal 

death. It can also capture positive emotions as impetus for action, such as the desire to 

reduce suffering and help others” (Johnson, 2019, p. 188). Indeed, she sees the 

potential of blending of emotion (guilt, rage, love, joy) and political action to create, what 

she terms, ‘affective solidarity’ (Johnson, 2019). According to Johnson (2019), “affective 

solidarity, then, might generate empathy and compassion, but what is relevant is not 

simply the level of understanding or the appropriateness of the emotional reaction, but 

also the commitment to action” (p. 188, emphasis mine). She adds, “an approach to 

solidarity that is motivated by sentiment is likely to be directly connected to a sense of 
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responsibility” (Johnson, 2019, p. 189). In other words, affective solidarity is useful when 

it is “both embodied (Massumi, 2015) and oriented towards strategic political action 

(Gould, 2009)…” (Johnson, 2019, p. 188). Writing on the topic of transnational maternal 

feminism, she writes that affective solidarity “must link emotion, thought and action 

across borders in both productive and flexible ways” (Johnson, 2019, p. 192). This 

combination of emotion evocation and action is useful in the context of a social 

movement against genocide, statelessness, ethnoreligious persecution, and a refugee 

crisis. Affective solidarity may be particularly crucial for the movement's long-term 

sustainability, as it would jumpstart participation and sustain involvement. 

In summary, I situate this dissertation in the cultural approach to social movements, 

which pushes movements beyond being a consequence of the institutional political 

environment or rational actors/lobbyists using material resources in social movement 

organizations to influence state policy. In this view, movements are sites for the 

manifestation of collective identities, innovative meanings, social relations, and cultural 

practices (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; Melucci, 1980, 1989, 1996, 1997; Alvarez, Escobar & 

Dagnino, 1998; Casas-Cortés et al., 2008). Along with others who study knowledge and 

its production process, these scholars see knowledge as being at the core of social 

movements. They argue that the social movement is a space where movement actors 

translate their collective experiences of social reality into ideas and information that they 

then act upon. As Kelley (2002) asserts, 

The most powerful, visionary dreams of a new society don’t come from little think 
tanks of smart people or out of the atomized, individualistic world of consumer 
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capitalism…Revolutionary dreams erupt out of political engagement; collective 
social movements are incubators of new knowledge” (p. 8).  

Eyerman and Jamison (1991) suggest that collective action can be “a fundamental 

determinant of human knowledge” (p. 48). della Porta and Pavan (2017) argue that 

recognizing the role of movements as knowledge producers is a necessary step toward 

a more genuine understanding of how movements can be laboratories of social and 

political innovation (della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 309). I elaborate on this framework 

below.  

2.3 Conceptual framework: Knowledge-practices of the Rohingya 
social movement in Canada 

Too often, our standards for evaluating social movements pivot around whether or not 
they ‘succeeded’ in realizing their visions rather than on their merits or power of the 
visions themselves (Kelley, 2002, p. ix). 

In the rest of this chapter, I draw on different debates and concepts from the bodies of 

literature discussed above to further outline the conceptual framework of knowledge-

practices. Given our limited understanding of both knowledge-creation within 

movements, particularly those led by diaspora, my aim in this section is to integrate 

knowledge-practices into a conceptual framework for identifying and analyzing the 

intellectual outputs of movements.  

The social movement approach adopted here starts from the body of work that focuses 

on movements' cultural dimensions. As noted earlier, cultural accounts of social 

movements focus heavily on the processes of meaning-making (Snow et al., 1986; 

Tarrow, 1998). As noted in this chapter, the broader cultural shift in social sciences has 

significantly elevated certain concepts within social movement theory, including framing. 
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Authors analyze frames and how they shape movements and the broader public to 

achieve change. Knowledge-practices (Casas-Cortes et al., 2008) go beyond 

information-gathering, processing, and applying information in frames. A 

conceptualization of knowledge-practices includes the process by which knowledge is 

generated for use in movements more broadly. Movements do not only take up already-

given information; it is created internally, by and through movements. Thus, knowledge-

practices represent a means of exploring how movements and their intellectual activities 

function while addressing why intellectual activities are essential for understanding how 

movements endure and perform. The analysis of a given movement's acumen helps to 

provide insights beyond what is accessible through today’s prevailing cultural 

perspectives in the field. 

To complement this study's theoretical foundations, my conceptual framework allows for 

a careful examination of social movements' core activities. In establishing such a 

framework, it is first necessary to define its essential conceptual components. These 

components include collective self, action network, alternatives, and emotive, or 

affective solidarity-based transmission. Considered together, this conceptual framework 

guides the rest of this dissertation by providing analytical originality and by illuminating 

the case study’s importance.  

2.3.1 The typology of knowledge-practices 

These repertoires comprise sets of practices through which local and highly personal 
experiences, rationalities, and competences get connected and coordinated within 
shared cognitive systems which, in turn, provide movements and their supporters with a 
common orientation for making claims and acting collectively (della Porta & Pavan, 
2017, p. 3)  
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Through their everyday practices of survival, resistance, and solidarity, progressive social 
movements are producing new and distinct knowledges about the world as it is and as it 
might be, and how to produce conditions of possibility of other possible futures (Conway, 
2007, p. 1).  

2.3.2 Where do knowledge-creation and knowledge-practices fit into social 
movement theory? 

If social movements develop knowledge to achieve social justice, activism holds the 

potential to inform academia. Consider, for instance, the killings of Ahmaud Arbery, 

Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, which have re-elevated Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movements worldwide. Indeed, the latest wave of activism and the notions of justice put 

forward by BLM are forcing non-Black people to question the prevalence of anti-Black 

racism in their respective societies. Non-Black people are quickly becoming aware of 

and compelled to understand terms such as anti-Black racism, structural racism, 

systemic racism, institutionalized racism, and racial justice – complex terms forged 

through Black grassroots activism. Hill Collins (2008) argues that Black feminist activism 

leads to Black feminist thought, writing, “For U.S. Black women as a collectivity, the 

struggle for a self-defined Black feminist occurs through an ongoing dialogue whereby 

action and thought inform one another” (p. 34). Indeed, Davis (2016), speaking on the 

concept of intersectionality, argues that,  

So behind this concept of intersectionality is a rich history of struggle. A history of 
conversations among activists within movement formations, and with and among 
academics as well. I mention this genealogy that takes seriously the 
epistemological productions of those whose primary work is organizing radical 
movements because I think it’s important to prevent the term “intersectionality” 
from erasing essential histories of activism. There were those of us who by virtue 
of our experience, not so much by virtue of academic analyses, recognized that 
we had to figure out a way to bring these issues together (pp. 18-19). 
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This recognition requires revisiting the significance of activism in the academy, 

particularly in political science. Similarly, again according to Davis (2016), movements 

articulate the vocabularies we need to truly understand social and political phenomena, 

for example, racism. As she puts it,  

The call for public conversations on race and racism is also a call to develop a 
vocabulary that permits us to have insightful conversations. If we attempt to use 
historically obsolete vocabularies, our consciousness of racism will remain 
shallow and we can be easily urged to assume that, for example, changes in the 
law spontaneously produce effective changes in the social world (Davis, 2016, p. 
88). 

Indeed, participation in movements can lead to groundbreaking thinking about how to 

create more equitable societies. The uniqueness of knowledge produced by people 

made vulnerable by structural forces, yet who organize for social transformation, resides 

in said knowledge’s potential to offer different analyses and responses to unresolved 

situations of oppression. There are many examples of feminist, anti-racist, and 

Indigenous scholarship that have also arisen from public mobilization, challenging 

patriarchal, racist, colonial, and capitalist structures (Bhabha, 1986; Davis, 2016; de 

Sousa Santos, 2018; Kino-nda-niimi Collective, 2014; Marcos, & Ponce de León, 2001; 

Qumsiyeh, 2011; Taylor, 2016; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). As Morris (2017) writes on the 

activism of W. E. Du Bois,  

Du Bois insisted that people of colour engage in ceaseless protests to overthrow 
white supremacy. As a result, as Du Bois researched, studied and wrote, he 
marched onto the battlefield, leading important movements for justice. Martin 
Luther King was aware of his debt to Du Bois: ‘History had taught [Du Bois] it is 
not enough for people to be angry – the supreme task is to organize and unite 
people so that their anger becomes a transforming force’ (King 1968 in Morris, 
2017, p. 11).  
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Or as Amos and Parmar (2005) state,  

The political energy of  Black women who have organized at the grassroots 
within our communities against the myriad of issues engendered by the racism of 
the British state has inspired and pointed to the urgent need to challenge many of 
the theoretical conceptualizations and descriptions of Black and Third World 
women existing within white feminist literature (p. 44). 

It cannot be overemphasized that activists often contribute to terminology and concepts 

used in social science theories. Yet, the field of political science is relatively insulated 

from the critical debates and lines of thinking developed among activists and 

organizations external to the academy. Discussions may go underappreciated, 

especially when such thinking is sufficiently critical of power and capital.  

Why does the gap exist? As noted earlier, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) underscore that 

the ongoing oversight of knowledge-creation and knowledge-practices can be attributed 

to the fact that past researchers have looked at social movements in terms of “what [they] 

it [do] does and how [they] it [do] does it, not what its members think and why they think 

the ideas that they do” (p. 46). As Casas-Cortés et al. (2008) have pointed out, “the field 

of social movement studies has largely neglected [movement knowledge] as an area 

worthy of description and exploration in its own right” (p. 44). More recently, della Porta 

and Pavan (2017) explained that “…empirical research on social movements has focused 

on their modus operandi through protest, but left others of their activities understudied” 

(p. 303). Thus, in recognition of this generative spirit of movements, this research situates 

knowledge-practices within the cultural approach to social movements to push the 

boundaries on previous social movement analyses that are primarily preoccupied with 
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what movements do and achieve rather than the intellectual foundations that they 

develop.   

Ultimately, a review of existing scholarship and debates within the body of literature on 

social movements demonstrates that the cultural approach to social movements 

requires additional conceptual innovation through the integration of knowledge-

practices. There is ample room in scholarship to investigate the importance of 

knowledge-creation in social movements, particularly in social movements that are 

diaspora-led. Little has been written about these movements from this perspective. 

Therefore, this chapter proposes to further strengthen and advance the cultural 

approach in social movement theory by innovating the knowledge-practices framework 

to better capture how people make political change. As I will also discuss, I enhance the 

framework of knowledge-practices through its application to this case by detailing the 

specific foundational beliefs that guide the Rohingya Canadian movement; describing 

the political and public relationships that cut across sectors, making up the action 

network; elaborating on the courage that political alternatives entail; and explaining how 

affective solidarity becomes embedded in transmission techniques. The purpose of 

further elaborating the typology of knowledge-practices is to demonstrate how they are 

analytically meaningful. By engaging with this framework of knowledge-practices, I show 

how the movement builds its ethos, the action network, the alternatives, and the 

transmission practices needed to grow and sustain the activism of the members of a 

social movement. Knowledge-practices feed into a movement’s purpose; they support 

understanding how activists recognize and seize political opportunities, about building 
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coalitions; and, about how to package its knowledge for political actors and the public. 

Indeed, it is difficult to understand other facets of the movement without attending to the 

foundational knowledge-practices that motivate and guide the movement.  

2.3.3 Knowledge-creation in movements 

Several foundational pieces of scholarship have informed the branch of research on 

knowledge-creation. In early work, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) introduced the term 

“cognitive-praxis.” By cognitive-praxis, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) refer to the 

communicative interaction between movement participants. Expanding upon this 

concept, they describe communicative interaction as “the linguistically mediated, 

intersubjective process through which actors establish their interpersonal relations and 

coordinate their action, through negotiating definitions of the situation (norms) and 

coming to an agreement” (Cohen 1985, p. 707 in Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 48). 

Casas-Cortés, et al. (2008), state that knowledge formed by movements is “embedded 

in and embodied through lived, place-based experiences, offer[ing] different kinds of 

answers than more abstract knowledge...situated and embodied, rather than 

supposedly neutral and distanced” (pp. 42-43). I adopt this definition of knowledge in 

this study. Next, for Casas-Cortés et al. (2008), knowledge,   

...range[s] from things we are more classically trained to define as knowledge, 
such as research practices and critiques that engage, augment, and sometimes 
challenge the knowledge of scientists or policy experts, to micro-political and 
cultural interventions that have more to do with ‘know how’ or the ‘cognitive 
praxis that informs all social activity’ and which vie with the most basic social 
institutions that teach us how to be in the world (p. 26).  
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The authors emphasize the notion that knowledge can be dynamic and living, rather 

than something that is solely static and abstract. 

2.3.4 Knowledge-practice is a social mechanism of movements 

A knowledge-practice is an example of a social mechanism13 of a movement. Thirty 

years ago, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) unpacked the process of knowledge-creation 

in movements by examining social movements as sites in which various types of 

intellectual innovation occur. As noted above, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) studied the 

knowledge-production of social movements and labelled this idea as “cognitive praxis.” 

They further outlined three dimensions of knowledge that social movements produce: 

“cosmological”, “technological”, and “organizational.” The cosmological dimension refers 

to the movement’s vision of the world. In contrast, the technological dimension pertains 

to the modes of transformation. The organizational dimension relates to the channels in 

which knowledge is produced, transmitted, and experienced (Eyerman & Jamison, 

1991, p. 66). In writing about the concept of decoloniality stemming from the Global 

South, Mignolo and Walsh (2018) also speak to this feature of social movements, 

claiming that movements bring forth their own vocabularies, categories of analysis, 

ontologies, and epistemologies. In an empirical example, Deveaux (2018) has written 

about how poor-led social movements in the Global South, such as Brazil’s Landless 

Workers Movement (MST), Via Campesina, Nijera Kori, and the Indian slum dweller 

movement, have both politicized their conception of poverty, and learned how to foster 

 

13 Other mechanisms of social movements can include, for example, resource generation, 
network expansion, framing and messaging (Lee, 2017). 
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knowledge-sharing and skills development. Brought together, these “capabilities enable 

communities to demand accountability from power-holders, claim social entitlements, 

and engage in a variety of direct actions to secure access to vital resources or services” 

(Deveaux, 2018, p. 700). In another empirical example, Boström (2004) has written 

about how the Swedish environmental movement’s cognitive practices were developed 

within social movement organizations.   

To further conceptualize the brainpower of movements and how it is connected to 

action, Casas-Cortes et al. (2008) define knowledge-practices as sites within social 

movements where knowledge is generated, modified, and mobilized (Casas-Cortes et 

al., 2008, p. 20). More recently, della Porta and Pavan (2017) contend that knowledge-

practices are not merely unintentional aspects of movements. Instead, these activities 

are “long-term, dynamic, reflexive, and [based in] conflictual self-definition”(p. 302). With 

this idea in mind, for della Porta and Pavan (2017), knowledge-practices encompass  

the set of practices that foster the coordination of disconnected, local, and highly 
personal experiences and rationalities within a shared cognitive system able to 
provide movements and their supporters with a common orientation for making 
claims and acting collectively to produce social, political, and cultural changes (p. 
297).  

In this sense, these authors underline how knowledge-practices are processes or social 

mechanisms that connect individual actions to the greater movement (Hosseini, 2010). 

Hence knowledge-practices of a movement consisting of the intellectual cycles of how 

movement actors understand, conceptualize, explain, analyze their lived experiences, 

and reflect on their individual and collective practices (Hosseini, 2010). These 

processes allow for creating “alternative political imaginaries and theories about how to 
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actualize these imagined possibilities” (Chesters, 2012, p. 147). They are identified 

during campaigns across activists’ organizing contexts and throughout movement 

building (Choudry, 2014, 2019, 2020; Choudry, & Kapoor, 2010).  

There are two critical aspects of knowledge-practices that need to be clarified. First, 

understanding knowledge-practices requires understanding the context in which 

knowledge-practices emerge. Knowledge-practices link on-the-ground social action of 

movements to institutional politics. They cannot be divorced from the milieu from which 

they arise, and so they are movement-specific. For instance, knowledge-practices could 

arise from combined personal experiences of persecution to show a pattern of structural 

violence, such as in the case of the Rohingya genocide and refugee crisis. In other 

words, through knowledge-practices, social movements connect everyday life's realities 

to the more macro-level, recognized knowledge needed for institutional change (della 

Porta & Pavan, 2017). 

Second, knowledge-practices are the result of participants responding to or challenging 

the contexts they are situated in. Social movement participants create knowledge-

practices through their roles as navigators, interpreters, and challengers of structural 

complexities and oppression. In other words, knowledge-practices emerge from 

dialectical relations between the agentic and structural forces in which a social 

movement is situated. Knowledge-practices are dynamic because movements are 

dynamic. Movements revise their knowledge-practices through their engagement with 

new perspectives, values, and skills built during daily interactions. As Cox (2014) states,  
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social movement actors do not instantly think of themselves as doing something 
radically outside the ordinary […] and so tend to draw on modes of interacting, 
everyday life skills, and ways of thinking which are already familiar in the lifeworld 
within which they are organizing” (p. 50).  

In other words, Cox (2014) further notes that this “developmental process” leads to the 

formation of “local rationalities, tacit knowledge, or good sense [that is] a way of thinking 

more adequate to their experience, a way of being which is more adequate to their daily 

struggles and needs and developing appropriate organizational cultures” (pp. 48-49). 

Movements create knowledge-practices at an everyday level; they respond to practical 

purposes. Since knowledge-practices are organized “around particular, situated, 

material relationships of exploitation, power, and cultural hierarchies” (Cox, Dinerstein, 

Schwartz & Taylor, 2014, p. 53), movement knowledge is characterized by “necessary 

aboutness” (Williamson, 2011, p. 210) – that is, by an indissoluble link with the everyday 

conditions and material constraints that not only justify and situate such knowledge but, 

more importantly, allow it to have “necessary consequences for the external world” (Ibid, 

p. 210). As Melucci (1997) writes,  

People are not merely shaped by structural constraints…they always make 
sense of these constraints as well. They always adapt themselves and create 
some meaning out of their situation, their life even of the conditions that 
determine their lives…people were not simply exploited or subjected to 
domination; rather they had different ways of interacting with the powerful 
constraining conditions in which their action usually took place, both in everyday 
life and in political and social life – in all forms of action they were engaged in (p. 
92).  

Similarly, writing from a decolonial perspective, de Sousa Santos (2018) discusses the 

notion of knowledges-in-struggle, stating that they are “both the products and the 
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producers of struggles that are in a constant process of reconstruction” (p. 93).14 Barker 

and Cox (2002) also name this process in movements as “knowledge-in-struggle” (p. 

23) because knowledge-practices are always evolving in the face of confrontations 

within the movement as well as external discoveries. As such, the practices connect 

directly to the environment the movement aims to affect. These practices are geared 

toward creating “an appropriate and operative theoretical horizon, very close to the 

surface of the ‘lived,’ where the simplicity and concreteness of elements from which it 

has emerged, achieve meaning and potential” (Malo, as cited in Casas-Cortes et al., 

2008, p. 44). In all their variations, the studies cited here shed light on movement 

knowledge-practices produced during participants' personal experiences when they 

reflect, confront, challenge, and make claims.  

Why do knowledge-practices matter? In movement scholarship, much time has been 

spent analyzing public displays, disruptions, symbolic performance, spectacle, and 

theatrics, primarily through framing analysis. The tension is that there is an underlying 

notion to movements in the field, in the main approaches including cultural approach, 

where movements are still analyzed to answer questions such as, “How do they occur?” 

and, “What do they do?”.  An analysis, based on meaning-making, identity-building and 

frames, is slightly different from looking at knowledge-production. The weight and 

emphasis are different. The emphasis is distinct because analyzing knowledge-creation 

 

14 For other studies of decolonial, postcolonial, Global South, and Indigenous movements 
creating knowledge, see for example, Davis (2016); DeRocher (2018); Gustafson (2009); 
Laurie, Andolina, & Radcliffe (2005); Lordan & Dei (2016); Spivak (1988, 1990); and Virtanen 
(2020).  
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is about looking at how movements develop their understanding of what is taking place 

and their vocabulary to articulate their experience. And once we get to that focus, we 

can ask, “What knowledge is being produced?” which is at the core of the gap in the 

literature in political science. As della Porta and Pavan (2017) have explained,  

extant reflections have largely ignored the fact that knowledge production and 
transmission within movements as well as from movements to the outside can be 
studied, as much as the development of protest repertoires, as a means toward 
achieving social and political change” (p. 304).  

 

Thus, knowledge-practices matter because they entail “more than the strategic 

expression of beliefs or the tactical enactment of cultural performances that have so far 

been considered by social movement studies” (della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 302). 

According to Casas-Cortés et al. (2008), knowledge-practices in social movements 

encapsulate “important sites of knowledge creation, reformulation and diffusion” (p. 1). 

Knowledge-practices occupy a central role in social movements, as knowledge-creation 

is a significant activity of a movement; participants in movements reflect on their roles 

and goals, and they discuss, debate, and put forward future paths and channels of 

action. For example, movements develop an ethos and political vision based on 

recognizing the importance of what they are trying to achieve. Other knowledge-

practices are designed as tools for exacting change (Hosseini, 2010, 2011). This 

approach seems highly pertinent in this context, as the movement is related to how a 

community is regrouping, regaining, and reclaiming their identity and culture after 

surviving genocide and displacement. Much of the work they do is about existential self-
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reflection about their future as a people. Furthermore, much of their intellectual energy 

is spent on what they can do to counter the erasure they face in their homeland. 

In summarizing the work on knowledge-practices in movements thus far, della Porta 

and Pavan (2017) propose a typology. As noted earlier, their typology includes 

knowledge-practices of collective-self; political alternatives; action network; and 

transmission. This four-pronged framework identifies and collates different aspects of 

knowledge into the knowledge-practices within movements.  

Knowledge-practice of collective self refers to how individual experiences and 

thought processes join a more extensive, communal whole (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). 

This practice focuses on how personal experiences and perspectives culminate in the 

movement's ethos and political visions. “It is about the vision that grounds a collective 

endeavor as well as about the envisaged or actual practices that transform this vision 

into reality” (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019, pp. 3-4). This type of knowledge helps to shape 

movement cosmology (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991). Simultaneously, “it is a type of 

expertise that gives substance to this cosmology, as personal experiences provide 

evidence of the actuality of collectively envisaged alternatives” (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019, 

pp. 3-4). In my refinement of the definition, I describe the ethos as the broader 

philosophy of the movement and the political vision as the ultimate goal that participants 

want to achieve. As I discuss in Chapter 5, I enhance the framework of knowledge-

practices through its application to this case by detailing the specific foundational beliefs 

that guide the Rohingya Canadian movement: responsibility, awareness, and resolve. 
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Knowledge-practice of the action network refers to knowledge about the 

infrastructure created and used for circulating information. This term describes the 

people and the resources that converge and cross-fertilize within the movement's 

collective space (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019). This type of knowledge-practice has practical 

implications. It focuses on the construction of coordinated networks of action between 

movements (or parts of them) and identifying specific areas, domains, and subjects to 

target through these networks (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019). This component of the typology 

relates to literature on coalitions, which, according to Meyer and Whittier (1994), “are 

structuring mechanisms that bring a broad spectrum of otherwise distinct organizations 

into contact, spreading interpretive frames, organizational structures, political analysis, 

and tactics” (p. 290). Coalition literature (Bandy & Smith, 2005; Beamish, & Luebbers, 

2009; Meyer & Whittier, 1994) underlines how alliances can build more substantial 

movements due to the joining and cross-sharing of resources and networks. Coalitions 

allow for a bigger movement than could be accomplished by one group, thereby 

increasing the chances of sustaining a movement. Researchers recognize that broad-

based or diverse coalitions as particularly noteworthy given their advantage in 

mobilizing larger numbers of people, enabling people of different experiences, skills, 

and tactics to join (Whitzman, Andrew & Viswanath, 2014). Thus, this knowledge-

practice is about how a movement learns to harness the importance of coalitions and 

ties and applies this practice to the movement's benefit. As I discuss in Chapter 6, I 

enhance the understanding of this practice by detailing that the action network includes 

political and public relationships that cut across sectors in order to build coalitions. 
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Knowledge-practice of political alternatives encompasses the options for change 

developed and positioned to counter the status quo (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). 

Activists present these alternatives to policymakers to change policy regarding the issue 

at hand. Alternatives are formulated, and movements engage in relationships of 

“conflictual cooperation” (Giugni & Passy, 1998) with institutional actors, such as local 

and national governments, to sway their opinion (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019, p. 4). In 

Chapter 7, I enhance our understanding of this practice by underlining the courage that 

the development of political alternatives requires, especially in a deeply politically 

sensitive environment.  

Knowledge-practice of transmission refers to how activists make visible the 

“alternative values and visions that can animate people” (Crowther & Lucio-Villegas, p. 

66 in della Porta & Pavan, 2017, pp. 306-308). Social movements enact “knowledge 

transmission” practices when they provide spaces and occasions for education and 

learning (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Knowledge-practices, in general, entail the 

display, circulation, and diffusion of local knowledges (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). But 

more specifically, knowledge-practices of transmission aim to expand the reach of 

movement knowledge beyond itself (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Similarly, scholars who 

have studied emotions in social movements look at how they have been central to 

disseminating information (Summers-Effler, 2002). In the context of a social movement 

against genocide, statelessness, ethnoreligious persecution, and a refugee crisis, 

emotion-based transmission can increase the movement's long-term sustainability. The 

research herein incorporates affective solidarity (Johnson, 2019) into this part of the 
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typology because this term denotes how emotion and action work together. In Chapter 

8, the analysis shows how transmission evokes feelings of collective identity and 

ideological affinity, how emotions support knowledge transmission, and how emotions’ 

temporality influences the succession of events in movements. My refinement of this 

knowledge-practice relates to the literature on framing, which emphasizes the 

construction of compelling narratives to bring people into a cause. In Chapter 8, I refine 

this practice by detailing how affective solidarity becomes embedded in transmission 

techniques. In summary, my study applies the above conceptual framework in a step-

by-step fashion, where each knowledge-practice is explained in-depth in a separate 

chapter.  

2.3.5 Refining and applying this typology to the Canadian Rohingya social 
movement  

As I described above, the definition of  'social movement' that I utilize is adapted from 

Eyerman & Jamison (1991). In their view, a social movement produces culturally and 

socially specific knowledge (i.e., cognition) in the form of practice (i.e., praxis). 

Cognitive-praxis is thus the contextualized knowledge produced in and through the 

course of activism. There are many ways in which I could accurately describe the 

Rohingya social movement. I use the terms ‘conflict-driven’, ‘stateless,’ ‘diaspora-led,’ 

and ‘migrant-led’ to depict the Canadian Rohingya social movement in this work. I use 

these terms throughout the manuscript because they capture a social movement's 

uniqueness, of being led by people who have suffered extreme persecution and 

displacement. As I describe above, the knowledge-practices typology is made up of four 

categories of knowledge-practices. These knowledge-practices are social mechanisms 
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that undergird social movements. Like the original authors della Porta and Pavan 

(2017), I use the term knowledge-practices to denote each of the four categories. The 

terms ‘knowledge-production’ and ‘knowledge-creation’ are used interchangeably to 

describe the development of knowledge more broadly. Besides, applying the typology to 

a case of migrant activism is one theoretical innovation, demonstrating that a movement 

led by migrant genocide survivors also produces knowledge-practices. In the rest of the 

dissertation, I use the shortened term, ‘the movement,’ for clarity.  

Capturing this diversity and dynamism is difficult in a research project that depicts a 

snapshot in time. At the time of writing, in Canada, the social movement is made up of a 

core of Rohingya activists, most of whom have been active in the movement 

since before I started my research. The movement is also made up of many other 

people from various social, economic, and professional backgrounds, as I highlight in 

more detail in Chapter 6. For this reason, I additionally use the terms ‘allies’ and 

‘supporters’ to demonstrate that the term ‘activist’ does not encapsulate everybody and 

that their roles shift over time. So, when I use the term ‘activist,’ I mean self-identified 

Rohingya activists and those others who have self-identified as activists. Elsewhere, I 

interchangeably use the terms ‘participants’, ‘allies,’ and ‘supporters.’ When I use the 

term ‘the movement’ concerning a particular knowledge-practice, I describe the 

movement as a collective actor who creates the knowledge-practices. 

In some cases, only Rohingya activists have created a specific knowledge-practice 

(especially around practices of collective self). However, the knowledge-practice is of 

‘the movement,’ and ‘the movement’ is broader than any individual activist. It is the 
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collective sum of activities that merge into the four main knowledge-practices of the 

movement.  

In using the knowledge-practices framework, I not only show how it applies to my 

findings, but also reveal how knowledge-practices are the social mechanisms by which 

the movement functions. Through this work, I demonstrate that the conceptual 

framework of knowledge-practices can be refined. I show that in this case, the 

foundational beliefs of responsibility, awareness and resolve undergird the movement’s 

ethos. I also show how movement participants created coalitions spanning sectors, 

bridging the public-private divide. Additionally, I underline that the formulation of political 

alternatives entails a brave political act. Finally, I highlight how the movement has also 

developed knowledge-practices of transmission that use affective solidarity to put 

forward its ethos, political visions, and the alternatives it seeks. This targeted and 

detailed approach to studying movements enhances the typology put forward by della 

Porta and Pavan (2017).   

In Chapter 5, important elements of Myanmar, Bangladesh, and Canada's complex 

contexts are explained. These contexts are critical for recognizing the backdrop against 

which knowledge-practices are created. Chapter 6 offers an analysis of the participants’ 

knowledge-practices of the collective self. This chapter details participants’ explanations 

of their own subjective experiences while considering how structural constraints and 

opportunities have conditioned these experiences. By generating knowledge-practices 

surrounding collective self – linked to the ideas of responsibility, awareness, and resolve 

– the participants’ lived experiences involving the refugee camps in Bangladesh, 
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statelessness, and state-led genocidal violence in Myanmar have been crucial to activist 

efforts within Canada. Knowledge-practices of political alternatives are explored in 

Chapter 7. The movement endeavoured to shift how politicians and the general public 

perceive the conflict, from inter-communal conflict to genocide. To do so, they have 

used the language of genocide, altered the narrative around Aung San Suu Kyi’s 

reputation, supported a motion to invoke the Genocide Convention, and highlighted the 

gendered aspects of the genocide. The movement created political alternatives to the 

status quo in this manner. Chapter 8 presents an analysis of how knowledge-practices 

of transmission are developed. This chapter includes analyzing how emotions are used 

to produce further solidarity and mobilization in the social movement.  

In total, this chapter strengthens the argument that knowledge-practices as a 

conceptual framework is a productive lens through which to study movements. Through 

the cross-interpretation of the four strains of knowledge-practices, with the addition of 

concepts from diaspora activism and affect and emotions, a useful framework for 

theorizing the movement’s intellectual activities emerges. This framework requires 

researchers to acknowledge and centre the scholarly contributions of social movements 

in cultural studies of movements. Indeed, movements are generators of distinct ethos, 

worldviews, analyses of alternative ideas, and tools which enable implementing said 

ideas through everyday knowledge-practices.  
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3 Epistemological approach, methodology, case study 
method, and reflections on research 

3.1 Introduction 

As noted above, one of the main aims of the dissertation is to understand the role of 

knowledge-practices in the Rohingya social movement in Canada. In this chapter, I 

contribute to discussions on epistemology and consider how my approach to knowledge 

relates to how I conducted my research. Then, I detail how the subject and 

circumstances shaped crucial decisions about my methodology and methods. The type 

of research questions that I asked and the context I was working in required a personal 

and committed methodology. I then illuminate how a community-engaged research 

(CER) approach is useful when working within a social movement. This longstanding 

and embedded approach — underlying my data collection — brought me to understand 

the movement's key knowledge-practices. In this section, I weave the ethical principles I 

cultivated and applied throughout my research process. Finally, I elaborate on the 

methods I used — interviews and participation observation — and my approach to 

qualitative thematic analysis.  

3.2 Epistemology 

In this section, I elaborate on standpoint feminist theory as my epistemological 

approach. One of the central epistemological assertions of feminist theory is that 

knowledge of the world is co-constituted in and through political struggle (Harding, 

1993; Haraway, 1988, 1991; Hartsock, 1997; Hill Collins, 1986, 2002, 2008, hooks, 

1982, 1984, 1994; Jackson, 2006; Lorde, 1984; Minh-ha, 1989; Mohanty, 2003; Smith, 
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1997). This assertion has a long intellectual history that can be traced to several 

foundational political philosophers, namely Hegel (2019), Marx and Engels (2000), and 

Lukács (2000). Using the master/slave dialectic, Hegel (2019) argued that the slave 

realized self-consciousness through conflict against the master15, an idea which Marx 

and Engels (2000), and Lukács (2000) applied within the dialectic of class 

consciousness. Marx and Engels (2000) proclaim, in their Manifesto of the Communist 

Party, 

Does it require deep intuition to comprehend that man’s ideas, views, and 
conception, in one word, man’s consciousness, changes with every change in 
the conditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his social 
life? What else does the history of ideas prove, then that intellectual production 
changes its character in proportion as material production is changed? The ruling 
ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class (p. 25). 

The latter three philosophers eventually developed the idea of the proletariat’s 

standpoint, arguing that the proletariat ascertained a more acute understanding of how 

the world works than did the owners of capital. Thus, both the master/slave dialectic and 

the proletariat’s standpoint underscore that the social world is more fully understood 

from the point of view of the oppressed/proletariat rather than from that of the 

master/owner of capital because of the myopia of the privileged position (in this case, 

class) (Gramsci, 1971). Building on these two epistemological insights and positions, in 

which there were critical oversights related to the gendered nature of knowledge, 

 

15 Interestingly, BuckMorss (2009) argues that Hegel’s understanding of the master/slave 
dialectic was based on the Haitian Revolution, and not class struggle in Europe, as is widely 
assumed.  
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feminist scholars transformed and applied these ideas to reveal how patriarchy and 

heteronormativity have consequences for knowledge production16. Like direct bodily 

exploitation and subjugation based on class, inequalities between genders influence 

knowledge-production. Harding (1993) writes that this shortsightedness occurs because  

one's social situation enables and sets limits on what one can know; some social 
situations — critically unexamined dominant ones — are more limiting than 
others in this respect; and what makes these situations more limiting is their 
inability to generate the most critical questions about received belief (pp. 54-
55).17   

Thus, the starting point of standpoint theory is that in “societies stratified by race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, or some other such politics shaping the very structure 

of a society” (Harding, 1993, p. 54), the dominant group’s activities organize yet limit 

what it can understand about itself and the world around it.  

The above argument does not intend to suggest that a standpoint feminist approach18 to 

epistemology is necessarily relativistic or that such a stance rejects the conventional 

 

16 See Ahmed (1998); Allen (1996, 1998, 1999, 2008); Amos & Parmar (2005); Bhavnani, 
(1993); Butler (1990, 1993, 1997, 1999, 2006); Grewal & Kaplan (1994); Harding (1993); hooks 
(1982, 1984); McHugh (2015); Naples & Sachs (2000). 
17 A researcher should not purport to know more about a group that they are not originally a part 
of. Although researchers have been trained to conduct research, and/or have worked with a 
group of people for a period of time in any given region/country/city, their knowledge does not 
supersede those very peoples’ own knowledge of themselves. What a researcher knows is 
limited to and dependent on what they heard, saw, or observed. Researchers should be mindful 
of presenting themselves as if they know more about the ‘subjects’ than the ‘subjects’ 
themselves. As Judith Stacey (1988) states, “…while there cannot be a fully feminist 
ethnography, there can be (indeed there are) ethnographies that are partially feminist, accounts 
of culture enhanced by the application of feminist perspectives. There also can and should be 
feminist research that is rigorously self-aware and therefore humble about the partiality of its 
ethnographic vision and its capacity to represent self and other” (p. 26). 
18 Although recognizing that “feminist standpoint theory has laid the groundwork for such a 
politics by initiating the discussion of situated knowledges” (Hekman, 1997, p.342), Hekman 



 

 

 

63 

understanding of objectivity. Due to the feminist contention that knowledge should be 

situated in the social contexts in which it arises, one might assume that a tension exists 

between the drives to generalize and universalize knowledge claims. This is not the only 

logical conclusion, however. Instead, feminist standpoint epistemology seeks, in part, to 

create a stronger objectivity (Harding, 1993). The belief that knowledge is socially 

situated is a strength of standpoint theory. The term strong objectivity denotes the idea 

that identifying and being transparent about one’s biases makes one more able to tap 

into objectivity. This is because without interrogating one’s own position in the social 

order, one may assume universality of their experience, a belief that extends into their 

research. As Harding (1993) notes,  

knowledge claims are always socially situated, and the failure by dominant 
groups to critically and systematically to interrogate their advantaged social 
situation and the effect of such advantages on their beliefs leaves their social 
situation a scientifically and epistemologically disadvantaged one for generating 
knowledge (p. 54, emphasis mine).  

For Harding (1993), the inequalities generated by modern Western scientific knowledge, 

not only in the social sciences but in all disciplines, demonstrate the need for a more 

 

also states that standpoint feminist theory is now viewed as “a quaint relic of feminism’s less 
sophisticated past” (p.341). Hill Collins (1997) and Harding (1997), among others, responded to 
this criticism. Hill Collins (1997) states that “my reading of standpoint theory sees it as an 
interpretive framework dedicated to explicating how knowledge remains central to maintaining 
and changing unjust systems of power” (p. 375). Harding (1997) further articulates that the 
thrust of standpoint theory is,  

to identify ways that male supremacy and the production of knowledge have 
coconstituted each other in the past to explore what heretofore unrecognized powers 
might be found in women's lives that could lead to knowledge that is more useful for 
enabling women to improve the conditions of our lives (pp. 382-383).  

Indeed, scholarship has developed in different directions, as Hekman (1997) points out, since 
the 1990s. However, these points about the value of standpoint remain valid. 
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significant commitment to accountability and responsibility in addressing bias. Harding 

(1992) asserts that “starting off research from women’s lives will generate less partial 

and distorted accounts not only of women’s lives but also of men’s lives and of the 

whole social order” (p. 56, emphasis mine). Indeed, in current research regarding 

objectivity, Earl (2017) states that “research that is openly value-based is no more or no 

less the truth of the social world; it merely accepts that research is awash with value 

judgments, opinions, and individual interpretations” (p. 131). To achieve more accurate, 

objective, and socially responsible research, scholars cannot rely solely on existing 

standards of objectivity. Such measures have historically been unable to detect widely-

held assumptions, such as prejudices and biases, that unconsciously guide scientific 

inquiry. Thus, my position is that external realities exist, but it is difficult to measure 

social phenomena objectively as we are imbricated within our own social locations and 

power relations. As with standpoint feminists, I accept objective knowledge as a goal, 

but I further seek to operationalize the concept of objectivity less accessed by 

conventional scientific knowledge systems in political science (Harding, 1992, p. 438). 

One such route to enhanced objectivity in scholarship would involve, on the part of 

researchers, a heightened sensitivity to one’s social locations and how one’s possible 

privilege may impact a given study. Consequently, in the next section, I address how I 

navigated my positionality within a CER-based case study. This exploration helps to 

contextualize how I navigated my research, how my identity may have impacted my 

information-gathering approach and the steps that I took to diminish the potentially 

distortive effects of privilege on the resulting analysis. 
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3.3 Community-engaged research design for a case study of a social 
movement 

A unique-case analysis or a single case study (Liamputtong, 2013) is an opportunity to 

conduct an intensive, in-depth examination of one phenomenon, as a case-study is “any 

unit of research that can be defined as a coherent entity” (David, 2006, p. xxv). Since 

case studies are a thorough, bounded examination of one topic, they are beneficial for 

researching social movement practices. They allow for studying the social mechanisms  

occurring in movements (Bennett & Elman, 2006; Bevington & Dixon, 2005; Tilly, 2001).  

Stake (2005) differentiates single case studies into either intrinsic or instrumental case 

studies. As he notes, this distinction is not binary but instead presents a spectrum of 

how to conceive single cases. The intrinsic-case analysis assumes that a specific issue 

has important particularities vital to delve into because of its inherent interest to the 

researcher (Stake, 2005). As Stake (2005) writes, “The more intrinsic the interest of the 

researcher in the case, the more the focus of the study will be on the case’s 

idiosyncrasy, its particular context, issues, and story” (p. 460). Although I believe that 

what the movement is doing to build knowledge-practices is exceptional, I lean towards 

the instrumentalist case study. An instrumental-case analysis provides readers with 

useful insights into the processes behind a movement developing knowledge-practices. 

The knowledge-practices the movement has developed are specific to the Canadian 

movement and cannot be generalized further, but, arguably, knowledge-practices could 

exist across any movement. So, the findings can inform future studies, as is hoped and 

advocated for.  
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Other factors make this case essential to study. As seen in Chapter 3, there is much 

political science literature on social movements. However, most studies are either 

historical or use secondary data. Few intensive studies aim to capture many elements 

of one movement in intimate detail from movement participants' perspectives in real-

time. This shortage in instrumental case studies, therefore, seems to have twofold 

implications. First, direct accounts from movement participants and supporters could 

potentially provide more insights on the development of knowledge-practices, yet these 

types of studies are few and far between (for exceptions, see Chauhan, 2015; Pavan, 

2018). Second, empirically, studies of diaspora movements working against genocide 

are also quite limited, meaning we just know less about what occurs within them. A way 

to overcome this scarcity is to include a case study of the Rohingya social movement in 

Canada. As such, my goal of developing an in-depth understanding of the Rohingya 

social movement in Canada and its development of knowledge-practices informed my 

decision to undertake this work as a case study. As Casas-Cortés et al. (2008) 

describe, I endeavoured to  

follow social movement actors themselves, listening, tracing, and mapping the 
work that they do to bring movements into being. This allows us to recognize that 
some (though certainly not all) movements are intensely involved in the 
epistemological work of analyzing, envisioning and elaborating new ways of 
knowing and being in the world (pp. 27-28).  

My case study is informed by a CER approach (Barinaga & Parker, 2013; Beaulieu, 

Breton & Brousselle, 2018; Boccagni, 2011; Boccagni, Lafleur & Levitt, 2015; Dhamoon, 

2011; Levac & Denis, 2019; May 2015; Schwartz, 2012). As Levac and Denis (2019) 

note, the CER approach “emphasise[s] the importance of reciprocity, responding to 
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community-identified needs, ensuring high-quality investigation19 and self-reflexivity20 or 

understanding one’s own positionality in the research process” (p. 3). As I examine in 

more detail below, CER is a radical politics of solidarity, coalition, and co-resistance in 

active struggles for social justice. First, I review the ethics of working with people who 

have experienced forced migration.  

Information-gathering with people who have experienced traumatic experiences, 

including forced migration, is laden with sensitivities that might not occur in other types 

of research (Bloch, 1999; Clark-Kazak, 2017). Krause (2017) details challenges in 

conducting research with people who have experienced forced migration and how to 

reduce harm. Interactions with researchers can increase participants’ vulnerabilities 

because of the interviews' content, any attendant psychological or social effects 

stemming from participation in the research, and how the analysis is reported. As he 

writes, “it is important to note that exposing them to a set of questions without 

considering and determining the most sensitive and appropriate way of doing so may 

cause (further) harm and put participants in difficult situations” (Krause, 2017, p. 4). As a 

first step in addressing sensitivities, my project was reviewed by the University of 

Guelph Research Ethics Board (REB) for compliance with federal guidelines in Canada 

for research involving human participants. My project was approved in December 2017 

by the University of Guelph’s REB. According to Krause (2017), to mitigate against 

increased harm, a researcher must be acutely aware of their actions and have a deep 

 

19 See Beaulieu, Breton & Brousselle (2018); Mikesell, Bromley & Khodyakov (2013) 
20 See Wallerstein & Duran (2008). 
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understanding of the context in which they are working. Krause (2017) outlines his 

methodology for reducing harm during research. He states that to conduct ethical 

research, one should be aware of researchers’ responsibilities towards participants, 

continuously stress participants' rights during the process, and exercise sensitivity when 

collecting data and interacting with participants. He further outlines how researchers 

should gain trust and respect, recognize hierarchies, act with reciprocity, and provide 

feedback to the groups involved in the information gathering process (Krause, 2017). To 

elaborate on these ethical principles, I first discuss the concept of reciprocity in CER 

below. Then I detail how I implemented these principles in the rest of this section.  

3.3.1 Reciprocity 

The explicit intention to build reciprocal relationships represents a key component of 

CER and research involving people who have experienced forced migration. Reciprocity 

means that the benefits of the study extend to the community to which the research 

pertains. The concept consists in acknowledging that access to communities forms the 

basis of academic work in the social sciences. Without said access, many academics 

would not be able to study anything at all. CER emphasizes community input and 

reciprocity more than other research approaches (Liamputtong, 2013; Hyndman & 

Walton-Roberts, 2000). CER is a valuable means of conducting research since it 

highlights that “knowledge acquired in the academic setting is strengthened and 

enhanced by the real-world experience found in communities” and that “those most 

intimately involved in the practices of the community would have the keenest insight into 

the questions asked, where evidence lay, and what methods would be most 
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appropriate” (Whiteford & Strom, 2013, p. 72). One of CER's central values lies in 

collaboration with a community and the inclusion of a community partner’s voice in the 

scholarly process. The principle of reciprocity, together with community input, 

encourages academic researchers to view research as an exchange of information and 

knowledge rather than as a one-way extraction of data. For example, through sustained 

dialogue, a CER relationship can result in a deeper understanding of participants’ lives, 

benefiting both researchers and participants of the group in question (Yassour-

Borochowitz, 2004).  

While doing this research, I knew that I needed to offer something tangible to the 

Rohingya social movement in return for their contributions to the study21. Throughout 

the two years during which people provided me with their insights, urgent action 

remained necessary in the face of genocide and the protracted humanitarian crisis. As 

the genocide continues unabated, this means that much hands-on work is required. 

After finishing most of my interviews, I joined the Canadian Rohingya Development 

Initiative (CRDI) as a volunteer board member. I developed a close relationship with the 

members of CRDI22, not because of their political standpoints, but rather due to 

circumstance, geography, and personality. Although I agree with most of what they 

 

21 CER is sometimes criticized for not being able to maintain distance from the group. I address 
such concerns by responding that deep reflections occurred after the fieldwork mentioned 
above. Throughout the research process, self-reflexivity, the length of time in the work, and data 
triangulation supported achieving critical distance. Furthermore, CER and feminist-guided 
research consider people’s different social locations and the systems of oppression in which 
they are implicated, as I elaborate on below. 
22 The other main groups, as discussed elsewhere, include the Rohingya Association of Canada 
and the Rohingya Human Rights Network. 



 

 

 

70 

stand for and the methods for achieving their aims, a normative judgment of their 

politics was not in the scope of my role as a researcher. Nevertheless, I resolved to stay 

well aware of internal politics, as necessary, to navigate the movement. I also joined 

The Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention23 (SP) as a content writer to help transmit 

an understanding of genocide as a reality that affects Rohingya people and other 

groups. Additionally, I joined the Canadian Centre on Statelessness (CCS) as a Board 

Member, later transitioning to the Director role. These roles offered me keen insight into 

the advocacy world and a more in-depth understanding of the realities activists face. It 

was also a way to contribute to the immediate needs of the movement. The contribution 

of my time and energy were a way to practice reciprocity by participating in actions that 

were important to the cause. At the time of my research, I grew to become someone 

who could be counted on to support and organize events, edit and review resumes, 

poetry, assignments, applications, communication briefs, reports, blogs, PowerPoint 

presentations, and statements. I provided guidance on strategic planning and 

operations for organizations. I also co-organized several documentary screenings of I 

Am Rohingya and a roundtable discussion at the University of Toronto in 2019 with the 

Honourable Bob Rae, Special Envoy to Myanmar, following the anniversary of his 

report, Tell Them We’re Human: What Canada And The World Can Do About The 

Rohingya Crisis.  

 

23 The Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention tracks emerging genocides across the world. 
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In 2018, I visited the Rohingya refugee camps outside of Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh, an 

experience outside the scope of my data collection but deeply relevant to my 

commitment to building ongoing relationships with Rohingya people. Although not part 

of my research, I considered the trip to be necessary to have real-life context for the 

circumstances that had been described to me so many times. Rohingya peers wanted 

me to see what life was like for their families and friends. As such, when the opportunity 

arose for me to visit the refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, I embraced it. There, I met the 

immediate and extended families of some of my peers in Canada, and I learned about 

their lives in the camps. I visited them in their homes and walked around the 

neighbourhoods in the camps. This experience emphasized, and the people explained 

to me, at face value, the urgency of a resolution. I saw firsthand the camps’ scale and 

better understood the immensity of the issues that Rohingya communities face in 

Myanmar, Bangladesh, and the broader diaspora. I started to concretely understand the 

consequences of state-initiated statelessness and genocide more viscerally, as I could 

partially visualize what it meant to live as a person experiencing statelessness. I knew 

then that I would be committed to resolving issues of forced migration, genocide and 

statelessness, going forward, both in my research and personal life. 

In the camps, I realized how vital the knowledge-practices that the Rohingya diaspora is 

building in Canada genuinely are; they are crucial tools against the seemingly 

intractable situations of state-led genocide, statelessness, and displacement. Like the 
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experiences of others who have visited the camps24, the trip solidified the research's 

necessity and the weight of the voices channeled in this dissertation. Although it pains 

me to have followed the trajectory of genocidal violence in Myanmar and witnessed the 

stalemate of the refugee crisis in Bangladesh, my researcher role allowed me to speak 

with a wide spectrum of people about their experiences and perspectives. This 

involvement resonates with what Colson (2003) describes when she writes, on the topic 

of forced migration,  

academic research, however important it may be, remains irrelevant if it is 
relegated to the classroom, the library shelf, the internet, and professional 
meetings. Association with refugees and other uprooted people makes this 
transparent. If anything is learned from looking at the turmoil, the attempts at 
rescue and readjustment, the impact upon both those uprooted and those who 
receive them, this has immediate relevance to decisions that affect the lives of 
those already in jeopardy (p. 13).  

Rohingyas’ plights are often spotlighted in the media, and there is currently a lot of NGO 

work being conducted with Rohingya communities around the world. However, there is 

a dearth of scholarly research on Rohingya history and their contemporary 

communities. Participants emphasized that I should explain the work of the movement  

— as carefully as possible  — for the sake of having meaningful scholarship and 

documentation of their efforts. It remains critical that there is an academic record of 

Rohingyas’ activism, integral to their mission of survival as a community. Similar to 

Tungohan’s (2014) approach to the study of migrant care workers’ activism, she states, 

“they [Filipina migrant care workers] stressed to me that one of the responsibilities I had 

 

24 This point will be elaborated upon in Chapter 8. 
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when writing this dissertation was to represent, with as much accuracy and 

thoroughness as I was capable, the perspectives they shared with me” (p. 29). For 

these reasons and ethical commitments, I knew that I would need to convey the 

important work being organized by the Rohingya social movement in Canada in a 

comprehensive manner. This dissertation is an outcome of the Rohingya Canadian 

social movement; it channels the participants’ efforts. Each chapter centres the voices 

of those who have lived experiences of forced migration and who fight against the 

genocide. I hope that this dissertation underscores that the people who have 

experienced genocide, statelessness, and forced migration carry the answers to their 

plight and develop the tools for their liberation against seemingly impenetrable structural 

obstacles.  

3.3.2 Social locations and positionality  

The term ‘social location’ refers to the grid of power in which axes of differentiation, 

such as gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity, and ability, are used to structure identities 

and social relationships (Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011). The intersections between the axes 

of power: ability, race, class, gender, and sexuality create complex social locations that 

are dynamic and based on context. For instance, while some intersections may be more 

visible in one specific social context, they may show up differently in other situations 

(Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011). Indeed, positionality is simultaneously constructed in relation 

to the positionalities of people with whom one interacts — in this case, participants in 

the research process (Thapar‐Björkert & Henry, 2004). Being purposefully aware of 

one’s positionality entails being cognizant of how one’s identity affects and is affected 
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by context, exercising self-reflexivity to recognize power inequities, and a predisposition 

to act with reciprocity. It is a state that “emerges through a critical self-reflexive 

interrogation of personal and cultural biases” (Hess-Biber & Piatelli, 2012, p. 563). 

There is a rich lineage of feminist and decolonial scholars25 who have written on 

positionality and ‘feminist dilemmas in fieldwork’ (Wolf, 1996). Thus, I recognize the 

importance of positionality and strive to understand the implications of social locations 

for researchers and research questions. As noted above, positionalities need to be 

assessed in context, as they are fluid and dependent on one’s environment and the type 

of interaction involved. A person’s identity, experience, and skills also contribute to their 

positionality. Concerning social movement research, Earl (2017) writes about  

understanding [her] own positionality as an educational researcher working both 
outside a social movement and in solidarity with it – understanding how to create 
critical distance from the happenings witnessed whilst attempting to assist the 
movement from the position of a researcher and academic activist. This is not an 
easy place to live, and this kind of work often stands at one side or the other of 
the interstice between hope and despair, solidarity and frustration, and love and 
bitterness (pp. 129-130).  

Developing an awareness of positionality and its attendant tensions is a meaningful 

exercise for research purposes and is an ethical principle (Krause, 2017). As Borland 

(1991) relates, “when we interpret data, we bring our own knowledge, experience, and 

concerns to our material, and the result, we hope, is a richer, more textured 

understanding of its meaning” (p. 330). In other words, understanding one’s positionality 

 

25 See Ahmed (1998); Anzaldua (2007); Butler (1990 1993, 1997, 1999, 2006); Crenshaw 
(1989, 1991); Harding (1993); Haraway (1988, 1991); Hill Collins (1986, 2002), hooks (1982, 
1984); Simpson (2017); and Wolf (1996). 
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in context, and in relation to others, permits discovering how one’s identities may impact 

research, in both positive and negative terms. 

I take an intersectional approach to understanding my positionality (Brah & Pheonix, 

2004; Davis, 2008; Levac & Denis, 2019; Nash, 2008). Intersectionality dictates an 

understanding of the processes through which one’s social locations contribute to 

privilege or marginalization and how such elements change in relation to each other and 

in any particular context (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Hill Collins, 1986, 2002, 2009). To 

understand the intersections of my positionality, I draw on the relevant vein of feminist 

literature, which shows how power relations take root in the various axes of identity. 

Such axes include gender, ethnicity, class, age, ability, and other socially constructed 

categories, and these are maintained, reproduced, and naturalized in daily life 

(Crenshaw, 1989,1991; Hill Collins, 1986, 2002, 2008; Dhamoon, 2011; Mullaly, 2002; 

Walby, 2012). These categories are created through “processes of differentiation” and 

“systems of domination” (e.g., racism, colonialism, and gendering) that are sustained 

over time (Dhamoon, 2011, p. 233).   

To understand the dynamics of positionality, self-reflexivity is critical. Self-reflexivity 

stems from the “acceptance and disclosure of subjective positioning and how it might 

impact on the research process” (O’Leary, 2009, p. 58). More specifically, the term 

refers to a “researcher's critical relation to the assumptions she brings to the topics she 

studies, to the methodological decisions she makes, as well as to the research practices 

she engages in” (Ibid, 2009, p. 58). Certainly, my positionality as a young, feminist, 

agnostic, cis-gender, straight, second generation, middle-class, Canadian woman of 
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colour, and an emerging activist-scholar in a Western institution, variously impacted my 

how I undertook research. It impacted how I interacted with Rohingya activists, NGO 

workers, lawyers, politicians, and others. In a step-by-step fashion, I describe the 

interactions between my positionality and methodological decisions and research 

practices in which I engaged in the section below.  

3.3.3 The context of my growing interest in Burmese politics 

In 2010, I became interested in Burmese politics as the world heard about Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s famous release from house arrest. In 2012, as an intern at the Canadian 

Embassy in Vietnam, I witnessed the palpable excitement in Myanmar, Southeast Asia, 

and Western foreign policy circles amid the start of Myanmar’s democratization. Upon 

returning to Canada, I decided to focus my master’s research on Aung San Suu Kyi’s 

political career, using a gendered lens to analyze her self-portrayal in her public 

speeches. At the time, I had great respect for her involvement in the pro-democracy 

movement. That the same year, Canada and other countries eased economic sanctions 

against Myanmar, signaling hope for the ostensible, fledgling democracy. In March 

2013, Canada appointed its first-ever ambassador to Myanmar. In  2014, I learned that 

there was a Rohingya diaspora community in Kitchener-Waterloo. In the same year, I 

started my Ph.D., intending to work with Rohingya migrant women to understand the 

obstacles they face as newcomers in Canada. By this point, the trajectory of my Ph.D. 

followed massive changes in Burmese politics. In 2015, Burmese citizens voted in their 

first general election in decades, and Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for 

Democracy (NLD) won in a landslide victory. Yet, the contradiction between these steps 



 

 

 

77 

towards democratization, happening in tandem with Rohingya people's increasing 

persecution, was disturbing. Indeed, by that point, I had been following Burmese politics 

for three years, and I was becoming acutely aware of the atrocities being meted out 

against ethnic minorities in the country, particularly against the Rohingya people in 

Rakhine state. In 2017, I defended my research proposal in front of my committee, 

knowing that I wanted to understand the country's politics and how the Rohingya 

diaspora in Canada engaged in transnational organizing to bring attention to this brutal 

reality that, at the time, was still mostly unknown.  

I initially became acquainted with the Rohingya community when I attended a 

performance of I Am Rohingya in Kitchener-Waterloo in April 2017. It was the first 

instance where I witnessed Rohingya youth’s passionate advocacy for international 

justice and accountability. The community and these youth were using the language of 

genocide at the time – over a year before the release of the IIFFMM report and the 

Canadian government’s decision to endorse its findings. Canada's movement gained 

momentum in the fall of 2017, after the latest major exodus of people from Myanmar to 

Bangladesh in August of that year. In September 2017, I joined two rallies held to bring 

attention to the Rohingya genocide at Queen’s Park and Matt Cohen Park in Toronto. 

These events occurred before the approval of my ethics application, so I did not collect 

any information. However, I used these experiences to help foster rapport and my 

familiarity with the movement. I eventually began information-gathering at the end of 

2017, as both a participant observer and interviewer. Due to circumstance, I conducted 
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my research at the exact moment when the social movement's knowledge-practices 

were being developed in real-time.26 

3.3.4 Recognizing power relations during information-gathering 

As noted earlier, for Krause (2017), recognizing power relations is a principle of ethical 

research with people who have experienced forced migration. Similarly, in working on 

issues of forced migration, Clark-Kazak (2017) notes that equity should be a principle in 

any research that concerns people who have experienced forced migration. She writes, 

“[we] will strive to make our research relationships as equitable as possible, by being 

conscious of power dynamics and guarding against risks of abuse of power” (Clark-

Kazak, 2017, p. 12). Researchers are not able to undo or mitigate power relations. Still, 

they can work “to understand their ‘between-ness’ and relationality, co-dependence and 

constitutive force” (Holland et al., 2010, p. 363). Intending to uphold the spirit of this 

commitment, I took several intentional steps while developing this study.  

An obvious first step in understanding how power relations impact research is 

recognizing the colonial legacy of the current university system, the scientific method, 

and other inequitable practices perpetuated by the institution (Gahman & Legault, 

2019). As Gurminder, Bhambra, Gebrial and Nişancıolu (2018) write,  

It was in the university that colonial intellectuals developed theories of racism, 
popularised discourses that bolstered support for colonial endeavours and 
provided ethical and intellectual grounds for the dispossession, oppression and 
domination of colonised subjects…In both colony and metropole, universities 

 

26 I discuss the impacts of my positionality below. 
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were founded and financed through the spoils of colonial plunder, enslavement 
and dispossession” (Gurminder et al., 2018, p. 5).  

In recognition of this legacy, feminist, Black, Global South, Indigenous, community-

based, decolonial, and myriad other scholars (see, for example, Anzaldua, 2007; de 

Sousa Santos, 2018; Fanon, 2008; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011) have contended that a 

way to disrupt elitist tendencies that often undergird research in the Global North is to 

deeply respect the experiences and expertise of the people being researched. I made 

the intentional decision to work in the movement by becoming a participant observer 

and volunteering with the organizations involved. I adopted a dedicated, hands-on 

approach to my research, and this approach enabled me to grasp a more 

comprehensive picture of the development of knowledge-practices within the 

movement. As Harding (1987) argues, high-quality feminist research “insists that the 

inquirer her/himself be placed in the same critical plane as the overt subject matter 

thereby recovering the entire research process for scrutiny in the results of the 

research” (p. 9). For this reason, I decided to undertake a longer-term process of getting 

to know the community in question, an experience that was drawn out over two years. 

Coincidently, as I started my data collection only a few months after the violence of 

August 25th, 2017 (a pivotal point in the history of the movement that I discuss in more 

detail below), I witnessed central aspects of the movement’s growth. So, my process of 

building a long-term relationship with the Rohingya community overlapped with the 

emergence of the movement after state and military-led violence catapulted Rohingyas’ 

plight to public and political prominence. Researching during this period also meant that 

I could be present for significant government announcements and developments, such 
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as the stripping of Aung San Suu Kyi’s honorary citizenship in 2018; the unanimous 

vote in the House of Commons and Senate, in 2018, on supporting the findings of the 

IIFFMM report, which called the crisis a genocide; the commitments of aid to 

Bangladesh and Myanmar in 2018; and the Senate motion on the Genocide Convention 

in 2019. I have been fortunate to watch the movement in Canada unfold in real-time for 

over two years. The next sections detail how I navigated my methods and the types of 

data compiled from them.   

3.3.5 Participant observation  

Throughout December 2017 to December 2019, I dedicated hundreds of hours to 

participant observation. Researchers in social sciences have long discussed the 

benefits and challenges of participant observation as a method (El-Or, 1992; Uldam & 

McCurdy, 2013; McCurdy & Uldam, 2014). As Uldam and McCurdy (2013) state,  

“While some movement tactics and strategies may be studied from afar, research 
based on participant observation remains as important as ever to delve beneath 
explicit meanings, actions and strategies, and understand the motivations, 
assumptions and dynamics, which underpin them… Participant observation can 
therefore help scholars examine the underlying assumptions, motivations and 
processes of social movements in relation to issues such as protest tactics, 
media strategies, articulations of visions, and collective identity formation.” (pp. 
941-942).  

I was incredibly fortunate that the documentary version of I Am Rohingya was 

showcased during my research. In fact, attending eight screenings of I Am Rohingya 
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was, in part, what drove my increasing participation in movement events.27 I was a 

participant-observer for five screenings and an organizer/panelist for three. I was 

present for conferences, meetings, roundtables, panels, and photography exhibits 

respectively depicting the Rohingya communities in Winnipeg and Toronto. Additionally, 

I was able to talk with politicians and people from other sectors soon after they arrived 

back from the Rohingya refugee camps. As noted earlier, I also volunteered at three 

related non-governmental organizations, one Rohingya-led (CRDI), and the other two 

non-Rohingya-led (SP and CCS). The order of my participant observation is outlined in 

Table 2 below. 

DATE EVENT  LOCATION 

February 2018 Rohingya in Peril: Buddhist/Muslim 
Tensions in Myanmar and Beyond 

Robert H.N. Ho Family 
Foundation Centre for 
Buddhist Studies, Toronto 

April 2018 Spring into Ramadan Human Concern 
International 

Waterloo Memorial 
Recreation Complex, 
Waterloo 

May 2018 An Evening with Jean-Nicolas Beuze, the 
UNHCR Representative in Canada and 
Refugee Sponsorship Training Program 
(RSTP)   

The Commons (POD 250), 
Ryerson University, 
Toronto 

 

27 I was clear to participants that I was involved in my capacity as a researcher at these types of 
events. The various groups I eventually worked with were also well aware of my Ph.D. 
researcher role, and the limitations that this role imposes. 
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DATE EVENT  LOCATION 

May 2018  

June 2018 

October 2018 

October 2018 

December 2018 

I Am Rohingya documentary screenings Innis Town Hall, University 
of Toronto, Toronto 

Theatre of the Arts, 
University of Waterloo, 
Waterloo 

10C Shared Space, 
Guelph 

Hart House, University of 
Toronto, Toronto 

North York Civic Centre, 
Toronto 

Kitchener-Waterloo Art 
Gallery, Kitchener-
Waterloo 

November 2018  BTF CRDI Appreciation Dinner Payal Banquet Hall, 
Toronto 

January 2019  CRDI meeting with Zoryan Institute Zoryan Institute, Toronto 

January 2019 to 
Present 

Content writer and Board of Directors for 
Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative  

Private location, Toronto 

January 2019 to 
Present 

Content writer and Board of Directors for 
Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative  

Private location, Toronto  

February 2019 Meeting between CRDI and the Special 
Envoy Hon. Bob Rae 

Private location, Toronto 

February 2019 International Conference for Protection and 
Accountability in Burma 

Columbia University, New 
York 
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DATE EVENT  LOCATION 

April 2019  A Townhall discussion between MP Rob 
Oliphant and Thorncliffe Park constituents  

Jenner Jean-Marie 
Community Centre, 
Toronto 

April 2019 A roundtable discussion between Hon. Bob 
Rae and Rohingya activists, NGO workers, 
academics, and think tank representatives, 
along with Burma Task Force and the 
Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative 

University of Toronto, 
Toronto 

April 2019 To 
Present 

Content writer and Myanmar Analyst for the 
Sentinel Project 

Private location, Toronto 

June 2019  Photography exhibit of the I Am Rohingya 
documentary and play actors at the Ontario 
Centre for International Cooperation 

Ontario Centre for 
International Cooperation, 
Toronto 

June 2019 I Am Rohingya documentary screenings University of Ottawa 

Museum of 
Communications, The 
Hague 

July 2019 Meeting with MPs Kamal Khera, Rob 
Oliphant, and Rohingya groups  

Private location, Toronto 

August 2019 Meeting with One Free World International 
and Hong Kong solidarity protest with 
Jewish, Muslim, Christian, and Uyghur 
activists  

Private location, Toronto 

August 2019  Strategic Planning meeting with CRDI Private location, Toronto 
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DATE EVENT  LOCATION 

August 2019 Photography and multimedia exhibit of the 
Rohingya community at the Canadian 
Human Rights Museum  

Canadian Human Rights 
Museum, Winnipeg 

Table 2 - Participant Observation  

Throughout this fieldwork, I made on-the-ground ethnographic observations by hand 

and later transcribed them electronically. I sought to document people’s interactions, 

what they talked about, why they met, and their opinions. Besides providing additional 

insights, this real-time participant observation helped contextualize the different types of 

knowledge-practices I had learned in interviews. 

3.3.6 Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews are a standard method in political science. In movement 

research, Blee and Taylor (2003) state that  

…they are particularly useful for understanding social movement mobilization 
from the perspective of movement audiences. They provide greater breadth and 
depth of information and the opportunity to discover the respondent’s experience 
and interpretation of reality, and access to people’s ideas, thoughts, and 
memories in their words… (pp. 92-93).  
 

Thus, for studying knowledge-practices within a movement, they are especially 

valuable. My open-ended interviews were conducted to generate rich data by drawing 

on respondents’ perspectives, expertise, and experiences regarding their involvement in 

the Rohingya Canadian social movement. While preparing to undertake interviews, I 

was aware that having a different ethnoreligious background, more “recognizable” 

educational credentials than many in the community, and a lack of knowledge of 
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Rohingya language and culture could cause understandable wariness among the 

Rohingya activists and members of their community. In working with people who have 

personally faced extreme persecution, genocide, and traumatic migration journeys, I 

also knew that I would need to remain mindful of the possibility of unintentionally 

offending someone due to my lack of previous awareness of community dynamics. 

Thus, in a manner similar to my participant observation, I took a long-term approach. To 

become more genuinely accepted by the community, I asked one of I Am Rohingya 

producers and directors to connect me with the community members he knew. From 

there, my interview data collection also spanned two years (December 2017 to 

December 2019). I conducted 70 qualitative interviews with Rohingya activists and their 

allies in Canada, starting with four different participants: a Bangladeshi professor who 

has worked with the Rohingya community in Bangladesh for his entire career; a criminal 

lawyer who was a part of the Burmese democracy movement in Canada in the 1980s; a 

photojournalist who worked with the Rohingya community in Kitchener-Waterloo in 

2015; and a group of representatives from Burma Task Force, an advocacy organization 

that has been working from Canada to address the Rohingya genocide since 2016. 

These preliminary interviews provided me with important context prior to talking with 

community members and activists.  

In many ways, my research process was guided by the points raised and highlighted by 

members of the Rohingya community. They also led me to talk with a broader spectrum 

of participants. As mentioned, from December 2017 to December 2019, I conducted 



 

 

 

86 

qualitative interviews28 with participants directly or indirectly involved in Canada’s 

Rohingya social movement. Through this slow process of snowball sampling, I 

interviewed 70 people, including federal Members of Parliament, a senator, a city 

councillor, lawyers, academics, community leaders, Rohingya activists themselves, and 

movement allies from across Canada.29 I also made every attempt to meet interview 

participants where it was most convenient for them, so I interviewed most Rohingya 

participants in their homes. Notably, during many home-based interviews, participants 

offered me meals and drinks, which I always happily accepted, which helped engender 

a more casual atmosphere. There are other ways in which I attempted to manage 

unequal power relations throughout the information-gathering phase. First, as noted 

earlier, I actively ensured that participants were not placed in even more vulnerable 

positions by my presence and the manner in which I asked questions. For Rohingya 

participants, especially the youth, I tried to relate to them by using casual language and 

dressing informally. As the age gap is small, as we became closer, we would often joke, 

banter and talk about topics completely unrelated to the research such as music and 

food. We became friends; we would talk to each other for mutual advice.  

At the same time, any broad-based assumption of vulnerability on the part of my 

Rohingya participants would have been, at least in part, also fueled by privilege. Of 

 

28 Interview questions are in the Appendices. 
29 I cannot be certain that with 70 interviews I have reached all of the individuals crucial to 
Canada’s Rohingya movement; however, a roughly representative sample of the members was 
attempted. The extensive participant observation I undertook alleviates some of the weakness 
of the small sample size. 
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course, the colonial history of Western academia includes abusive research practices. 

Thus, it is essential to maintain vigilance of the power differentials at play, at all times, 

between the researcher and the researched. However, in this project, an indiscriminate 

assumption of vulnerability would have been continually proven wrong. To default to 

such a way of thinking would reflect a kind of academic paternalism more than a form of 

respect and recognition of power differentials. Although it may have seemed that I was 

in a position of authority and was in the dominant power position, this was often not the 

case. In some situations, the balance of power was palpably tilted away from me, 

particularly during participant observation. For instance, when I was physically in 

locations where the participants were more at ease (e.g., their homes, the theatre, 

specific meetings), Rohingya activists were the ones who held expertise, and I 

acknowledged their powerful positions in context. As a young woman of colour, I often 

found myself among groups of older men, which shifted power relations between us. 

Beyond the interviews and participant observation, participants would connect me with 

people and provide me with a level of access that I would never have been able to 

reciprocate. In several instances, they introduced me to other community leaders, 

politicians, scholars, and other “movers and shakers” who would be valuable to include 

in my work. The access afforded to me over two years of fieldwork is a privilege that I 

will continue to appreciate beyond this study.30 

 

30As I became more connected to the movement, I learned about internal dynamics and 
people’s political commitments. Although not a focus of this research, there is a pluralism of 
opinions in the community and movement, including those related to solutions to the genocide 
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While interviewing politicians, lawyers, professors, and NGO workers, I took similar 

precautions, but the power relations were often in complete reverse. These interviews 

usually took place in the workplaces of participants in long-standing positions of 

authority. For example, the power relations were reversed when interviewing, 

particularly male politicians and lawyers, and quite dramatically so, in their workplaces. 

In these cases, I tried to impress upon them my role as a researcher and expert, and I 

intentionally told myself to hold a more authoritative demeanor. 

Table 3 details the number of interview participants, organized according to their primary 

affiliation relevant to this research. Different sets of interview protocols were designed 

for the various categories of participants. I contacted all participants via email with an 

attached copy of the consent form. Through email correspondence, the participant and I 

established the time and dates of the interviews. Interviews were completed in person at 

the participant’s preferred location (usually home or office) or over the telephone. I sent 

electronic consent forms to participants before the interview and physical copies at the 

interview for review. Sometimes, participants printed their copies of these forms and 

gave them to me before the interview, while others gave their oral consent after looking 

over the form in person. Generally, the interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 1 

 

and the humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. I was present during many instances where activists’ 
political alignments were discussed. As I note in subsequent chapters, political tensions connect 
to social locations, family and friendships, and cross borders and time. As I learned, and as 
discussed in the next chapter, suspicion between groups about intentions is not a natural 
occurrence. Rather, it emerges from a variety of factors, including a devastating colonial history 
that employed divide and rule tactics to subjugate populations, and later from the postcolonial 
governance tactics employed by the military junta. The repercussions of these colonial exploits 
still reverberate today. 
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hour. I recorded all my notes by hand and typed them electronically afterward, typically 

within 48 hours of the interview.31 

As noted earlier, the open-ended interviews were conducted to generate rich data by 

drawing on respondents’ perspectives, expertise, and experiences regarding their 

involvement in the Rohingya social movement. 32 The variation in interview questions 

aimed to capture respondents' diverse understandings and experiences while still 

identifying common themes that emerged from the data. The interviews with Rohingya 

participants and allies were particularly useful in shedding light on the conflict's historical 

background, their motivations for getting involved in the social movement, what their 

work looks like, and with whom they engage with. Interviews conducted with 

government officials were aimed at understanding the origins of their involvement, their 

understanding of the refugee crisis and genocide in Bangladesh, and their perspectives 

on the government’s policy-making. I also wanted to know who they work with across 

 

31 I did not audio record at the outset of my information-gathering because I did not know how 
audio recording would be perceived. After deliberation, I decided that people might be more 
comfortable if I only took notes. Thus, I started off this way, and it became a practice that 
worked out well.  
32 All of the participants of this research were categorized as Research Participants (RP) and 
given a unique number, in order to protect confidentiality. I decided to use this coding system 
because even if participants consented to me using their names, with a small group of people, I 
decided that it is safer to use one, overarching layer of confidentiality. In the cases where 
names are used, it is because the information they are conveying is already publicly available, 
for example, with politicians’ quotes, and when citing public-facing reports or events that 
participants were involved in. All other names that are used within quotes are pseudonyms, and 
I use pseudonyms in these cases because the RP code would disrupt the speech, while offering 
another way to protect identity. All pseudonyms are culturally appropriate, and I asked one 
participant who I cite frequently with a pseudonym, if they were comfortable with the name 
choice. 
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state and society concerning the crisis in both countries, and the rationale behind the 

government’s policy decisions.33  

Group # of 
Participants 

Rohingya activists 30 

Activists/civil society/NGO/private sector 20 

Journalist/photographer 2 

Scholars/lawyers 6 

Public sector/MPs/senators/city councillor 12 

Table 3 - Research Participants 

3.3.7 Qualitative analysis  

Ultimately, it became clear that if the system of power relations between myself and the 

movement were to produce harmful effects, such effects would be caused by how I 

proceeded to write about what participants told me. One major finding I learned during 

the research was that the Rohingya community and the movement are not one-

dimensional victims of genocide, so research should not portray them as such (Tuck, 

2009). This focus on the internal knowledge and strength of the movements is integral, 

as Tuck (2009) underlines; research is harmful when the dominant or only narrative of 

the participants is focused on their damage and their brokenness. Indeed, in the media, 

 

33 Interview guides are in the Appendices. 
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Rohingya people are well-known as the ‘most persecuted people on Earth’ (The 

Economist, 2015). In fact, a commitment to ”suspend damage” (Tuck, 2009) was one 

reason I wished to explore how Rohingya people and other participants develop and 

engage in social movements. This understanding motivated me to write about the 

experiences in as comprehensively a manner as possible. In writing about the activism 

of Filipina migrant workers in Canada, Tungohan (2014) similarly states,  

…I believed that it was imperative that my own subjective reading of the 
narratives provided by the people I interviewed coincide as closely as possible 
with their interpretation of events...I wanted to…integrate, as much as I could, the 
world views and the priorities provided by the people I was interviewing (pp. 25-
26).  

As a case study, the Rohingya social movement in Canada reveals the importance of 

knowledge-practices and how they support the movement's functioning. My analysis 

proceeded in a manner consistent with the principles of qualitative thematic analysis. 

Given the ontological and epistemological position adopted in the study, I followed and 

tracked themes from a preliminary emergent code. Inductive analysis gives priority to 

the derivation of theoretical understanding from the primary data itself. In other words, 

themes of the study generally grew out of my ethnographic observations and interview 

data, rather than the theoretical literature guiding my thoughts. To conduct an inductive 

approach to analysis, I first inserted all interview notes into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet to develop a set of codes. In this initial round of analysis, I combed the 

interview data to create a preliminary thematic framework recorded in different columns 

in the Excel table.   
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I started with an inductive analysis that resulted in some initial themes, which I further 

refined through a systemic reading of existing literature. I then again refined the results 

by returning to my dataset. After that, a deeper reflection on the themes helped 

establish connections between the data and theoretical concepts.34 This process 

represents how the conceptual framing of knowledge-practices was determined and 

how the sub-categories of knowledge-practices of collective self, action network, 

political alternatives, and transmission were matched with the data themes. Overall, 

these methods proved particularly suitable to fully understanding the movement’s social 

mechanisms related to knowledge-practices. Consistent with the character of inductive 

methodology and its associated principle of theoretical sampling, the latter of which 

involves searching for and zeroing in on secondary data that elaborate the emergent 

theory, I then turned to existing literature. Keeping in mind the relevant scholarship, 

particularly the work involving cultural approaches to social movements, I refined the 

thematic analysis.  

 

34 As noted, I drew specifically on the framework of knowledge-practices to organize and 
analyze my findings. My field work produced a rich data set, some of which fell out of the scope 
of this framework of analysis. As I explain elsewhere in this dissertation, there is, for example, 
evidence of moments of conflict in the movement in my dataset, and in observations about 
broader Rohingya activism. This was not an unexamined omission, but rather I judged it to be 
beyond the scope of my research and an area for future investigation. As the focus of this 
dissertation is the birth of the movement, I focused on the data that evidenced the mechanisms 
that brought foundation and cohesion to the movement. The moments of conflict, which are an 
inevitable part of any social movement - particularly among stateless or survivor communities 
without formal political representation - did not significantly impact my findings relating to the 
achievements of the movement within the context of my study. 
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Thereafter, a deeper reflection on the themes helped establish appropriate internal 

connections between the data and the theoretical concepts used in the study. Analysis 

of participant observation data followed in a similar mode. I then attempted to minimize 

some of the problems associated with a single-case study through triangulation, a 

method that can strengthen the validity of information gathered (Liamputtong, 2013). 

The length of time spent gathering information (i.e., two years) and using multiple 

sources of information, including interviews and participant observation, contributed to 

this research's integrity. Feedback mechanisms, such as eliciting informal reactions 

from participants during subsequent meetings about my observations also aided in 

verifying the accuracy of my claims. These factors helped not only to build a complete 

dataset but also to verify the information obtained from disparate sources. 

Simultaneously, how the social movement unfolded, and the context in which it was 

placed, will likely never manifest in the same manner or under the same circumstances 

again. Beyond this work, researchers might be ill-served in looking for the results to be 

reproduced elsewhere. So, the findings are not immediately generalizable to other 

diaspora-led social movements. Yet the findings on knowledge-practices present vital 

lessons for future research. It would be productive for the methodology to be employed 

(i.e., long-term, committed research with interviews and participant observation) and for 

the research findings to be discussed, modified, and reconfigured in future studies. 

In this chapter, I elaborated upon my epistemology, ethical and methodological 

decisions, information-gathering process, and analysis. I illustrated how my approach 

had an indelible impact on me academically and personally and how my approach 
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contributes to the methodological literature on social movements. The type of research 

question that I asked and the context in which I was working required an approach that 

let me follow the movement's activities. This embedded methodological approach has 

taken me to understand the breadth and depth of the movement's knowledge-practices. 

Within this discussion, I attended to power relations, intersectional positionality, self-

reflexivity, and reciprocity. 
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4 The origins of the Rohingya Canadian social movement 

The extreme vulnerability of the Rohingya is a consequence of State policies and 
practices implemented over decades, steadily marginalizing them. The result is a 
continuing situation of severe, systemic, and institutionalized oppression from birth to 
death (IIFFMM Report, 2018, p. 6). 

4.1 Introduction 

To understand the Rohingya Canadian social movement's knowledge-practices, it is 

important first to consider the context of Rohingyas’ migration to Canada. This chapter 

underlines the systematic process of marginalization and persecution of Rohingyas 

throughout their history in Myanmar and describes the camp situation in Bangladesh.35 

 

35 I am aware that the Canadian context in which Rohingyas settle is not fully addressed in this 
dissertation. I intentionally did not address their resettlement experiences, as I wanted to 
prioritize the analysis of the movement. In the next chapter, I lay out only the most pertinent 
resettlement challenges that interview participants discussed, including financial difficulty and 
time constraints in resettlement, Islamophobia, and creating representation as diaspora. I 
highlight these factors because they seemed most relevant to the movement’s context. 
Nevertheless, it is likely that participation in the movement has had broader implications for their 
resettlement and belonging. I speak to this possibility in Chapter 9 regarding areas for future 
research. It is also likely that the political form of resettlement has implications for activism. For 
example, one potential area for further exploration is how the movement has been shaped by 
the fact that most Rohingyas in Canada became permanent residents on arrival (as do all 
government-assisted refugees and privately sponsored refugees in this country). This seems 
likely to have had ramifications for their movement participation, but it was not a factor that was 
emphasized by participants. Indeed, in many countries, refugees do not become permanent 
residents on arrival. In the future, more focus on role of the Canadian context in Rohingya 
activism can draw on existing bodies of literature beyond the scope of this dissertation. For 
instance, the relationship between resettlement and opportunities for activism is a rich and 
established area of research but tends to focus on how resettlement shapes activism in the 
receiving country (Fortin, 2002; Giugni & Passy, 2004; Mantovan, 2013; Mott, 2019; Piacentini, 
2015; Pojmann, 2007; Pressé & Thomson, 2008; Strunk, 2014; Veronis, 2013; Wilcock, 2019; 
Zabin & Escala, 2002). There are also many studies of the mental and material challenges of 
resettlement faced by refugees and migrants who have faced violence in their home countries 
(Fike & Androff, 2016; Sangalang, Becerra, Mitchell, Lechuga-Peña, Lopez & Kim, 2018; 
Schweitzer, Brough, Vromans, & Asic-Kobe, 2011; van Wyk, 2012). Finally, there are studies 
looking at how resettlement offers different avenues for activism (Hammond, 2013; Huerta, 
2008; McIlwaine & Bermúdez, 2011; Però, 2014; Plaza, 2013; Quinsaat, 2019; Vandevoordt, 
2019; Vang, 2011; Wake & Cheung, 2016; Wake, Barbelet & Skinner, 2019).  
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This chapter uses both secondary data sources (e.g., books, articles, and non-

governmental organizations [NGO] reports) and primary data sources (e.g., interviews) 

to achieve this aim.  

This chapter begins by contextualizing Rohingya Canadians’ journeys from Myanmar 

and Bangladesh. I demonstrate how Rohingyas' rights and citizenship status eroded 

over several decades in Myanmar. Nationalist authoritarian rule based on ethnicity and 

religion solidified the military junta’s control over Myanmar to the violent exclusion of 

several ethnic minorities, including Rohingyas. My examination of the Bangladeshi and 

international context clarifies the courses of action that other states have decided to 

take concerning the genocide and resultant humanitarian crisis. These global alliances 

and geopolitics are essential for understanding states' policy decisions and how 

diasporas have learned to circumvent geopolitical obstacles to activism. With this 

context provided, it will become clear that the knowledge-practices created by the 

Rohingya movement in Canada have helped build a formidable cause that demands 

accountability and action on the part of the Canadian public, government, other 

countries and international organizations. 

4.2 Historical overview of Rohingyas in Myanmar  

The historical overview's primary purpose is to detail the process by which Rohingyas 

became increasingly persecuted in Myanmar (Ware & Laoutides, 2018), culminating in 

a genocide (Zarni & Cowley, 2014). As Mukherjee argues (2019), “…the on-going 

Rohingya crisis in the Rakhine state in western Myanmar should not be viewed in 

isolation but should be analysed within a broader historical framework and should be 
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seen as a part of a broader historical continuum” (p. 249).  To begin, Rohingyas are an 

indigenous ethnolinguistic group of Myanmar, living mostly in the northwestern part of 

the country, Rakhine state. Successive Burmese regimes formally recognized their 

identity after independence in 1948. As Zarni and Cowley (2014) identify,  

Rohingya is not simply a self-referential group identity, but an official group and 
ethnic identity recognized by the post-independence state. In the early years of 
Myanmar’s independence, the Rohingya were recognized as a legitimate ethnic 
group that deserved a homeland in Burma” (p. 80).  

Before colonization, Rakhine state had a mixed ethnoreligious population, both by virtue 

of its indigenous communities and because British colonizers had forcefully migrated 

people from contemporary Bangladesh and India into the area as labour (Aung, 2017). 

At the same time, British colonizers and missionaries used tactics to divide populations 

into acquiescence. As Khin Mai Aung (2017 December 17), an American lawyer of 

Bamar and Rakhine background, states,  

Myanmar is a diverse place where individuals from a wide range of ethnic and 
religious backgrounds coexisted for centuries. The British, who colonized the 
country for the better part of the 19th century until independence in 1948, 
intentionally utilized a “divide and rule” strategy of fostering ethnic divisions to 
weaken opposition and consolidate control. 

Aung’s (2017) writing exemplifies the importance of embedding the current conflict 

within Myanmar’s broader historical context. Indeed, Chowdhury (2020) states, “The 

British colonization of Arakan and statecraft started a process of arbitrary ethnic 

boundary-making and governance” (p. 2). British colonial legacy — to impart privilege or 

marginalization based on socially constructed categories of race — sowed feelings of 

contempt, jealousy, and mistrust in the subjugated populace (Aung, 2017). Thus, the 
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legacy of Britain’s colonial strategies to dominate indigenous populations is essential in 

understanding the decision-making processes of post-independence governments. In 

particular, the British colonizers' divide and rule techniques are integral to understanding 

contemporary politics, on-the-ground realities, and ethnic communities’ sense of the 

self, the other, and the state. As Mukherjee (2019) writes,  

…the British colonial policies of divide and conquer, politicians and their 
obsession with Buddhism and trying to make it the state religion shortly after 
independence in 1948, and the xenophobic policies followed by the military junta 
after 1962 deserve special mention [in contemporary analyses of Rohingya-
Rakhine-Bamar relations].” (p. 235).  

During World War II, Japanese imperialism further aggravated tensions between the 

Rohingya community and the Arakanese, another sizeable ethnic community in the 

state. Mukherjee (2019) explained that the Burmese nationalist movement turned to the 

Japanese to support its independence movement against the British. The alliance 

between the Burmese Independence Army (BIA) and Japan was short-lived, and the 

Bamar independence movement quickly joined the Allies to expel the Japanese army 

from Myanmar in 1945. However, As Mukherjee (2019) notes,  

For the Rohingya people, independence brought a particular set of problems. 
They had remained loyal to the British when the Japanese invasion took place in 
1942…This in turn had stirred up interethnic strife with the predominantly 
Buddhist Rakhine community and paved the way for fragmentation of the 
Rakhine province. The British had promised the Rohingyas independence but 
went back on their promises once the Second World War was over (p. 246).  

Indeed, the extreme politicization of ethnicity and race became a negotiating tool for 

successive governments following independence, and thus, the current crisis must be 

understood in this perspective. 
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Since 1962, when a coup d’état established a military dictatorship led by General Ne 

Win, the excision of Rohingya identity from Myanmar’s national psyche, or “imagined 

community” (Anderson, 2006), began systematically. Evidence shows that post-

independence, the military government continued to discriminate against Rohingyas 

and other ethnic minority communities36. The military government-orchestrated 

discrimination and systemic rights abuses as part of its post-colonial nation-building 

project. Chowdhury (2020) states that,  

The popular, historically-rooted racism and xenophobia were wedded with 
Buddhist religious fundamentalism in postcolonial Burma, especially after 1962, 
when the military regime came to power and mobilized violence against the 
Rohingya. This systematic persecution and large-scale displacement of the 
Rohingya Muslims–which continues even now, more than five decades later–is a 
frontal assault by the junta-ruled government of Myanmar against the identity, 
culture, and social foundation of the Rohingya (p. 2). 

Similarly, as one NGO worker I spoke with noted,  

Under dictatorial rule, all minorities were seen as ‘other’. Some of this came out 
of colonial processes, general statecraft, [where] you have one majority and all 
others are excluded. This has happened, in acute ways, that didn’t happen in 
other countries; either you’re in or out (RP41, September 24, 2018, interview).  

Expanding on this idea, Zarni and Cowley (2014) write, “the State and the 

predominantly Buddhist society have collaborated with the intent to deindigenize, 

illegalize, dehumanize and destroy a people whose ancestral home is in Myanmar” (p. 

67). One interview participant corroborated this finding by stating that,  

One dynamic of it is the Myanmar state, essentially the techniques of the 
colonizer, social control. Military techniques from colonization, [such as] divide 

 

36 Such a technique goes back to the British colonial era.  
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and rule. In the way that Rohingya talk about what’s happening now, the use of 
collaborators, leadership positions in Rohingya communities, and restrictions, 
surveillance and control. When some people are given opportunities and others 
are pushed away, this is a huge part of the Rohingya experience. How the 
educated classes have been destroyed, and the process of taking Muslims out of 
government jobs is quite recent. They are under attack as a society, with certain 
people being targeted to create tensions. There is a history of conflict and divide 
that is hard to overcome. This is repeated in Bangladesh. The divide and rule 
between different communities. The law in Myanmar has been an erasure of 
history, it is very effective in running other communities against others. (RP 47, 
November 11, 2018, interview). 

As participants point out, this legacy has followed into contemporary politics (Callahan, 

2009). In the decades following independence, scholars, NGO workers, and 

independent advocates have documented the “slow-burning” genocide of Rohingya 

people (Zarni & Cowley, 2014). In 1974, General Ne Win’s military dictatorship ratified 

the Emergency Immigration Act, thereby giving the government the authority to remove 

Rohingyas' national registration certificates and substitute them with foreign registration 

cards (Cheung, 2012). From 1977 to 1978, the government launched a sweeping 

campaign against Rohingyas in Rakhine state, first to expel them and then erase the 

Rohingya group identity by various institutional means (Brinham, 2012; Zarni & Cowley, 

2014). For instance, in 1977, the military junta launched Nagamin, or Operation Dragon 

King, with the purpose of “designating citizens and foreigners who have filtered into the 

country illegally” (Zarni & Cowley, 2014, p. 95). Under the pretext of a national census, 

all citizens were required to register themselves; however, Rohingya were made 

intentionally ineligible. Operation Dragon King led to one of the first and largest 

exoduses of Rohingyas into Bangladesh. This nation-building project again needs to be 

understood in terms of historical context. Aung (2017) writes that the Burmese military 
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has used Buddhist nationalism based on certain pre-colonial indigenous groups, taing 

yin thar, to extend and legitimate its reign. She states that,  

The intention, ostensibly, was to redress the wrongs of colonialism, and return 
Myanmar to its pre-colonial status. But this nationalism also conveniently 
supplied justification to squash rebellions from minorities such as the Karen, 
Kachin, Chin and Kayah – many of whom are not Buddhist – and to persecute 
them on account of their ethnicity. The Rohingya, by contrast, were assigned a 
different role in the military’s narrative. While other ethnic groups faced conquest 
and forced inclusion in the Burmese state as taing yin thar, the Rohingya were 
cast out of the Burmese identity altogether. The military conflated the Rohingya 
with other South Asians who migrated to Myanmar during the colonial era. As a 
result, the Rohingya – who have been present in Rakhine state for centuries – 
were ultimately excluded from the taing yin thar and deemed perpetual foreigners 
in their own country (Aung, 2017, December 19). 

In their work, Zarni and Cowley (2014) draw on one of General Ne Win’s speeches, 

relating his view that “all guests and mixed bloods were in Myanmar due to the legacy of 

British colonial rule” (p. 697). The Burmese government’s narrative since the ascension 

of the military junta remains that Rohingyas are originally from Bangladesh, and they 

migrated to Myanmar during the British colonial period (Chowdhury 2020; Mukherjee, 

2019; Phillips, 2013; Ullah, 2013). Mukherjee (2019) states,  

Discriminatory thinking against the Rohingyas has taken root especially since 
1962 when the military regime made it clear that only Buddhists especially if they 
were ethnically Burman could be true loyal citizens. The Rohingyas are visible 
minorities who are seen as outsiders and are different from the mainstream 
especially when it comes to their language, ethnicity and religion. The nation-
building process started by the military since the early sixties and the way they 
defined patriotism was quite narrow and this created a fear of outsiders amongst 
the majority of people. The argument that has been continuously put forward by 
the military generals is that the Rohingya people entered the country during the 
years of British colonialism and hence are not indigenous and not really Burmese 
(p. 246).  
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One lawyer I interviewed noted that cultural and ultra-nationalist religious organizations 

also spread narratives based on racism, discrimination, and exclusion. Arith Wirathu is a 

well-known nationalist Buddhist monk who supports the military government and is 

critical of Aung San Suu Kyi. The lawyer explained that “Wirathu is a nationalist 

Burmese Buddhist monk, and the spiritual leader of the anti-Muslim movement in 

Burma. He has been accused of conspiring the persecution of Muslims through his 

speeches...[by] foment[ing] anti-Muslim sentiment” (RP3, December 14, 2017, 

interview). With a large public following, Wirathu37 has long spoken out against 

Rohingyas, describing them as foreigners to Myanmar who need to be expelled, 

although researchers have documented and verified Rohingyas’ claims as an 

indigenous community of Myanmar (Ibrahim, 2016; Gutman, 1976).38  

The Rohingya community faced further decimation when the government drafted the 

1982 Citizenship Law, which deprived them of citizenship. This law outlines 135 ethnic 

minorities who are automatically eligible for full citizenship; Rohingyas are not 

recognized among them. To be granted citizenship, Rohingya people had to apply for 

 

37 To read more about Wirathu, see Ellis-Petersen (2019); Preston (2015); Walton & Jerryson 
(2016).  
38 Rohingya narratives date the community’s existence in northern Rakhine state to prior to the 
arrival of ethnic Rakhine people, in the ninth to tenth centuries (Gutman, 1976), which is also 
prior to the arrival of the Bamar people into Burma. Gutman (1976) argues that Rohingyas 
arrived in four waves of Muslim migration. According to Gutman (1976) they co-existed and 
joined the pre-Rakhine indigenous population. Ibrahim (2016) suggests that Rohingya history 
goes back even further, and that they are descendants of the pre-Rakhine indigenous 
population, who lived in Rakhine state three millennia before the arrival of Rakhine people. He 
posits that they assimilated with the waves of Muslim migrants when they arrived. Either way, 
Rohingyas can argue that their ancestors lived in Rakhine continuously for millennia until 
Rakhine was conquered and annexed in 1784 by the Bamar kingdom.  
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naturalized citizenship, a type of citizenship for non-Indigenous people (Phillips, 2013; 

Ullah, 2013; Zarni & Cowley, 2014). Beyond taking away their legal status in the 

country, the 1982 citizenship law also legitimized discriminatory treatment and extreme 

persecution measures against Rohingyas (Brinham, 2012; Cheesman, 2017). As 

Brinham (2012) writes,  

The 1982 Citizenship Law of Myanmar, which ignored the Rohingya’s claim to 
citizenship and thus rendered them stateless, has formed the legal basis for 
arbitrary and discriminatory treatment against the Rohingya community and 
made them subject to a series of draconian policies and controls” (p.40).  

Restrictions on marriage, access to religious services, healthcare, and education were 

meant to further marginalize the Rohingya community and leave them even more 

vulnerable to systematic exploitation and human rights abuses. Those who oppose their 

presence in Myanmar were essentially granted impunity (Zarni & Cowley, 2014). For 

example, Rohingya people are sometimes forced to undertake manual labour without 

pay. They regularly risk physical torture, sexual violence, arbitrary arrest, and 

extrajudicial execution by the armed forces (IIFFMM Report, 2018). Evidently, the 

Rohingyas’ lack of citizenship and rights severely restricts their access to basic life 

necessities and creates barriers to mobility.  

General Ne Win led the military junta until 1981, after which a succession of other 

military generals continued to govern Myanmar by military junta through 2011. Between 

1991-1993, the military government’s extreme measures prompted another exodus of 

approximately 250,000 Rohingyas to Bangladesh (Equal Rights Trust, 2014; Fortify 

Rights, 2019; Phillips, 2013; Ullah, 2013). Most notably, Fortify Rights (2019) 
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documents that in 1991, “the Myanmar military launches Operation Pyi Thaya (Clean 

and Beautiful Nation) in Rakhine state, committing killings and rape and razing villages 

and mosques, forcing tens of thousands of Rohingya to Bangladesh” (p. 27). Druce 

(2020) writes that “Pyi Thaya appears in part linked to the aftermath of the 1988 

Myanmar democracy movement and the 1990 annulled election result, which saw large-

scale military offensives against minority insurgent groups throughout Myanmar” (p. 31). 

Those who remained in Burma experienced a further loss of civil, political, social, and 

cultural rights (Druce, 2020; Holliday, 2014). Druce (2020) states,  

Restrictions on the Rohingya community introduced over the years included the 
need for a permit to leave their village, which limited employment opportunities; 
arbitrary taxation; excessive registration demands and fees; limited access to 
education for their children; permission from the authorities to marry that 
generally required a bribe; and from 2005, a two-child regulation for all married 
couples that was an apparent attempt to manage Rohingya demographic 
growth…(p. 30). 

During this time, the government was also responding to a cross-country democracy 

movement against the military junta. Now organized under the State Peace and 

Development Council (SPDC), the junta held elections in 1990. Still, it refused to 

transfer power to Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League of Democracy (NLD) party, 

which had won the majority of votes. Further restrictions on rights were implemented in 

the 1990s. In 1992, the Ministry of Defense created the NaSaKa, a ‘multi-agency border 

control force’ (Selth, 2019) controlled by Yangon-based military intelligence chief, 

General Khin Nyunt39 (Equal Rights Trust, 2014). Compounded by the loss of 

 

39 For detail into Myanmar’s intelligence apparatus, see Selth’s (2019) article.  



 

 

 

105 

citizenship, local directives and policies stemming from the creation of the NaSaKa 

continued to impact Rohingyas severely (Equal Rights Trust, 2014). As Equal Rights 

Trust (2014) underscores, 

The Rohingyas lack of citizenship status in Myanmar became the anchor for an 
entire framework of discriminatory laws and practices that laid the context for 
coming decades of abuse and exploitation. These included stringent restrictions 
of travel outside of North Rakhine State and to neighbouring villages within North 
Rakhine State, restrictions on marriages and on having children within Rohingya 
communities, and arbitrary taxation and forced labour (p. 10). 

In summary, since the establishment of military rule in 1962, Rohingyas have been 

subject to a level of intense discrimination that amounts to crimes against humanity.  

4.2.1 Roadmap to democracy 

Ironically (or intentionally), the period of democratization that began in the 2000s also 

reinforced discrimination against Rohingyas and helped expedite genocide. In 1995, the 

Government of Myanmar began distributing Temporary Registration Cards (TRCs), also 

known as “White Cards,” to Rohingyas and other minorities (Fortify Rights, 2019, p. 27). 

Although the cards conferred no citizenship rights, Rohingyas could still vote with this 

type of identification. The function of the card changed in subsequent years (Fortify 

Rights, 2019). In August 2003, the SPDC announced a roadmap toward democracy, 

and in the 2010s, it convened a National Convention. This process included drafting a 

new constitution, holding a referendum for the constitution, and the eventual transfer of 

power to a civilian government (Hlaing, 2012). In 2008, the new constitution was 

enacted (Egreteau, 2016), but it did not change the political system overnight. In fact, 

the constitution more deeply entrenched certain aspects of the military’s power. As a 
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result, the Armed Forces, domestically known as the Tatmadaw continued to play a 

significant role in politics (Advisory Commission on Rakhine State, 2017, p. 7).   

On November 7, 2010, the government held elections deemed illegitimate by 

international observers (HRW, 2010). In November 2010, Aung San Suu Kyi’s detention 

order expired, and she was released from house arrest (HRW, 2010). Months later, in 

March 2011, the military government handed power to a newly established quasi-civilian 

government led by former general and now-president Thein Sein (Egreteau, 2017; 

Hlaing, 2012). President Thein Sein initiated a series of reforms that led to a large 

opening of the state to the outside world (Egreteau, 2017). These reforms included 

allowing Aung San Suu Kyi and her party, the NLD, to contest parliamentary by-

elections in April 2012. As a result, Aung San Suu Kyi won a seat as a Member of 

Parliament in that by-election. Simultaneously, in 2012, large scale violence against 

Rohingya resulted in estimated thousands of deaths, the forced displacement of 100 

000 people, and the burning and destruction of homes and property throughout Rakhine 

state. Zarni and Cowley (2014) write that “the 2012 violence saw a mixture of state 

authorities, civilian mobs, and local populations killing and engaging in the mass 

physical destruction of Rohingya (and other Muslim people, properties, and 

communities) – effectively enacting pogroms against the Rohingya” (p. 106). Under the 

guise of maintaining order against internal “threats,” the Myanmar government 

continued to legitimize the central role of the military in politics. The violence related to 

other ethnic minorities, such as Shan and Karen and Kachin communities who engage 
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in armed resistance against the central government, has been documented extensively 

(Thawnghmung, 2011). 

The creation of the 2008 Constitution is also considered by scholars and other 

observers as a driver of the increased violence in Rakhine state, particularly between 

Rakhine Buddhists and Rohingyas. Although observers lauded the constitution as a 

step toward democratization and decentralization in creating 14 subnational 

governments, and despite its outlining a devolution of certain powers between the 

central government and lower regional authorities, it also fomented increased tension 

along ethnic lines (Egreteau, 2012, 2015, 2016, 2017; Hussain, 2017). For instance, the 

subnational units were limited in terms of administrative and fiscal powers, which remain 

within the central government's jurisdiction. The constitution also guaranteed that 25 

percent of seats in the national and state/regional parliaments would stay in the 

military's control, members of which could serve as Members of Parliament (Ninh & 

Arnold, 2016). One activist noted this issue. He pointed out that,  

There are limitations on what they can do, because of how the constitution was 
structured by the military. The military has a strong voice. Reserving 25% of 
seats in the legislature for the military, makes sure that they constantly have a 
say in what goes on in politics. Makes sure there’s a close relationship between 
civilian and military (RP41, September 24, 2018, interview). 

Some observers further note that democratization instigated further nationalist fear-

mongering, which led, in part, to 2012’s deadly violence in an ethnically divided Rakhine 

state (Hussain, 2017). Several interviewees talked about the sociopolitical context that 

Myanmar found itself in during the late 1990s-2000s. They described a society infiltrated 
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with narratives of Rohingya as outsiders who were undeserving of citizenship and equal 

rights on the same basis as other ethnic groups. As one politician I interviewed noted,  

Myanmar public opinion, of the Bamar population, does not think the Rohingya 
are integral. They regard them as outsiders who came in at various points, but 
don’t actually belong. That is the core problem. There’s a substantial body of 
people, in the Aung San Suu Kyi’s party and the military who don’t actually 
believe in the principle of integrating the people in the mainstream of the 
country... [There's also] how the democratization process has pulled people 
apart, rather than brought them together. All these things combined have 
ratcheted up the issues that exist (RP43, October 1, 2018, interview).  

As described earlier, this separation of the population along ethnic lines was not a 

primordial occurrence. It was a deliberate divide and rule tactic reaching far back to the 

colonial period before the democratization process and implemented by successive 

governments. Another interviewee who is a journalist and worked in South East Asia for 

several years observed: 

[In] Spring 2013, there was a large exodus by boat people from Rakhine state. I 
spent time in Sittwe, a few months before they forcibly removed the Muslim 
population. They barricaded a Muslim neighbourhood. They separated them, 
since 2011-2012. The Old Lonely Planet edition describes Sittwe as a diverse 
provincial capital. People were getting along and interacting with each other. 
Then a wild spike of nationalism after the loosening of military government. The 
current epoch started by the Arakan nationalists, after democracy started, and 
then stoked by the federal government. Sectarian nature of the social conflict. 
The government saw it [repression of Rohingyas] as a way to stifle the nationalist 
tendencies of the Arakan, as well as its own nationalist project. In Sittwe I talked 
to a lot of locals, and Arakan political parties, some extremist monks, and then I 
went into the concentration camp like areas, where the Rohingya were put in 
horrific conditions (RP37, September 7, 2018, interview).  

The journalist referred to the internally displaced persons’ (IDP) camps where 

Rohingyas were forcibly located after their villages were destroyed and razed to the 
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ground. This quote indicates the increasing prevalence of explicit policies designed to 

marginalize the Rohingya population in Rakhine State.  

Additionally, Equal Rights Trust (2014) underscores the increasing ethnic separation 

that has been enshrined in government policy, particularly around the time of the 2014 

census and 2015 national election. In 2014, in the lead up to the first national census in 

30 years, the government assured Rohingyas that although “Rohingya” would not be a 

category on the census, they could self-identify their ethnicity by choosing the “Other” 

option. However, the government reneged on its guarantee and ultimately prevented 

any Rohingya person from self-identifying as Rohingya on the census. Equal Rights 

Trust (2014) documents that, “[this] meant the Rohingya were left with the option of 

either identifying as “Bengali” or not participating in the census at all” (p. 7). In June 

2015, the Myanmar government began issuing Identity Cards of National Verification 

(ICNV) to those applicants who met requirements for citizenship under the 1982 

Citizenship Law (Fortify Rights, 2019). Fortify Rights (2019) concluded that in 2015, 

“The NLD government [rebranded] the ICNV process as National Verification Cards 

(NVCs) and [established] the Rakhine State Peace and Development Central 

Committee to issue NVCs” (p. 28). As was previously allowed up until this point, NVCs 

barred Rohingyas from voting and running in the 2015 national elections. Fortify Rights 

(2019) explains that the NLD government's identity cards also played a role in the 2017 

violence and subsequent exodus. They state,  

“implemented under the Aung San Suu Kyi government, the [The National 
Verification Cards (NVCs)] process requires Rohingya to register as ‘Bengali’ or 
another foreign identity, relegating Rohingya to the status of ‘foreigner,’ denying 
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them access to full citizenship and contributing to their administrative erasure” 
(Fortify Rights, 2019, p. 10).  

The report underlines that the NVC process violates Rohingyas’ right to a nationality, 

the principle of non-discrimination, and other fundamental rights (p. 13). In November 

2015, parliamentary elections, which excluded Rohingyas from participating, resulted in 

a victory for the NLD. The narrative of “defending” and “protecting” Buddhism against 

Islam remained a common feature of political discourse. Indeed, since 2012, thousands 

of Burmese troops have entered Rakhine state to maintain “security” in response to 

stories that Rohingyas were plotting insurgencies as well as fomenting terrorist and 

separatist ideals. As Hanna Hindstrom (2015) notes in Foreign Policy, “The threat of 

instability and violence may thus serve as an alternate strategy to boost the army’s 

popularity in Rakhine and defend its grip over Burmese politics” (February 26).    

In March 2016, the NLD's Htin Kyaw became Myanmar's first civilian president since the 

coup d’état in 1962. Aung San Suu Kyi was prohibited from becoming the president due 

to a clause in the constitution preventing those with foreign children from becoming 

president. Instead, she assumed the newly created role of State Counsellor, which is 

similar to the head of government in other countries. Political analysts and observers 

have noted several key reasons behind Aung San Suu Kyi’s reluctance to support 

Rohingyas’ rights and citizenship. A journalist I interviewed further stated,  

…it’s a combo that Aung Sang Suu Kyi doesn’t have any power, police, judiciary, 
military. She has no power, period. She’s in a fledgling democracy. It would be 
political suicide. Any sorts of gains she’s made, would be entirely lost, if she 
outwardly supported Muslims. Even if she did speak out, what would it do. It’s all 
controlled by the Tatmadaw. She has both hands tied behind her (RP37, 
September 7, 2018, interview). 
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In contrast, another activist who has worked in the region for years elaborated on the 

perception of Myanmar’s democratization after Aung San Suu Kyi was elected. He said, 

When the elections happened, there was this great hope in the West that this 
would be the start of Burma heading toward democracy after the junta for 
decades. But I think that hasn’t changed. Despite the claims by Aung San Suu 
Kyi that she can’t do much, that actually is a fallacy. In the election, her party won 
such a majority of seats, they can actually do what they want, despite the 
military’s seats…The relationship between the military and her party, they’re 
working together and aware of their ends, that aren’t too different. The Buddhist 
majority ends up being the only ethnic identity left. The military targets other 
minorities such as Karen, Shan40 (RP41, September 24, 2018, interview). 

Overall, the government and military’s reluctance to foster peace between minorities 

and the Bamar majority seems to be rooted in the political benefits derived from the 

status quo and prevailing nationalist narratives. As the journalist pointed out,  

In the social sense, in January 2009, I visited Myanmar, and if you had a picture 
of Aung San Suu Kyi, you’d go to jail. Now people can openly talk politics, 
without fear of secret police. Social climate has changed. A freeing of 
consciousness, but it’s not mirrored in the political process. An opening of the 
country, and a slight democratization; without a mass uprising, the military won’t 
change (RP37, September 7, 2018, interview).  

The slow implementation of the democratization process can be attributed to the 

military's heavy-handed role, which continues to influence politics due to the 2008 

Constitution’s provisions. Kipgen’s (2016) research on the military during the 

democratization process also speaks to this point. He writes that although Myanmar has 

turned towards creating a civilian government, the military continues to dominate its 

politics. At this point, it is clear that the 2008 Constitution has stymied a move towards 

 

40 Karen and Shan people are two of the other ethnic minorities of Myanmar.  
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full democracy, having been, in part, designed to entrench the role of the military in 

politics. Huang (2013) writes,  

The institutional design and historical legacy of the military’s role in state-building 
have ensured that it has enough ‘reserve domains’ to maintain its prominent role 
within any foreseeable future governments in Myanmar…current reforms were 
introduced as a strategy for the military to ensure its continued survival as the 
primary political actor in Myanmar” (p. 247). The transition to democracy has 
been stymied in part because under the constitution, 75% of votes in the House 
of Representatives [called the Pyithu Hluttaw in Burmese] is needed to approve 
any constitutional changes, and 110 out of 440 members of parliament are 
appointed military personnel, not elected officials.41 

Huang’s (2016) interpretations of democratization and the state-building process 

underline the military's preeminent role in Burmese politics, even after the 2015 

elections that were meant to resume the democratization process. All these conditions 

culminated around August 25th, 2017, when an exodus of 742 000 Rohingya people 

occurred in response to escalating violence. The insurgency group, the Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), launched attacks on a military base and up to 30 

security outposts across Rakhine state. Afterward, the government retaliated 

disproportionately with massive force, by razing villages, using rape as a military tool, 

and injuring and killing thousands of people. According to the Independent International 

Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar (IIFFMM), the government’s response seemed 

premeditated by Tatmadaw (military) leadership. “Ostensibly to eliminate the ‘terrorist 

threat’ posed by ARSA, in the days and weeks that followed, it encompassed hundreds 

of villages across Maungdaw, Buthidaung, and Rathedaung. The operations targeted 

 

41 For more information on Myanmar’s political system visit: http://archive.ipu.org/parline-
e/reports/2388.htm 

http://archive.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/2388.htm
http://archive.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/2388.htm
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and terrorized the entire Rohingya population; the authorities called them ‘clearance 

operations. As a result, by mid-August 2018, nearly 742,000 Rohingya had fled to 

Bangladesh” (IIFFMM Report, 2018, p. 8). As the IIFFMM (2018) report further states,  

What happened on 25 August 2017 and the following days and weeks was the 
realization of a disaster long in the making. It was the result of the systemic 
oppression of the Rohingya, the violence of 2012, and the Government’s actions 
and omissions since then. It caused the disintegration of a community (p. 8). 

One interviewee, the director of an NGO working in the region, observed that the scope 

of the conflict in Rakhine state is still expanding. According to him, reconciliation and 

eventual repatriation are not on the radar of the current Burmese government. He 

elaborated that the mass exodus was the objective of the government. His perspective 

was that the government does not have a moral concern for Rohingyas and has other 

political purposes. He stated, “in practical matters exterminating people is entirely on the 

table for them” (RP61, February 25, 2019, interview), going on to explain, 

In terms of repatriation, [Rohingyas would be] repatriated back into a furnace. 
The risks for their lives would be enormous. Doesn’t make sense on any level. A 
lot of people want to go back home, but none of the underlying issues have been 
addressed. Exodus is a win for those who want to see them exiled...The 
nationalists are magnanimous in their victory…Unless the core issues are 
addressed, the same back and forth is going to keep happening… (RP61, 
February 25, 2019, interview). 

Indeed, rights groups and activists have long claimed that the government and military’s 

objective was genocide, and the 2017 exodus was a deliberate plan. As Chowdhury 

(2020) states,  

During the ‘partial democratization’ of Myanmar, from 2008 to 2015, geopolitical 
and neoliberal interests escalated the violence to dispossess the Rohingya, push 
them out of the resource-rich Rakhine, and marginalized them further. A large, 
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visible section of the Theravada Buddhist religious organizations and the majority 
ethnic Bamars cooperated closely with the military regime and played a crucial 
role in all the provocation, perpetration, and escalation of violence–as they have 
been for decades (p. 2). 

At the time of writing, the political situation in the country is at a standstill. Most 

Rohingya have left the country, and those who remain are concentrated mainly in 

internally displaced persons’ camps (IDPs). It appears that the military and government 

have not changed course and continue to operate with impunity42 in inflicting violence 

against ethnic minorities. A public servant I spoke with noted the seeming futility of the 

current situation: 

Over the coming year, [even if] UNDP, UNHCR and Myanmar are able to build 
homes, villages etc., even if the physical infrastructure is there, how do you 
unlearn hate? It’s almost at the core of it…the campaign that preceded 2017, of 
the monks, local politicians, and Rakhine civil society being involved in hate 
speech and the way they are characterized, and now spread across the whole 
country. Now not just the ‘Khala’, they are also the terrorists. Even if there is 
physical space, what does it take to unlearn this narrative, debunk it, and see 
them as human? That’s what is going to lie at the core of it43 (RP73, October 17, 
2018, interview). 

 

42 Indeed, in one example, although seven soldiers were sentenced in 2018 to 10 years in 
prison for killing 10 Rohingya villagers in 2017, they were quietly released less than a year into 
their sentences. In an eerie parallel, two Reuters journalists, Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, who 
initially covered the story of their arrest, were sentenced and convicted of obtaining state 
secrets under the Official Secrets Act. They served more time in jail than the soldiers. Wa Lone 
and Kyaw Soe Oo received Pulitzer Prizes for their work in 2019 (Pulitzer, 2019; Reuters, 
2019).  
43Facebook has been increasingly criticized for the role it has played in allowing hate speech to 
proliferate in the country. As the company had underdeveloped screening resources in the 
years leading up to the August 2017 violence, hate speech, although against the company’s 
policies, was often left unrecognized due to little oversight. The posts by Burmese nationalists, 
documented by Facebook, reveal virulent anti-Muslim, anti-Rohingya sentiment (Reuters, 2018).   
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This quote underlines the protracted nature of the conflicts in Rakhine state that have 

exacerbated ethnic tensions over generations. The current political impasse makes it 

unlikely that peaceful repatriation will be possible in the near future.  

In summary, several essential features of Burmese history and politics are necessary to 

remember. First, the legacy of British colonial policies has complicated current politics. 

Second, politicians are primarily driven by nationalist Buddhist sentiment since the post-

independence period. Xenophobic state policies introduced by General Ne Win after 

1962 and subsequent governments are meant to establish a state based on a specific 

nationalist identity. These are all critical factors in analyzing Rohingyas' contemporary 

plight in Myanmar (Mukherjee, 2019). As Mukherjee (2019) writes, the “…nation-

building policies of the military/hybrid regime in contemporary Myanmar. These nation-

building strategies ultimately forced thousands of Rohingyas to leave Myanmar for 

Bangladesh” (p. 250). Notably, Rohingyas' experience in Myanmar, primarily since the 

1982 Citizenship Law, has been characterized by increasing marginalization, 

persecution, and ultimately genocide. Democratization has not created a less violent 

environment for Rohingyas; in fact, their rights have been eroded further. This 

longstanding and brutal history has had impacts on the social fabric of Rohingyas’ lives. 

It has made it difficult for Rohingyas to maintain community, let alone develop a social 

movement. Rohingya people's ability to escape Myanmar's conditions, either by making 

their way into Bangladesh or other countries, is admirable and a testament to their 

perseverance for survival. By attending to a historical overview of Rohingyas in 

Myanmar, one can more fully appreciate the Canadian movement's importance. There 



 

 

 

116 

are so few academic accounts from survivors' perspectives of what it is like to live 

through these conditions. Via their own experiences and that of their friends and 

families, the movement participants in Canada are some of the only ones who genuinely 

hold the living knowledge of Myanmar's conditions, especially in Rakhine state. This 

living knowledge feeds into the practices of the collective self, action network, 

alternatives, and transmission. Thus, this section demonstrates, in part, why it is 

analytically essential for movement scholarship to attend to the intellectual foundations 

of movements.  

4.2.2 The environment of the humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh 

The reality of the Burmese situation has led to a massive refugee crisis, the epicentre of 

which is located across the border from Rakhine state in the Cox’s Bazar region of 

Bangladesh. Chowdhury (2020) writes,  

The statelessness of the Rohingya who crossed international borders put the 
global refugee management regime into crisis–one has to be a citizen to be a 
refugee; they were not citizens and, therefore, not refugees either. Many of the 
countries that gave the Rohingya shelter are not signatories to the Geneva 
Convention on Refugees 1951 or its 1967 Protocol, and hence not obligated to 
protect the refugees, but they created ad hoc systems to treat the humanitarian 
crisis and manage the refugees (p. 2). 

The departure of approximately 742 000 Rohingya into Cox’s Bazar has resulted in the 

world’s largest refugee settlement. As of August 31, 2019, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) approximates the camp population at 913,080, 

although actual numbers are likely higher (UNHCR, 2019). As a country of the Global 

South with concerns of its own, Bangladesh has reasonably struggled to cope with the 

influx of refugees. Understanding the context of the Kupatalong, Nayapara, and 
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Shamlapur refugee camps, among several other smaller sites, also serve to situate 

Canada's social movement. Five conditions deserve attention: the administration of 

refugees in Bangladesh, vulnerable living conditions, a lack of access to policymakers, 

skepticism of the intentions of international organizations, and the role of non-

governmental organizations in the region.  

First, Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh are in a highly precarious situation. Bangladesh 

is not a party to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, nor the 

associated 1967 Protocol. This means that whatever Bangladesh institutes as policy 

domestically is not constrained by international legal obligations (UNHCR, 2019). This 

approach is evident, for example, in the construction of the camp structures, which are 

physically vulnerable to weather conditions in a region plagued by monsoons and 

cyclones. As Human Rights Watch (2019) reports, “Refugee shelters are particularly 

susceptible to damage or destruction because the Bangladeshi authorities will only 

allow constructing them with tarps, twine, bamboo, or other flimsy materials to maintain 

the ‘temporary’ character of the camp” (HRW, 2019). Furthermore, the government’s 

approach has been to treat the refugee crisis as a temporary emergency, even though 

Rohingyas have lived there since the 1970s. There are now several generations of 

families in the camps. Another issue is that without recognized refugee status in 

Bangladesh, refugees are exposed to more vulnerabilities. Non-status refugees are not 

legally entitled to work or obtain a formal education, and they do not have freedom of 

movement, three critical features of fundamental human rights (UNHCR, 2007). As one 

Rohingya interviewee noted, the Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh face a bleak future 
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as they cannot access school or leave the camps. Although activism in the refugee 

camps is growing, the government of Bangladesh has the authority to suppress any 

political activity that they deem to be destabilizing or that presents a security risk. At the 

end of August 2019, the Bangladeshi government expelled 41 NGOs that they 

perceived had political aims (Dhaka Tribune, August 2019). Between 2019 and 2020, 

cellphone use was banned in the camps, and the Bangladeshi government has recently 

resurrected plans to build a barbed-wire fence around the camps. During the COVID-19 

pandemic, the government has started relocating refugees to Bashan Char island in the 

Bay of Bengal, which many refugees and rights groups vehemently object to.44 Lastly, 

Bangladesh stopped issuing exit visas in the 1990s. This reality means that Rohingya 

people cannot relocate to a third country, even if they were somehow able to procure 

official refugee status.   

Second, refugees' lack of access to international organizations such as UNHCR and 

policymakers presents an obstacle for the social movement. The Rohingya activists and 

allies I interviewed cited concerns with how international organizations and the 

humanitarian sector interact with Rohingya refugees and how their interests, priorities, 

and needs are interpreted for international organizations working in the humanitarian 

sector. Due to the humanitarian sector's operational structure, Rohingyas are often 

 

44 Bhasan Char is an uninhabited island made of silt in the Bay of Bengal. There have been 
calls to study the feasibility of habitation on the island. As of December 2020, the government 
has started moving refugees to the island. See the Fortify Rights’ (2019) statement here: 
https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2019-10-25/ . See the New York Times article here: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/04/world/asia/rohingya-bangladesh-island-camps.html  

https://www.fortifyrights.org/bgd-inv-2019-10-25/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/04/world/asia/rohingya-bangladesh-island-camps.html


 

 

 

119 

missing from critical decision-making tables. For example, there is evidence that 

consultations with Rohingyas, if they occur, are conducted after a policy decision has 

already been made. Two academics who also worked as humanitarian workers talked 

about the obstacles Rohingyas face in accessing the policy decisions that affect their 

short-term and long-term options for survival. These two women noted that Rohingyas’ 

involvement in the humanitarian response is limited due to a lack of venues for 

participation and structural barriers such as a denial of education, lack of interpretation, 

and physical obstacles. These barriers have repercussions for the possibility of 

activism. As two NGO workers from the humanitarian sector in Bangladesh noted,  

Rohingya involvement in the humanitarian response, how do we facilitate 
Rohingya participation? The venues for Rohingya to speak are limited. Not a lot 
of participation, it’s structural (lack of education), and reflects the dynamic of 
activism…None of the meetings, no Rohingya involved, all in English, none of 
this is facilitated. They’re not allowed to leave the camps, need approval. At the 
UN level, not facilitated, [Rohingyas are] not represented (RP44 and RP45, 
October 4, 2018, interview).  

Another scholar talked about the lack of Rohingya representation in policymaking. She 

mentioned that Rohingyas could not voice their concerns about the camp's functioning 

and broader policy discussions about accountability, justice, and eventual repatriation or 

resettlement. She notes,  

Rohingya in the camps can’t actually physically come to the policy table. Quite 
talented people in diaspora. Whether they link up their concerns or international 
organizations. Always tensions with international organizations. They have to 
meet donor objectives and that might not match what’s coming from the 
grassroots (RP47, November 8, 2018, interview).  

As a recent Overseas Development Institute (ODI) (2019) survey corroborates, there 

are obstacles to ensuring the refugees' long-term needs, aspirations, and plans. The 
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accompanying report notes that engaging with Rohingya refugees and ensuring that 

their perspectives are represented in higher-level policy dialogues is challenging due to 

fragmentation amongst the groups forming in the diaspora. The authors of ODI’s report 

(2019) recommend that, 

relevant stakeholders, including the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and refugee-
focused NGOs, could play a larger role in ensuring that refugee voices are 
represented in high-level political and policy discussions in ways that are not 
tokenistic or a misrepresentation through diaspora or community groups (Wake, 
Barbelet & Skinner, 2019, p. 3).  

As the above quote alludes, there is also longstanding skepticism and uncertainty 

around UNHCR’s management of the camps, despite the refugees being so heavily 

reliant on the agency’s resources to survive. Author Katy Long (2017 December 04), for 

example, reports that in 1978, the UNHCR allowed food rations to be withdrawn as an 

incentive for refugees to return to Myanmar. She writes, 

Despite being aware that the withdrawal of food was literally starving refugees 
into repatriation — the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR)’s chief 
nutritionist even resigned in protest — the organization as a whole acquiesced. 
By the end of 1978, up to 10,000 refugees had died of malnutrition and related 
illnesses. 

During the 1993 repatriations, Long (2017, December 04) details that UNHCR facilitated 

repatriations for increased access to Rakhine state, noting,  

by the end of 1993 it [UNHCR] had announced its own plan to promote the 
refugees’ voluntary repatriation to “safe” conditions in Burma…In pursuit of a 
convenient political solution, the risks the Rohingya faced were swept to one 
side…In a further breach of protocol, the senior UNHCR staff members involved 
in promoting the repatriation agreement included at least one influential 
Bangladeshi national. Multiple UNHCR colleagues recall her clear contempt for 



 

 

 

121 

the Rohingya population during these negotiations: The refugees were labeled 
“primitives … [who] at the end of the day, will go where they are told to. 

As this section clarifies, Rohingya activists are aware of the politics of humanitarian aid 

in the Rohingya refugee camps of Bangladesh. One Rohingya activist stated his deep 

mistrust of UNHCR and its relations to Bangladesh and Burmese governments, a 

conviction grounded in its past reputation in Bangladesh with the repatriation attempts 

of Rohingya refugees in the 1970s and 1990s.   

Third, there is skepticism around the intentions of the hundreds of NGOs entering the 

camps. Although most are there with genuine humanitarian intentions, there is 

understandable wariness and mistrust regarding their objectives. One Rohingya activist 

recounted,  

I don’t like the NGOs going there and manipulating them [Rohingyas]. I don’t 
mean all NGOs. They cooperate with Burmese and try to manipulate the 
refugees in the camp. We need to lead ourselves. Not everyone really 
sympathizes with us. They want to manipulate and exploit us instead (RP59, 
January 25, 2018, interview).  

The activist quoted here discussed this lack of trust in UNHCR, international non-

governmental organizations (INGOs), and humanitarian groups. He raised concerns 

about the cooption of their voices for organizations' purposes rather than for the 

refugees' interests themselves. Another young woman Rohingya activist expressed her 

circumspection of the humanitarian sector operating in Bangladesh and the dire 

situation of those still trying to flee. She noted that money is being sent to the crisis, but 

she has not witnessed tangible differences in the conditions on the ground for her family 

and friends. She asked, “How can we trust that the people are receiving the support 
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they need? [I] don’t hear that the money is reaching the ground, the refugees are not 

seeing any difference since aid flowed in” (RP39, September 13, 2018, interview). While 

some Canadian Rohingyas speak with their relatives by circumventing the data ban, the 

fact that many cannot physically return to the camps to witness the situation has bred 

understandable suspicion of the spending of aid from the Canadian government, other 

governments, humanitarian organizations, and private donors. These examples 

demonstrate a deep and longstanding lack of transparency and accountability regarding 

the refugees’ situation that spans generations. The realities in Myanmar and 

Bangladesh are making widespread local activism dangerous and possibly untenable. 

These factors offer another compelling reason why the knowledge-practices being 

cultivated in Canada are imperative for addressing the refugee crisis in Bangladesh. 

The movement has in-depth knowledge of Rohingyas’ history in the country and has a 

mental repository of their community’s historical interactions with the humanitarian 

sector. Today, they have up-to-date information at their fingertips about the camps' 

conditions from their friends and families, and they use that knowledge to inform the 

Canadian movement.  

4.3 The international context: Regional interests and the international 
system of states  

The current climate of international geopolitics represents another critical backdrop 

against which to understand the movement in Canada. Myanmar’s relationship with 

China and Russia, the increasing politicization of Islamophobia, the absence of 
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economic or political incentives for powerful world actors to intervene, and a reluctant 

international state-system have created an environment of impunity.  

To start, Tin Maung Maung Than (2003) partially credits the sanctions imposed on 

Myanmar by Western countries as a major reason why Myanmar and China became 

economically and politically closely tied. He writes that,  

Myanmar's quest for modernizing its armed forces would not have been realized 
without China's help. Myanmar's economy, devoid of Western assistance and 
hobbled by sanctions, has become rather dependent upon China (and Yunnan in 
particular) and China's moral and symbolic support has not only shielded the 
Myanmar regime from Western opprobrium and reinforced the military's attempts 
to legitimize itself with the domestic polity, but also enhanced Myanmar's 
diplomatic bargaining power in relations with regional states (Maung Than, 2003, 
p. 14). 

Similarly, Ghoshal (2017) writes, “In fact, it was the heavy-handed criticism by the West 

and call for sanctions for atrocities against Rohingyas that forced Myanmar again to rely 

on Beijing to offset any major backlash in the international fora” (p. 2).  

Next, Myanmar has profound economic and political ties with its neighbouring country, 

China. Maung Than (2003) further points out that China has a large role in building and 

maintaining Myanmar’s military and transport infrastructure, especially around road, rail, 

and river networks, which connect China’s Yunnan province and northern and western 

Myanmar. These projects increase China's strategic reach into the region. Ibrahim 

(2016) writes that “safeguarding these projects is probably of more importance to the 

Chinese than the actual makeup of the government in Myanmar – as long as the 

government can deliver the required level of security” (p. 73). Egreteau (2008, 2011, 

2012) similarly discusses how Myanmar's northern border region is too vital to China’s 
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economic and strategic interests, particularly in Yunnan, for Beijing to let political 

instability spread. He highlights the strategic importance of Burmese jade, logging, and 

the pipeline between Yunnan province and Rakhine state’s coastline, which was 

completed by the China National Petroleum Corporation. 

Likewise, according to Ibrahim (2016), China sees Myanmar as “a bridge to the Bay of 

Bengal and the waters beyond” (p. 73), going on to explain that, “from this point of view 

the only reason China might worry about the persecution of the Rohingyas is if the 

situation threatens their economic interest” (p. 73). Ghoshal (2017) points out the 

significance of China’s alliance with Myanmar. According to Ghoshal (2017), China 

supports the “anti-terror” operations against Rohingyas while simultaneously expanding 

its influence in the country, mainly through economic development. Interview 

participants have further picked up on the geopolitical realities in which the genocide is 

situated. As one interviewee from a Canadian NGO noted,  

The international community can be broken into blocs. You have NATO [North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization], you also have Russia and China. If you go to 
Mandalay or Yangon, you can see the Chinese and Russian fighter jets. They 
are a client state to them; when you have client-state relationship, you will have 
these issues. Just on the military front, as a client state, you won’t get a lot of 
movement from them either. Their sense was that we can economically develop 
Burma out of this conflict, rather than [dealing with] the most contentious issues 
(RP61, February 5, 2019, interview). 

Another participant noted the equal importance of natural resources in the region and 

how geopolitics factor into the conflict: 

Shwe natural gas is in Rakhine state. It was the Chinese who had majority 
ownership, through the central government. Rakhine were not involved in 
management or profits of the project. [This dynamic] contributes to the 
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increasingly large stake in what’s happening in Rakhine, and not to their benefit 
[Rohingya]. China has been playing the key bridging role between Bangladesh 
and Myanmar, they’re the middleman. China continues to see it as a problem of 
underdevelopment. Which is a contributing factor. But it’s nowhere near a holistic 
way to address what’s going on. Key player, they back Myanmar 100%. It kind of 
leaves them off the hook on the international scale. They can afford to look away, 
because they have China on their side (RP73, October 17, 2018, interview). 

Growing economic and political ties between Myanmar and China are a key geopolitical 

consideration.  

Myanmar also has deep-rooted relations with India, another world superpower. For the 

Indian government, Myanmar also represents a significant trading opportunity (Ibrahim, 

2016). Ibrahim (2016) notes that “To India, Myanmar is a major trading opportunity, and 

it hopes that a successful transition to democracy will erase a number of problems, but 

Myanmar also continues to be a theatre for India’s ongoing despite with China as both 

power tussle for trading dominance” (p. 72). Or as Sahoo (2017) observes,  

Myanmar remains India’s gateway to Southeast Asia, so its cooperation is crucial 
for New Delhi’s broader regional objectives. India’s strong backing of the current 
regime in Myanmar, and its reluctance to openly condemn “excessive 
counterinsurgency measures” following the militant attacks, are linked to the 
Burmese government’s role in both quelling insurgencies in northeastern India 
and assisting India’s Act East policy. 

Motaher (2019) adds that India's geopolitical and economic interests might prevent 

those states from engaging more actively to stop the genocide. In 2017, citing security 

concerns, Prime Minister Narendra Modi pledged to deport approximately 40 000 

Rohingya refugees residing in India back to Myanmar. As Ashley Starr (2019), an 

international human rights lawyer, writes in Al Jazeera,  
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Modi’s government made short work of vilifying Muslims and particularly 
Rohingya, recasting them as terrorists and "illegal Bengalis" (just like the 
Myanmar authorities do). The BJP has characterised Muslim refugees in India as 
threats to the very fabric of Indian society and used them as a tool to draw the 
country's Hindu majority into their far-right movement… The Indian government 
appears intent on following dangerously in the footsteps of the Myanmar 
authorities: intentionally fomenting religious-nationalist fervour and placing 
thousands of already traumatised Rohingya in a state of constant fear and 
deprivation.   

Indeed, in less than a decade, India’s Hindu-nationalist government and its supporters 

have succeeded in drastically eroding many of the Rohingya refugees' most 

fundamental human rights, including access to work, education, shelter, sanitation, 

healthcare, and basic human dignity. 

Moreover, other regional blocs have maintained stubbornly collegial diplomatic relations 

with Myanmar; for instance, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

whose members include Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, 

Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam, has not responded to the ongoing genocide 

in a way that would pressure Myanmar in any substantial manner (Choudhury, 2018; 

Gotinga, 2017). Thayer (2016) writes that,   

Myanmar's persecution of the Muslim Rohingya minority is a case in point. 
ASEAN addressed the symptoms of the problem, called on external states to 
bear the burden of resettlement, but failed to address the root cause of the 
problem - persecution by state authorities and Burman Buddhist nationalists in 
Myanmar (p. 14). 

The above perspectives underscore the primary geopolitical and economic 

considerations and obstacles faced by regional countries in light of human rights 

abuses. Beyond geopolitical and economic interests, Ibrahim (2016) notes that “at the 

moment the international community has more leverage over the regime than it seems 
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prepared to use. This indifference may well have fatal results” (p. 77). One journalist I 

interviewed shared his candid opinion that there is little incentive for the broader 

international community to intervene because Rohingya are “brown, Muslim, and 

[provide] no real economic incentive for intervention" (RP5, March 17, 2018, interview). 

Another journalist who lived and travelled in Myanmar and other parts of Southeast Asia 

echoed this sentiment, saying,  

Because they [the international community] suck, and when there is no oil, and 
the people are people of colour and Muslims [the global response is slow]. Five 
years ago, when people were dying at sea, for the exact same reason, they did 
nothing, nothing is different (RP37, September 7, 2018, interview).  

Yet another activist seemed to corroborate this notion, stating that all the member states 

of the UN Security Council and General Assembly outwardly condemn the atrocities. 

Still, the acknowledgment stops there, and concrete actions do not follow. According to 

this participant, there is little incentive for states to enact more assertive positions. A 

different Rohingya activist discussed the international community’s reluctance to 

intervene in the suffering, let alone name the situation a “genocide,” and the UN 

Security Council’s restraint in calling the crisis a genocide. She noted,  

You see the Security Council, despite the Fact-finding Mission, despite that, 
there has not been a resolution at the Security Council, to stop the genocide. So, 
it [the findings of the Fact-finding Mission] means the next day, they should 
protect the survivors and the vulnerable ones in the country. There has only been 
lip service and no political will. The fact-finding mission has already given 
recommendations: take the perpetrators to ICC. If they order arrest warrants, this 
will stop the now, and the future genocides (RP53, December 8, 2018). 

One Member of the Federal Parliament I spoke with noted a similar issue with the 

international system. He said,  
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The question for all of us is, are we prepared to count the cost of enforcing basic 
human rights? The talking about it, the virtue signaling, they do not have a cost. 
But the things that do, such as isolation, sanctions, speaking out against China, 
etc., people are not doing. It is easy to try and send the signal to care, but it’s 
harder when rubber hits the road. We must develop a politics of genuine 
empathy that includes paying those costs. It does not seem like we’re there. We 
say ‘never again’ but then they happen...What do we do the next time? We’ll all 
be wringing our hands, demand investigations, and by any time there’s a 
response, the events will be over. We’ll be handwringing about why no one did 
anything. We need an honest assessment of where we are. The international 
community doesn’t have a pattern of response (RP38, September 12, 2018, 
interview). 

In particular, because permanent members of the UN Security Council that are allies of 

Myanmar (e.g., Russia and China) hold veto power over substantive motions, it is 

unlikely for motions against Myanmar to pass. One politician indicated several important 

political factors that are contributing to the long-lasting context of impunity,  

We’re in a state right now without any leverage. The arguments in front of the 
ICC are an important step, but it doesn’t deal with the full range of issues. It will 
not have the cooperation of the government of Myanmar. The Americans, 
Chinese and Indians don’t like the ICC. The Myanmarese will have nothing to do 
with the ICC. Where else can we go? In my meetings in New York and Geneva, 
you really have to grapple with this question. If not ICC, where will we go? The 
Americans are coming out with reports, haven’t released the second report, the 
legal issues around the circumstance. This is proving to be a problem. Things are 
coming together on the US side. They will have to come to a decision. The British 
are hopeless. They like to think they have a privileged position with them. They 
are given credence to the internal tribunal that won’t have much impact. The 
history track record hasn’t been good. There are two issues. Gathering evidence 
and what to do with it and wrestling with how to get there…no Security Council 
support for intervention. There’s no political will at the moment. Intervention 
means a military conflict between the UN and a peace force, NATO intervention 
in Kosovo. My response is that it’s geography. Difference between European 
conflict and Asia. Ongoing problem. We don’t have partners there (RP43, 
October 1, 2018, interview). 

This politician spoke of the stalemate within the international community regarding the 

correct course of action. Furthermore, the journalist I spoke with also underlined the 
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seeming futility of achieving international justice for massive human rights violations and 

genocide. Considering the widespread nature and duration of the crimes, individual 

accountability — as would be decided if there were an ICC case — could not resolve 

the crisis at hand. He noted,  

Who will be prosecuted? How high up the chain will the responsibility go? The 
current crisis happened 5-6 years ago after the alleged rape. And it started as 
mob violence. Arakanese Buddhists torching their neighbors and the Muslims 
[were] retaliating. But it became lopsided very quickly. Military took up the cause. 
The Tatmadaw could be an incohesive thing, where regional commanders 
operate with impunity. We don’t know. Lots of infighting at the time of 
democratization. Independently operating. [Prosecution] would be great – but the 
question mark is who (RP37, September 7, 2018, interview)?  

For this journalist, considering the ambiguity around who would be held accountable, it 

is unclear who among the military and government would face charges and what 

measure of justice such prosecution would bring.  

In summary, the international political context also presents obstacles in the face of 

activist efforts in Canada. In particular, Myanmar’s clientelist relationship with China and 

Russia, the absence of economic or political incentives for other large world actors, the 

increasing political mobilization of Islamophobia, and a reluctant international state-

system all present massive obstacles to activists who pursue progress on national and 

international policy vis-à-vis Myanmar. A genocidal state, a refugee crisis in 

Bangladesh, and the international community's reticence are significant obstacles to 

activism, of which the movement must contend with. The international barriers highlight 

the unique difficulties that the movement in Canada faces. The movement recognizes 

these barriers and circumnavigates them when developing their knowledge-practices.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

To fully appreciate the knowledge-practices of the Rohingya social movement in 

Canada, it is essential to consider the Burmese, Bangladeshi, and international contexts 

in which the social movement is implicated. This chapter underlined the marginalization 

and persecution throughout Rohingyas’ history in Myanmar and described the current 

state of international affairs. This chapter unpacked how Rohingyas’ rights and 

citizenship status eroded over several decades in Myanmar. My examination of the 

global context clarifies how Bangladesh is handling the refugee crisis in conjunction with 

international organizations (IOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). It details 

the courses of action that other states have decided to take concerning the genocide 

and humanitarian crisis.  

By having first mapped out this context, it becomes clear that the knowledge-practices 

created by the Rohingya movement in Canada are central to, and underpin, a crucial 

diaspora movement. The movement has in-depth knowledge of the community’s 

deterioration in Myanmar, a mental repository of historical interactions with the 

humanitarian sector in Bangladesh, and activists have a keen awareness of the current 

international geopolitical makeup that causes structural obstacles to justice.  

  



 

 

 

131 

5 Knowledge-practices of collective self: The ethos and 
political vision of the Rohingya social movement in 
Canada 

People are standing up. Otherwise, we will be wiped out. Few are left (RP53, December 
8, 2018, interview). 

I always had the sense of responsibility to help our community, in any way possible. 
Rohingya advocates are at the beginning of this road, but it’s never late to have our 
voices heard (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter answers the question, “Does the Rohingya social movement in Canada 

engage in knowledge-practices of collective self, and if so, what are they, and what role 

do they play?” To answer this question and to spotlight one of the social movement's 

primary social mechanisms, this chapter analyzes knowledge-practices around 

collective self, generated by Rohingya activists in Canada. I argue that knowledge-

practices around collective self are crucial social mechanisms that support the 

Canadian movement’s work. 

As discussed earlier, knowledge-practices of the collective self refers to how individual 

experiences and thought processes join into a larger, communal whole. Pavan and 

Felicetti (2019) note that the knowledge-practice of collective self “is about the vision 

that grounds a collective endeavor as well as about the envisaged or actual practices 

that transform this vision into reality” (pp. 3-4). In other words, it pertains to the methods 

behind how a movement develops an understanding of its ontological reason for coming 

together, i.e., its ethos and political visions (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991). As Hosseini 

(2010) writes, the “ideational dimension” of a movement consists of the intellectual 
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processes of how movement actors understand, conceptualize, explain, and analyze 

social problems and the events they have experienced, and how they reflect on their 

own individual and collective practices” (p. 341). In brief, knowledge-practices of 

collective self represent the fundamental reason for the movement’s existence. In total, 

this chapter addresses the knowledge-practices of collective self, otherwise known as 

the ethos and political vision, of the movement in Canada. 

To make this case, I present an analysis of my dataset of interviews and participant 

observations to learn how the social movement's ethos and visions were developed in 

this country. There were at least two steps in the process developed by activists to 

create an ethos and political vision. First, by participating in the movement, the activists 

set and solidified their senses of responsibility, awareness, and resolve. Responsibility, 

awareness, and resolve translate into the ethos or cosmology that drives the movement. 

Second, authors using knowledge-practices have underlined how important it is to tie 

the context in which activism is formulated to the goals of activism itself. Indeed, 

knowledge-practices are forged in context (Hosseini, 2010, 2011). By using their lived 

experiences as a point of departure for mobilization, activists generated knowledge-

practices around collective self by reflecting on the realities of the refugee camps in 

Bangladesh and the state-led genocidal violence in Myanmar. They have further shaped 

their activism around their reflections on Myanmar's geopolitical realities, the role of 

international efforts for resolution, Islamophobia, issues with re-settlement, and difficulty 

in creating representation/community in the diaspora. These experiences forge into the 

political vision of the movement: to bring recognition of the crisis to the Canadian public, 
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and in doing so, to hold Myanmar’s government accountable and reinstate the human 

rights and citizenship of Rohingya people.  

5.2 Ethos and political vision of the movement 

Today, I see a strong social movement and commitment from Rohingya themselves 
demanding change and betterment of our people’s life — surely not enough — but 
we’ve just begun our work. The demographic spread of Rohingya communities, 
especially in first world countries such as Canada enables us to approach the 
government to condemn the genocide against Rohingya. In the case of Bangladesh, it is 
the largest hosting country of more than one million Rohingya. However, we understand 
the country has limited capabilities and different priorities. So, our role, with the 
permission of the Bangladeshi government, is to aid these refugee camps with basic 
necessities to survive until our rights in Myanmar are restored prior to repatriation. I 
strongly believe that our people in Canada will thrive while ensuring our Rohingya 
people in refugee camps survive. We will keep advocating for the right cause which is 
full recognition and compensation from the Myanmar government to the Rohingya 
people and other ethnic minorities (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). 

As noted in the introduction, Canada was the first country to officially resettle Rohingya 

refugees from Cox’s Bazar (ATIP request, IRCC). Rohingyas fled Myanmar and 

Bangladesh and became migrants in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, Saudi 

Arabia, Thailand, Turkey, and countries in Europe and North America. Several hundred 

people were able to re-establish themselves as a community in Canada. From 2006 to 

2010, 295 Rohingyas came to Canada (ATIP request, IRCC). As of 2019, Rohingya-

Canadian people note that the community is made up of approximately 1000 people.45 I 

spoke with 26 people who arrived in Canada from the refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, 

and four who came from Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, and Manus Island, Australia. Many of 

 

45 This number is approximate, as Rohingyas who came to Canada after 2010 arrived from 
countries other than Bangladesh, and Canada does not track the ethnicity or religion of refugees 
or other immigrants for privacy reasons (ATIP request, IRCC).  
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the participants focused extensively on their experiences of resettling in Southern 

Ontario. Understanding their lived experiences both abroad and in Canada helps 

reveals how their experiences are linked to the ethos and the political vision of the 

movement. 

5.2.1 The ethos of the movement: Responsibility, awareness, and resolve 

As della Porta and Pavan (2017) describe, “The activists involved are the main 

producers of this type of knowledge, mainly through self-reflection” (p.305). The 

knowledge-practice of collective self is a central part of the movement because it 

sustains the movement's existence, the fundamental ‘why’ of the cause. 

5.2.1.1 Responsibility  

For the activists with whom I worked, their initial involvement in the movement was 

primarily predicated on a sense of responsibility towards family and friends in 

Bangladesh and Myanmar, conjuring the idea of survivors’ guilt. Several respondents 

discussed their first encounters with activism. One activist noted his experience of being 

on a panel with other persecuted ethnic minorities at Global Affairs Canada. He noted,  

I didn’t talk, I didn’t have the time…I was wondering, why are we in the panel in 
the first place? From my humble understanding, the UN special rapporteur 
wanted to listen from us, what we are suffering. But we are repeating the same 
things, everyone who was in the panel, repeated the same thing. Was it a 
reminder panel or a solution panel? Do you think the UN rapporteur didn’t 
already know [what we told him]? This was the third year in a row of this panel. 
What’s the progress? The panel host said, this discussion is helpful to know 
what’s going on to minorities. Anti-Semitism, Christian minorities, Bill 21 in 
Quebec, etc. The panel was good. It was helpful. I learned a lot. It’s my first 
political engagement since I came to Canada. I met people individually from that 
panel…We had lots of conversations. People want to hear sentimental things, 
victimization things…They wanted the struggle stories. If I said, I want solutions, 
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they wouldn’t be able to bring that to the table…In Saudi Arabia, you can’t do 
advocacy work. If you say anything, you’re gone. One of the reasons, I left, is 
because I wanted to make change” (RP69, May 10, 2019, interview). 

The instances above and other similar examples indicate how activists processed their 

initial encounters with activism. The feeling of responsibility developed individually, but it 

resonated among many activists and became a collective sentiment. As one Rohingya 

activist expressed,  

I am one of the most privileged Rohingya. I live in one of the most peaceful 
countries of the world, I am not targeted for extinction for my ethnicity, I can work, 
study, I always have a roof over my head, and I never have to worry about food... 
I therefore have a responsibility to those who do not have these privileges (RP60, 
January 31, 2019, interview). 

One Rohingya activist who moved to Canada in 2018 explained how, although trained 

in pharmaceuticals, he became interested in politics and economics to learn more about 

what he could do for the cause. He said, “…it became more, survivor guilt. I am in a 

place in safety, so I'm responsible for those who are still in the cages, trying to survive 

the genocide. It’s all the same [feeling] for Rohingyas who made it to a safe place” 

(RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). Similarly, another Rohingya activist noted,  

Human rights, freedom, it’s my duty to represent my people. I’m capable, not 
perfect. I can make a change. My Rohingya people around the world, I’m proud 
to see what they are doing. Enough is enough. Our genocide has been through 
generations and decades. Come on, are we going to live this life? We have seen 
how beautiful life is. I feel responsible in order to have a decent life” (RP69, May 
10, 2019, interview). 

One participant voiced a related feeling of responsibility for those family and friends 

remaining in Myanmar and Bangladesh. “Several hundred Rohingya now call Canada 

home, but the oceans between do little to distance them from the suffering of family and 
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friends. They only add to the sense of responsibility to speak up, to act and to hope their 

new home will embrace their old” (RP1, May 13, 2018, interview). Another activist 

describes her activism as an act of humanity: 

To me, activism means to bring humanity back. It's like, “give others what you 
want for yourself.” Imagine the tables are turned, and it’s us Western countries 
that are being thrown into genocide. For me, I’m an activist to help those who are 
in need. Even if it is not about the Rohingya issue, I would still be an activist to 
fight for others’ freedom, hoping that if one day I am the one in need of help, 
people will be willing to help me. Who knows when the Western world becomes 
the Eastern, and when the Eastern world becomes the new Western (wars, 
peace, freedom, etc.)? (RP32, August 2, 2018).  

These feelings of responsibility seem to have stemmed from direct lived experiences 

and involvement in activism. These lived experiences include activists’ migration 

journeys and the realities in Bangladesh and Myanmar of their families and friends. The 

fear of ethnoreligious extinction and witnessing the suffering of friends and family 

abroad caused Rohingya diaspora activists to bear responsibility for their community 

back in their country of origin and Bangladesh. This sense of duty was inculcated 

because of the activists’ positioning towards the crisis in Bangladesh and genocide in 

Myanmar, and collectively, it informed activists’ ethos for the movement in Canada. 

Ultimately, their having witnessed and experienced the slow degradation of rights 

abroad, and the continued suffering of friends and family, is a monumental driver of the 

movement’s ethos.  

5.2.1.2 Awareness 

Additionally, activists’ experiences turned the sense of responsibility into an acute 

awareness of their subject-positions. By becoming involved in activism, the activists 
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learned about their subject-positions within existing power relations in Canada and 

abroad. They learned about the forces underlying the issues they are campaigning on 

and the nature of the opposition they face. They critically questioned the forces of 

domination in which they are implicated to envision more progressive forms of social 

relations for their community. One of the participants, a man who was detained on 

Manus Island before coming to Canada as a refugee, discussed how he developed an 

understanding of his positionality and the means of activism available to him. He noted 

in a recent interview,  

When you find meaning in suffering, you have a “why” attached to the suffering, 
you have a way to rationalize the pain. I realized before my escape [from Manus] 
I wanted to start school; I realized inside detention the amount of injustice and 
inequality in the world. There is a lot of work one can contribute and become a 
part of. I found that’s something I want to do once I got out. Mostly to be a drop in 
the ocean of solutions, even if I cannot solve the whole thing. I’m not sure I will 
solve the problems or make a difference, but it gave me a sense I would rather 
become a drop than nothing…In the bigger picture, constraints increase your 
resiliency. Pain can make you more resilient in the long term; by being forced to 
accept it you can rise above it. Challenges now are like an invisible force we 
needed but we weren’t willingly accepting or taking it. He [Frankl] talks about how 
when the pain is unique, so is your opportunity to rise above it. Maybe we can 
achieve something we’d never be able to achieve in a normal life without it. He 
says it is you and uniquely you who has the ultimate control (Needslist, 20 June, 
2020). 

His reflection on how turning the suffering he has experienced into the motivation for 

action demonstrates a heightened awareness of his subject-position and the agency he 

possesses in the face of structural obstacles. Other activists talked about learning more 

about the “whole picture” and their parents’ lived experiences. This sentiment often 

came up in relation to activism work. For instance, one activist gave an example 

involving her project with museums, saying that,  
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The Holocaust Museum in Montreal and The Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights, they’re developing a tool for students to learn about how genocide 
develops. They interviewed all the [Rohingya] people in Winnipeg last year. 
That’s what partly made us realize that we’re being ‘othered’, dehumanized 
(RP75, February 23, 2019, interview).  

One activist who was a part of the I Am Rohingya play and documentary stated,  

I didn’t know my parents’ past. I told my parents about the play and the history 
and my parents got interested. They supported me to do it. And then they started 
telling me the stories, and they supported me. Doing this play was a gift to them. 
I didn’t know my background. I didn’t know what my parents suffered to give us 
such a good life. In that moment, I said I’d raise my voice, and give something to 
my parents (RP32, August 2, 2018, interview).  

Another activist similarly noted, “I started learning about my culture, my people, my 

parents, and the whole journey. I’m aware now. I know about myself more than I knew 

before. I felt like I wasn’t living my life in the whole picture [before the play and 

documentary]” (RP39, September 13, 2018, interview). Having recognized this budding 

awareness among the youth who were involved in the play and documentary, one of the 

directors said,  

Their identity has changed. They felt disconnected from their identity. I can 
understand youth not wanting to be associated with their past and heritage. That 
changed for some of them. Telling their story. Learning about their parents’ 
stories and their heritage. They now say, “I saw myself as just Canadian and now 
Rohingya-Canadian (RP33, August 16, 2018, interview). 

One of the parents whose children were in the play and documentary explained,  

Back home, our kids were not given the chance, but here in Canada we are 
given a chance, and we were able to show the world what was happening, and 
kids might not know this, but we are very proud deep inside, because they have 
made an accomplishment this big (RP26, July 12, 2018, interview). 
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 In these examples, the activists added to their sense of responsibility. They built 

awareness of their subject-positions, realizing the role they can fulfill by pushing for 

accountability. In particular, those with lived experiences of the camps, detention, or 

learning about the violence inflicted on friends and family brought out this sentiment. 

The youth involved with the play and documentary created knowledge-practices around 

collective self; they were empowered by listening to their parents’ experiences and 

sharing their families’ realities with the producers. Although the youth could have 

sidelined or suppressed their backgrounds, they chose not to do so. In fact, many noted 

they felt complete after learning about their communities and becoming politically 

involved. Their parents’ sharing of experiences and family realities with them and the 

producers represented an act of creating a practice around collective self. The director's 

quote exemplifies how the contemplation of family, culture, and personal histories adds 

to awareness of the collective self, as activists state their intention to retain their culture 

and connect with their culture through activism. By narrating their families’ accounts of 

life in Myanmar, the youth put forward their awareness of what it means to be a 

Rohingya activist in Canada and how they can use their knowledge-practices to pursue 

activism. They channeled this ethos through the play and documentary while calling to 

restore rights and citizenship in Myanmar. Beyond the play and documentary, as one 

activist-academic expressed, there is a “real awakening of consciousness in the youth, 

shared destiny, common spirit” (RP47, November 8, 2018, interview). 
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5.2.1.3 Resolve 

Furthermore, activists became the spokespeople of their knowledge. One Rohingya 

activist told me where his determination came from,  

Considering my educational background, and my lack of knowledge in the 
subject matter it was hard for me to weigh in or participate in such causes. Until I 
found CRDI, who are the experts in advocacy on local and international levels. 
They had the knowledge, resources, tools and networks to fast forward decisions 
in regard to Rohingya crisis. Their impact has taught me to a broad list of 
responsibilities. Such as enabling Rohingya youth to speak out and raise 
concerns on behalf of Rohingya refugees in hosting countries. Express 
constructive criticism on negligence and false accusations towards the 
community. Advocate for our people’s rights and help aid those who are in 
desperate need (RP69, May 10, 2019, interview).  

Another young woman involved in the play and documentary noted, “The voice of 

Rohingya children is powerful and global. We can tell the truth. When children are 

involved, it becomes obvious that these people [Rohingya] have done nothing wrong, 

and don’t deserve this suffering” (RP39, September 13, 2018, interview). One of the 

documentary directors echoed this statement, “They are the interpreters of their legacy. 

If they’re not willing to share that knowledge, then it’s gone in a generation. The youth 

said, we have to be the ones to bring this to light, or else it will disappear” (P35, August 

21, 2018, interview). The idea of being an interpreter of their legacy picked up on by the 

directors of the play and documentary highlights activists' resolve to act on behalf of the 

community.  

One Rohingya activist commented on the importance of his voice, sharing his belief that 

those who have experienced genocide, statelessness, and migration have a keen sense 

of what a resolution would entail. However, he acknowledges that Rohingya people are 
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not often considered decision-makers and are not called upon to speak to potential 

interventions, policy options, and other actions affecting their community. He declared his 

frustration about not being listened to as an expert on the crisis: 

Rohingya, we can speak for ourselves. We are not considered to be decision 
makers. We are the people who are suffering, they [international community] are 
not. They are performing their duties, but they shouldn’t neglect [us] like this. We 
have no right to speak. We have our right to express what we want, and they 
[international community] should listen. They [international community] are 
ignoring us (RP59, January 25, 2018, interview). 

Similarly, another activist emphatically described how Rohingya voices need to be at 

the core of the social movement, 

We don’t need people’s money; we don’t need their sentimentalizing. We aren’t 
animals; I’m a human being with dignity and responsibility. It’s time to act and 
show the people that we can represent ourselves. We don’t need other people to 
represent us. We are more than three decades facing the same problem. We are 
still undocumented. I’m ashamed to say I’m stateless. I can’t ignore the fact that 
I’m stateless. But what led me to be stateless. I don’t want to cry over it, over this 
society (RP69, May 10, 2019, interview). 

A woman activist seemed to build on this sentiment, arguing that, 

Rohingya are prouder now to call themselves Rohingya… [and] with the help of 
other countries, in resettlement in Canada, UK, Ireland, they are coming up…It 
will bring a fruitful result. They have landed in countries where they have 
freedoms and education. I believe, in some years, the youth will make a big 
difference to our cause…There are very brilliant minds studying in different 
countries. Hopefully, they will create big changes. We are optimistic (RP53, 
December 8, 2018, interview). 

This statement highlights the determination in the movement for Rohingyas to self-

represent in the diaspora. They want to represent their perspectives and expertise on 

their own terms. Likewise, a Muslim community leader and lawyer stated, “It is the true, 

genuine, authentic Rohingya voices that need to be at the forefront. How can their 
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experience not resonate with you? It has to be their message to deliver. It’s incumbent 

upon us to allow their voices and to push them to the forefront” (RP67, March 29, 2019). 

Simply stated, one Rohingya activist said, “Rohingya know how to think why they are 

persecuted” (RP53, December 8, 2018, interview).  

This section demonstrates how the movement has developed knowledge-practices 

around collective self. Participants have created the ethos of the movement as one of 

responsibility, awareness, and resolve. Activists engendered sentiments of 

responsibility towards their communities in Bangladesh and Myanmar, cultivated a deep 

understanding of the situational context, and concluded their central role as 

spokespeople for the community. These personal experiences and perceptions joined 

into the collective ethos that guides the movement. 

5.2.2 The political vision of the movement: Experiences in Myanmar, other 
countries, and Canada 

Above, I analyzed the sentiments of responsibility, awareness, and resolve that bind 

people together, which make up the ethos of the social movement. These sentiments 

are built through a “long process of self-reflection that activists developed” and 

conjoined into the knowledge-practices of collective-self (della Porta & Pavan, 2017, 

306). Below, I articulate the movement's political vision by contextualizing the specific 

structural obstacles that activists and allies face and how those obstacles impacted the 

movement's goals. Activists develop their depictions of what the movement should 

focus on in light of those obstacles. They reflect on Myanmar's geopolitical realities, the 

climate of the international community, and the Canadian context. More specifically, 
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interview participants identified their experiences and their families’ experiences within 

Myanmar, Bangladesh, and their personal struggles in Canada while conducting 

activism work. These problems include Islamophobia, re-settlement challenges, and 

difficulty in creating representation and community building.  

5.2.2.1 Genocide in Myanmar and the refugee crisis in Bangladesh 

Several participants discussed their lived experiences of the genocide in Myanmar and 

the crisis in Bangladesh. As one Rohingya activist I spoke with noted, the government 

stripped his family members of their livelihoods almost instantly after losing citizenship 

status. He said,  

…My family came from an educated Rohingya family in Burma. We were sent to 
university...My uncle is in the registrar in the court, medical doctor, professionals 
in my family. One of my grandma’s brothers was a banker in the national bank. 
Private and government. After restricting the citizenship of Rohingya, for 
example, my uncle can’t practice medicine the next day, the pension of my 
grandpa was cut the next day because he wasn’t recognized as a citizen 
anymore…My mom and dad are in Yangon. My mom had her citizenship 
stripped. She had full citizenship before 1982. She was somehow able to keep a 
paper trail out of it. Also, we were not able to, me, and my siblings can’t get 
actual degrees on paper. My brother studied business, my cousin is a medical 
doctor, but he can’t practice because he wasn’t able to get his degree conferred 
[due to lack of proof of citizenship]. If you don’t have a degree, you can’t get into 
the workforce. All I had were my transcripts from every year that I was able to 
show. Four of us siblings were university educated, but without citizenship the 
degree wouldn’t be conferred (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview).  

In narrating his relatives’ experiences, this activist explained how their educational 

credentials were no longer recognized due to the abrupt shift in law, making their 

degrees virtually worthless. He and his family immediately lost their incomes and their 

future livelihood opportunities. A young Rohingya woman activist shared a similar 

experience of the loss of legal status. She explained that Rohingyas were seen as less 
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human by Burmese society and that other ethnic minorities and majority Bamar people 

“Otherized” them over time. She noted, “we’re not allowed to speak our language, our 

identity, be our people” (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). One Rohingya activist I 

spoke with lived in Myanmar during her childhood. She recounted her family’s and 

friends’ experiences:  

The conditions in Myanmar [are horrible]. There is the issue of the cards. 
Children are being detained in the police posts; 11-12 years old. Rakhine state is 
a prison. Women are being killed by medical professionals in the hospital, in 
Buthidaung. It became closer and closer to my personal problems. Just a couple 
of weeks ago, my family member, a female relative was beaten up, and others 
were beaten up at the hospital. She nearly died at the hospital while giving birth. 
[The military and government] want to strike fear in the community so that they 
leave (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). 

Another Rohingya woman activist noted the continuous denial of healthcare and 

education and the increasing restrictions on movement and marriage. She said, “we are 

marginalized in every way. When you are in this situation, in a genocide, the resources 

are very restricted” (RP53, December 8, 2018, interview). On gender-related aspects of 

the genocide, she explained that,  

…because of years of apartheid policies, women are at the bottom of the chain. 
Our culture restricts our women because of religious restrictions. They live mostly 
inside the homes. Because of the military operations, they target men, then boys 
and now women as community punishment. Women are fully dependent on the 
men, and suddenly in 2017, when mass rapes happen, the women don’t have 
anything/abilities to withstand (RP53, December 8, 2018, interview). 

A Rohingya activist explained how rights were taken away from her community at this 

time. Some Rohingyas were also being labelled as being involved in a domestic terrorist 

group. Yet, Rohingyas have rarely resorted to violent protest. Their communities had 

been largely destroyed by the 1990s, making it impossible for villagers to mount any 
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type of organized insurgency. She stated that it was also problematic that these 

suspicions were assigned uniquely to Rohingya, as it was not — and still is not —

unusual for ethnic and religious minorities in Myanmar to use force against the 

government in their bids for independence. Indeed, there were and continue to be many 

insurgent groups in Myanmar that seek autonomy, particularly along the border 

regions46. In her view, the government had negotiated with several other ethnic minority 

groups, even while they continued to accuse Rohingya of being terrorists. She stated,  

We don’t use these sticks to go fight the government, but only as self-defense 
against rape of our sisters, and mothers, yet we are labeled the bad guys. They 
were raping girls as young as 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, even an 80-year-old woman they 
wouldn’t spare. When we try to protect our family, we are called terrorists. When 
we try to speak to the world, they deny us the platform (RP26, July 12, 2018, 
interview).  

These quotes depict Rohingya activists’ lived experiences with Burmese state violence 

and their personal experiences of being rendered stateless. The process of being 

“Othered,” including loss of citizenship, which is tied to opportunities for work, school, 

healthcare, marriage, and other aspects of life such as travel, shows that Rohingya 

activists have a profound knowledge of what it means to be persecuted. They recognize 

that the state treats them differently in comparison to other ethnic minorities in the 

country. They highlight at once the gendered violence, the disproportionate state 

violence against mostly peaceful self-defense tactics, and the lack of channels to 

communicate their genocide and call on international actors for action. Analyzing how 

 

46 See Nyein (2019) for more information on the history of armed resistance in Myanmar by 
ethnic minorities.  
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the movement understands the problems at hand helps one recognize the formulation 

of the Canadian movement's political vision. Activists link these experiences to the goals 

to focus on, namely reinstating citizenship for the purpose of safe repatriation.  

The section below discusses how the local context shapes the movement’s political 

vision. When talking about their experience as activists in Canada, interview participants 

identified three main factors influencing their activism: resettlement, Islamophobia, and 

difficulty creating representation/community building. Not only are these barriers to 

activism, but they also inform the political vision of the movement. 

5.2.2.2 Resettlement 

As is the case for refugees in general, the Rohingya community has faced integration 

and resettlement challenges that newcomers commonly encounter. Activists’ 

experience with resettlement in Canada, in addition to the nature of life as an activist in 

the diaspora, informs the knowledge of collective self around the movement’s political 

vision. Regarding their experience resettling in a new country, Rohingya activists and 

their supporters have explained how immersion in a new country after upheaval is 

fraught with complications and difficult choices. A Rohingya activist noted the frustration 

that comes from trying to balance competing priorities that divide her energy and time,  

We [activists] become so busy. We hardly have time to focus on our plight. Me 
and my sister work as doctors, and whatever we are doing from 2012 is really 
from our vacation time…It is out of need. We play every role. The youth need to 
replace us. We aren’t that young, we have responsibilities, and we can do the 
humanitarian work, but we need politicians (RP54, December 18, 2018, 
interview).  
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Similar challenges were expressed by several other interview participants, who 

described the tension of trying to eke out an existence while being an activist. Another 

Rohingya activist told me about  the anxiety of her immigration experience, recounting,  

With the grace of God and the Canadian government, we were able to move to 
Canada. But coming to Canada, we were not able to work so we were on 
welfare. When we go to welfare, they tell us to work. And when we look for work, 
we have barriers due to language and lack of education. All we know is seeing 
someone get killed, getting burned. We don’t have education and actual 
language. The country you’re originally from is where you really feel like home. 
Here, I’m not able to work, I have kids, an elderly mother, and I need my 
husband’s help. If I’m watching the baby, my husband needs to take care of my 
mother. We are forced to go to school to be able to take care of our home (RP26, 
July 12, 2018, interview).  

Pursuing activist work takes an additional toll on refugees' well-being, as they build a 

new life in a country of settlement. Those who have pursued activist work are doing so 

above and beyond their other commitments, mainly in unpaid labour. This reality means 

that what activists are trying to achieve from abroad are tempered with the realities of 

being an immigrant in Canada. 

5.2.2.3 Islamophobia 

Additionally, activists and allies reflect on how Islamophobia produces fear of retribution 

for speaking up. They described how Islamophobia, discrimination, xenophobia, and 

racism impact how the social movement is taken up in political and public discourse. 

Activists recognized that when discourses tinged with racist/discriminatory undertones 

dominate global debates on forced migration, advocacy opportunities may be severely 

curtailed. Activists describe how Islamophobia impacts how their activism is received by 

broader Canadian society. One young Rohingya woman activist bluntly stated, “Some 
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people really care, but most don’t. There are other people in Canada who think ‘oh 

they’re Muslims, so who cares.’ From others, they do care, but they can’t really do 

anything” (RP39, September 13, 2018, interview). As one Muslim activist who works for 

an advocacy organization said, a life of activism is shaped by fear, paranoia, and 

pessimism. He noted that it is sometimes difficult to gather a community of Muslims in 

Canada to outwardly support a cause due to vulnerability caused by anti-Muslim and 

anti-immigration rhetoric. He shared that,  

Somehow, the way that the media works, and the way Muslims are portrayed, 
they’re scared they’ll be looked at differently, even though they are doing 
something completely legitimate. There’s a defensive outlook…You’ll be singled 
out if you talk about political issues and political activism” (RP36, August 30, 
2018, interview).  

As one Rohingya activist put it, there is also the possibility of double retribution in 

diaspora in Canada and Myanmar. She explains that there are reasons why Rohingyas 

are not outspoken in this country. As an activist, she became scared of how the state 

will retaliate against her family. She noted,  

Some dream to go back home. Being against what Burma does, means being 
against the state. So, they’re scared of what will happen to them [if they speak 
up]. I’m doing it at the cost of putting my family at risk (RP75, February 23, 2019, 
interview).  

As the activists note, putting one’s self in the public eye means risking anti-Muslim 

rhetoric and violence in Canada, as well as the safety of their family in Myanmar. Direct 

repercussions for family and friends as retribution for being outspoken is a reality that all 

the movement confronts. These examples illustrate how Rohingya activists and their 

supporters recognize that Islamophobia is a deterrent to activism. Yet these 
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experiences also feed into the political vision of the movement. They realized that the 

way they pursue activism needs to take into consideration the structural obstacle of 

Islamophobia. This recognition is a part of developing the knowledge-practice of 

collective self. 

5.2.2.4 Building Representation 

Finally, the lack of opportunity to establish representative bodies also weighs heavily on 

Rohingya activists' conscience and informs the political vision behind Canada's 

movement. As activists and supporters recount, due to historical and contemporary 

oppression and extreme persecution in their home country of Myanmar, Rohingya 

communities have encountered significant obstacles in forming representative bodies; 

this unfortunate fact applies in Canada, Myanmar, Bangladesh, and other countries. 

The Rohingya diaspora in Canada has an aspiration for community-building both in 

Canada and abroad. Still, their communities must deal with particular obstacles when 

attempting to organize and formulate community groups. As a Rohingya activist noted, 

due to statelessness, lack of education, and distrust and disharmony among the 

community, there is a leadership crisis. He told me that due to the lack of “professional” 

leadership globally, the result is abundant advocacy but little structured coordination 

between groups. He described that Rohingya groups' international-level advocacy is 

limited, and there are few representatives in international organizations. He said, “The 

Rohingya became a broken community, with culture, professional standards, etc.” (RP1, 

May 13, 2018, interview). Another Rohingya male activist echoed this sentiment. He 

noted that,  
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Rohingya don’t have institutions…So, in the future, what will this people 
become? Rohingya are designed to rot. Designed to fail. So, we are trying to 
make structures…No one is thinking of durable solutions…This nation needs a 
vision, these people need hope. If there’s no plan, what will happen after 50 
years? We will be lost. I’m trying to reconstruct the broken infrastructure that we 
have. We are physically stateless. If we don’t become digital, we might become 
digitally stateless. So that the coming generation might have hope, survive rather 
than on handouts, and live in a dignified way. Rebuilding the nation, rebuilding 
the hope…(RP59, January 25, 2018, interview). 

This activist underlines the difficulty in developing the foundations of representation. He 

elaborated on his plans to build sustainable institutions to allow the Rohingya language 

and culture to endure, despite current statelessness. These types of comments were 

prevalent throughout the interviews. Two other Rohingya activists spoke to the 

insufficiency of current Rohingya leadership. According to them, the colonial 

administration and the new, successive military juntas have prevented Rohingyas from 

maintaining and practicing their culture by various means (e.g., by banning the use of 

the word ‘Rohingya’). This state of affairs makes it highly difficult for communities to 

develop leadership structures, often leading to in-fighting. One participant said,  

What we learned from the Burmese government, we only learned dictatorship. 
The mindset of the Rohingya became like our dictators. What our governments 
taught us is what we know… No one is seen as constructive minded...If we 
compare with other communities, we are far away to reach our goal. May Allah 
protect our people by Rahmatullah (his mercy) (RP1, May 13, 2018, interview).  

As another Rohingya activist noted,  

Everyone lives in different countries, not literate, no infrastructure…Multiple 
representatives. Anywhere you go, there are prominent people but not solid 
structure. Being unorganized, and the effects of genocide, we haven’t been able 
to mobilize… (RP59, January 25, 2018, interview). 
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Indeed, the extreme structural obstacles severely impede how the Rohingya diaspora 

can effectively support the cause from abroad. Notably, the inability to procure legal 

identification, even in the diaspora, is a significant hindrance to participation in both 

societies and to develop any type of social movement in other countries47. These 

interviewees indicate that there are pockets of leadership around the world and 

prominent heads of organizations, but a lack of cohesion persists. An executive director 

of a university-based think tank gave his assessment of Rohingyas’ institutions. In his 

previous roles, he had visited Rakhine state to investigate the attacks on Rohingyas that 

had precipitated the 1992 exodus. He questioned the possibility of creating institutions 

that would channel the views of Rohingya communities for uptake in international-level 

policy discussions. He noted, 

I got involved with the diaspora and was struck by their non-organized and 
unstructured representation. There was a gap in participation on the side of the 
Rohingya. They had some formal structures and representation, but they were 
distributed globally already. No international organization, no hierarchy, very few 
people of Rohingya origin participating, expressing authentic views of the 
Rohingya population…You need a negotiating party; you need such bodies. 
Vehicle for expression for genuinely held views...There have been efforts to 
develop associations of Rohingyas, but they have always failed…Product of 
decades of authoritarianism…For example, if one were to think about the 
negotiation, so who does one consult? When I was advising the UN Secretary-
General’s Special Adviser for Yemen and we were having a national dialogue, 
we asked ‘Who should be present in the conference? ‘What is the ideal 
number?’…The obvious answer is representative instruments…They haven’t 
found the system… What are the institutional arrangements for authentic 
representation, and what would it look like? Who would have legitimate standing? 
That presumes some capacities and competencies that are in question. They are 
deeply worried about it. There may now be a problem about incapacity. 
Deprivation of an entire society and its undermining capacity. Urgently ensuring 

 

47 This obstacle is, fortunately, not the case in Canada as refugees become permanent 
residents on arrival. 
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education in the camps. Equipping the communities with the capacity to engage 
and speak for themselves...” (RP46, October 10, 2018, interview). 

He underscores the structural barriers, such as lack of education and widespread 

deprivation, that Rohingyas face when consolidating their activism. As noted in Chapter 

4, he also underlined that the current situation is the outcome of decades of deliberate 

division sown by those who benefit from such a system. The constant obstacles of 

distrust and fragmentation across communities marginalized and persecuted by state 

forces are realities that Rohingyas face in the diaspora, which shape the kinds of 

activism they undertake. As one of the producers of I Am Rohingya noted,  

We tend to see refugees as a monolith, but there are so many internal issues. 
There’s always going to be conflict in these communities, and it complicates the 
issues. We assume they want the exact same thing. No, if you have a cast of 20-
30 families, you’re going to have 30 different opinions on what the best path 
forward is for the Rohingya community. Acclimation is not going to look the same 
for everyone (RP35, August 21, 2018, interview).  

Perhaps most strikingly, one journalist interviewee stated that,  

There is no leader or figurehead to rally around – no Nelson Mandela of sorts. 
They lack unity – they have only recently started saying that they are Rohingya. 
There’s no cohesive leader. There are only a few ways to define them as a group 
– hard to unite to have a cause when they don’t have these definitions” (RP37, 
September 7, 2018, interview).  

These last six quotes underline the significant obstacles that result in a lack of 

representative institutions in Myanmar and abroad. Rohingya activists and their 

supporters tangibly understand how their history in Myanmar has made it difficult for 

them to create new representative societies in the diaspora. The division sown 

deliberately by those who benefit from their disintegration has contributed to distrust and 
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fragmentation, following Rohingya communities into the diaspora. Politicians and 

observers have recognized the divergent opinions. One politician noted,   

It’s important to appreciate the fact that there are many different voices in the 
community. The issue of the differences between the diaspora voices and the 
voices of the people on the ground in the camp, and the people who want to go 
back. A full appreciation of the voices of the Rohingya and the fact that they are a 
community that has political views, and profound experiences of displacement, 
marginalization. There’s a tendency in policy about what UNHCR is going to do, 
what is Bangladesh going to do, what’s Myanmar going to do. Listen to the 
grassroots themselves. Some will say, ‘I am the official spokesperson’; no, we 
need variety of voices. Not one group represents the voices of all and determine 
what the policies of the country should be...There are nuances between groups. 
It’s a community in the camps, and in Rakhine, and in the west, that is still in 
evolution. I don’t think that there’s been an articulation of the political vision of the 
community. I think there are a number of visions about what will happen…Within 
every community, there are a variety of views. Challenge is to get people to 
speak up” (RP43, October 1, 2018, interview).  

One Member of Parliament reflected on his sense of how Rohingya-led organizations 

are forming in Canada. He discussed several notable features, including the relatively 

high engagement of community members compared to the population's relatively small 

size. He stated,  

Do they really have one voice? Do they have different philosophical takes on the 
issues, or do they really not get along? Can’t each group not play different roles? 
Their objectives are similar, but they may have different takes. It’s more 
compelling and powerful if they have one voice, but would they sacrifice other 
things by ensuring that they speak with only one voice? It’s also normal for the 
public to be skeptical of the government, and for them to think that ‘oh the 
government is doing this’ for electoral support.” (RP64, February 22, 2019, 
interview).  

This real and perceived fragmentation is a significant impediment that the movement in 

Canada is contending with.  
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5.2.2.5 The political vision  

Considering personal experiences of persecution, issues in resettlement, Islamophobia, 

and lack of representative institutions in Canada and worldwide, what is the movement's 

political vision? One Rohingya activist explained that the political vision in Canada is 

different from that in Bangladesh and Myanmar. He stated that the, 

vision for the Rohingya community in different places will be different based on 
socio-economic and political barriers they face. While those in Canada are 
starting to settle down and become self-sufficient, those in Myanmar and 
Bangladesh are merely trying to survive day-to-day and meet their basic needs 
(RP56, January 18, 2019, interview).  

The same activist underlined that "regardless of geography and the types of political 

punishments that Rohingya face in different parts of the world, a unified vision is to go 

back and live peacefully in our homeland" (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). Indeed, 

another Rohingya activist noted, the vision is that,  

one day the Rohingyas who are languishing in the refugee camps are able to 
return to their homeland with protection, dignity, full citizenship, and rights as 
fellow human beings. That the 400-600,000 that live in the villages of Rakhine 
are allowed access to aid organizations, to journalists, to independent media. 
That 127,000 living concentration camps are let go, the men and boys who are 
incarcerated in prisons of Rakhine and tortured regularly are liberated. That the 
villages burned to the ground are rebuilt, or at least those who are driven out are 
given their lands back to them (RP60, January 31, 2019, interview). 

One parent of several of the youth involved with the I Am Rohingya play and 

documentary discussed that food aid, for example, is not a solution to problems caused 

by a lack of citizenship and exile; the refugee crisis and genocidal violence in Rakhine 

state are only solvable if the government decides to reinstate citizenship and provide for 

repatriation on a safe basis. She said,  
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We’re not asking for food because feeding us will not solve our problems. Kids 
need to go to school. They need to be educated…Those who made it to 
Bangladesh can only say they need help; they only get food, but their long-term 
problems are not being solved. They should get back their citizenship and sent 
back to their own country (RP26, July 12, 2018, interview). 

Participants know that looking like they are in disunity is politically advantageous and 

desirable. The movement is thus reconciling a multitude of perspectives. Although there 

are several political visions and no leading voice, there are at least two points that 

translate into a shared political vision of the movement: to bring a recognition of the 

crisis to the Canadian public, and in doing so, achieve the reinstatement of human 

rights and citizenship of Rohingya people in Myanmar. It is only when rights and 

citizenship are restored that Rohingyas can experience life in peace.  

5.2.2.6 Summary 

Regimes of racial segregation were not disestablished because of the work of leaders 
and presidents and legislators, but rather because of the fact that ordinary people 
adopted a critical stance in the way in which they perceived their relationship to reality. 
Social realities that may have appeared inalterable, impenetrable, came to be viewed as 
malleable and transformable; and people learned how to imagine what it might mean to 
live in a world that was not so exclusively governed by the principle of white supremacy. 
This collective consciousness emerged within the context of social struggles. (Davis, 
2016, p.66). 

This section speaks to how the movement navigates the resettlement process, 

Islamophobia, and a lack of representative structures in Canada and worldwide. 

Rohingyas’ historical legacy and their modern experiences of marginalization and 

displacement have not stopped them from developing a movement around these 

issues. The movement is articulating its vision in accordance with the realities of the 

obstacles that Rohingyas face. They experienced the degradation of their rights in 

Myanmar. In Canada, they point out issues stemming from Islamophobia, day-to-day 
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obligations around work and family, and a lack of representative bodies have shaped 

their views. Activists have interpreted their lived experiences in Myanmar, elsewhere in 

displacement, and what settlement has been like in Canada. Rohingyas are reuniting to 

counter the forces that prevent them from working together, to build and achieve their 

goals. These realities have culminated in the vision in which the only response to all of 

these dilemmas is to reinstate rights and citizenship for safe repatriation.48  

5.3 Analysis and Conclusions   

…None of the work I have done on the issue of Rohingya human rights would have 
been possible without the heroic work of the small but active Rohingya community here 
in Canada. You helped us to see and understand, and you propelled us to action. You 
are the leaders, and we have tried to magnify your voice…I hope that all of you will 
continue your vital work of calling attention to these issues, but also of calling for the 
fundamental political changes which position us to prevent genocide, to stop genocide 

 

48 I do not want to give the impression that the movement is unified in all of its perspectives and 
goals. In this research, it was an analytical and ethical decision to not discuss intra-movement 
conflict. Indeed, people’s positions and outlooks run along the whole political spectrum and 
there are, without a doubt, tensions and moments of conflict within the movement. There is 
evidence of these moments of conflict in my dataset. As mentioned briefly in Chapter 3, these 
disagreements may vary across multiple social locations such as gender, age, class, 
occupation, length of time in Canada, level of education, or myriad other reasons that lead to 
power differentials. However, the points discussed in this chapter make up the common basis, 
or the common denominator, that people tend to agree upon. And, generally speaking, the 
disagreement that I noted stems from the choice of method of achieving their political goals, 
rather than the political goal in and of itself. After all, different groups are essentially 
campaigning to the same ends of pushing for international pressure on Myanmar and holding 
the state accountable for genocide. In any case, the focus of this dissertation is not the 
moments of conflict within the movement. Rather the goal is to study the social mechanisms by 
which people work together, namely knowledge-practices. Ultimately, moments of conflict will 
always arise, and are likely intrinsic to movements that amass diverse participants. 
Nevertheless, moments of conflict should not discount the work of the movement. For this 
reason, they are not discussed at length, although they could very well be an area of future 
research. If they are to be studied, moments of conflict should be examined contextually, and 
with a view to the historicity from which the origins of conflict are evident (i.e., as shaped by 
practices of the colonial state).  
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in progress, and to bring perpetrators of genocide to justice” (Member of Parliament, 
CRDI Annual Report, 2020). 

Rohingya people have, despite the hardship, they still have beautiful, gracious 
humanity. What keeps me going is their kindness (RP66, March 26, 2019, interview). 

In this section, I argue that the movement has developed critical knowledge-practices of 

collective self. The movement has created an ethos by expressing and cultivating their 

collective viewpoints on responsibility, awareness, and resolve. The movement has also 

built a political vision around how to address the realities they face in Canada, Myanmar 

and Bangladesh.  

Emphasizing these knowledge-practices of collective self is crucial for social movement 

literature. To reiterate, knowledge-practices of collective self refer to how individual 

experiences and thought processes develop into a shared reason for coming together. 

Pavan & Felicetti (2019) note that knowledge-practices of collective self “is about the 

vision that grounds a collective endeavor as well as about the envisaged or actual 

practices that transform this vision into reality” (pp. 3-4). Suppose we do not consider 

the intellectual work that goes into the movement's ethos and political vision. By only 

studying the types of political systems that facilitate mobilization, or tactics and 

techniques, and not examining in-house knowledge-creation, we may lose sight of the 

inventiveness and ingenuity that social movements develop and require to jumpstart 

mobilization in the first place. We also lose out on understanding how movements face 

myriad forces, which compel them to present and articulate their causes on their own 

terms. Unpacking these foundational principles are vital to understanding the nature of 

social movements. Without this lens, we may misunderstand or not recognize the 
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mental energy necessary to make a movement function. These findings have two major 

implications for the concept of knowledge-practices of collective self. First, this 

knowledge-practice is generated within the movement. Second, they are developed 

during activism to interrupt complex power relations. The rest of the discussion will 

attend to these two points.  

First, movement participants underline that the feelings of responsibility, awareness, 

and self-articulation motivate them to act; this ethos undergirds and guides the reason 

for being behind the movement. As della Porta and Pavan (2017) describe, the central 

function of this practice is to construct the “critical collective subject” it is the “linchpin to 

the elaboration of [the movement’s] alternative epistemological approach (p. 305). 

Pavan (2019) writes, “it is a type of knowledge that gives substance to this cosmology 

as personal experiences provide evidence of the actuality of collectively envisaged 

alternatives” (pp. 3-4). In this practice, “participants contribute to defining the very 

identity of the movement by bringing knowledge about their own experiences and 

visions” (della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 306). Having lost all rights in their country of 

origin, having survived genocide, and having very few rights in Bangladesh as 

undocumented refugees, Rohingyas have been labelled “the most persecuted people 

on Earth” (The Economist, 2015). While they certainly face extreme persecution and 

innumerable structural obstacles that should not be understated, the movement's ethos 

points to a moment in which Rohingyas have the ability and agency to dictate their 

futures. Without a doubt, these feelings of responsibility, awareness, and resolve 

existed on an individual-level before the social movement's consolidation. However, it is 
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through participation in the movement that these feelings became a uniting force. Their 

common identification as belonging to the same movement working towards change in 

Myanmar and Bangladesh allowed for developing a sense of solidarity based on these 

sentiments. As hooks (1994) declares, in relation to the civil rights movement in the 

United States,  

When I look at my life, searching it for a blueprint that aided me in the process of 
decolonization, of personal and political self-recovery, I know that it was learning 
the truth about how systems of domination operate that helped, learning to look 
both inward and outward with a critical eye. Awareness is central to the process 
of love as the practice of freedom. Whenever those of us who are members of 
exploited and oppressed groups dare to critically interrogate our locations, the 
identities and allegiances that inform how we live our lives, we begin the process 
of decolonization… Acknowledging the truth of our reality, both individual and 
collective, is a necessary stage for personal and political growth (p. 295). 

Indeed, this shared recognition is one way a movement’s participants develop similar 

worldviews by partaking in a movement. By participating, the ethos was established. 

This perspective thus unpacks how deeply personal experiences become a combined 

entity through action. Indeed, the idea of knowledge-practice of collective self takes us 

beyond the “abstract connotations usually associated with knowledge, arguing for its 

concrete, embodied, lived, and situated character” (Casas-Cortés et al., 2008, p. 20). As 

Casas-Cortés et al. (2008) underline, “the importance of knowledge-practices rests on 

the one hand on the unique sites of enunciation—their situatedness…” (p. 46). In other 

words, a focus on the knowledge-practice of collective self in terms of the ethos is 

uniquely insightful because it emerged from within the movement. Had the movement 

not occurred, and had it not been analyzed in this way, it would have been much more 
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challenging to recognize that Rohingyas are developing their own analyses about 

fighting against persecution. 

To understand the development of knowledge-practices of collective self as they relate 

to the movement’s political vision, it was essential to investigate how activists 

understand the realities they are trying to change. As with the ethos, the political vision 

is deeply rooted in and depends on activists' everyday lives and experiences in 

Myanmar, Bangladesh, and Canada. It is built during activism, in dialectical fashion, by 

engaging in activism. As noted earlier, Eyerman and Jamison (1991) see continuous 

“series of social encounters” as foundational to the construction of movement 

knowledge (p. 57). Constant and continued interaction between the activists 

themselves, their supporters, and their challengers feed into the political vision. The 

movement activists interpret the chances of their survival in Myanmar and Bangladesh, 

and they question what the international community and the Canadian government can 

do in this respect. For the activists, a restoration of Rohingyas' missing rights and 

citizenship remaining in Myanmar is critical as a part of the political vision. Canadian 

Rohingyas and other Rohingyas worldwide cannot return home with safety, security, 

and dignity without rights and citizenship. And those Rohingyas remaining in Myanmar 

cannot continue to survive in the absence of said rights.  

It is not only that this vision is made while interacting within the movement. It is also that 

the vision interrupts complex power relations. According to Melucci (1996a), movements 

are “prophets of the present” (p.1) as they challenge the premises underlying modern 

complex systems of power. To him, movements are a ‘frontier land’ because they 
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present “the open space which reveals the contingency of any existing order” (Melucci, 

1992, in Chesters, p. 151). In other words, the movement recognizes the context in 

which it works and the structural barriers it is up against. As Casas-Cortés et al. (2008) 

describe, “Movements' theoretical practice is generated in relation to epistemic and 

ontological regimes they are striving to transform…The production of knowledges by 

movements intervenes in important operations of power” (p. 46).  Activism's dynamic 

nature allows individuals to understand themselves and their world in relation to broader 

systems of social injustice. So, there cannot be knowledge-practices about collective 

self without action because grasping an understanding of the world requires interacting 

with structural oppressions. And, knowledge-practices produced by movements are 

enhanced by their proximity to on-the-ground realities (Casas-Cortés et al., 2008). Over 

time, these collective self-building exercises provided the activists with a more nuanced 

view of the structural obstacles in Myanmar and the international system. Activists 

became ever more implicated as they started more openly challenging oppressive 

systems in collective ways. In this sense, the vision emerges by understanding the 

movement’s place in a broad framework of injustice and engaging in actions to make 

change. Thus, this type of knowledge-practice results from the strenuous effort of 

bridging and interpreting Rohingyas’ experience with activists’ locally rooted context in 

Canada. Their interpretations and depictions of these realities feed into the political 

vision of the diaspora. These findings are particularly relevant when the movement is 

about securing their physical existence and a safe future in a country trying to 
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extinguish the community. This point again emphasizes the intellectual labour of the 

movement. 

The political vision further shows that social movements are a place for intellectual 

activities. These findings highlight that knowledge-practices of collective self are not 

given. As Casa-Cortes et al. (2008) underline, “knowledges are meaningful and emerge 

only in and through practice in the day-to-day life of a movement” (p.38). Practices of 

collective self are not a priori, but rather they emerge when one becomes an active 

participant of a collective movement. Knowledge-practices of collective self sustain the 

movement by articulating and manifesting the fundamental reasons why the movement 

must exist – the purpose of the movement. As Eyerman and Jamison (1991) note, “by 

spontaneously responding to new social problems, indeed often formulating those 

problems for society, social movements create spaces for new exploratory intellectual 

activities to become crystallized” (p. 106). Indeed, the movement has contributed to “the 

generation of expertise and new paradigms of being, as well as different modes of 

analyses of relevant political and social conjunctures” as its ethos and vision present 

“political analyses and critical understandings of particular contexts” that did not 

previously exist (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008, p. 21). As Casas-Cortes et al. (2008) 

underline, movements speak for themselves, put forward their vocabularies, and 

articulate their categories of analysis. Stressing these points emphasizes how 

developing an ethos, and political vision are intellectual activities undertaken by 

activists.  
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In summary, through the analysis of the practice of collective self, this chapter sheds 

light on social movements' creative capacity to generate new conceptual ways of 

looking at social reality. Indeed, one of the most evident articulations of knowledge-

practice was the movement's ethos and political vision. The movement puts forward its 

ethos and vision as both a diagnostic description of the current situation and to stake 

claims. Its ethos of responsibility, awareness and resolve, and the political vision of 

restored citizenship depict Rohingya people as worthy citizens of Myanmar.  

In total, the discussion contemplated the significance of knowledge-practices of 

collective self for social movements. In this chapter, I argued that a fundamental feature 

of the Rohingya social movement in Canada is the activists’ continued generation of 

knowledge-practices around collective self, which are necessary to contend against the 

genocide and refugee crisis. First, these findings show how a movement develops an 

understanding of its ontological purpose for coming together, i.e., its ethos (Eyerman & 

Jamison, 1991). The ethos “is about the vision that grounds a collective endeavor as 

well as about the envisaged or actual practices that transform this vision into reality” 

(della Porta & Pavan, 2017, pp. 3-4). By building a collective view of responsibility, 

awareness, and resolve, the movement has packaged these sentiments into its 

underlying philosophy. Second, the interpretation of the Burmese, international, and 

Canadian contexts is bundled into the political vision of the movement to bring 

recognition of the crisis to the Canadian public, and in doing so, to reinstate the human 

rights and citizenship of Rohingya people in Myanmar.  
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Recognizing these knowledge-practices are essential because they manifest the 

fundamental reason behind the movement and the type of expertise with which 

participants are endowed. They also reflect how academics can recognize the 

groundbreaking, creative, and integral intellectual work of movements. Indeed, the 

production of knowledge-practices about the collective self is crucial to this particular 

movement, as evidenced by the different instances above. They are the intellectual 

energy of the movement, its reason for existing. These findings require that we wrestle 

more substantively with how the ethos and political visions of movements are created 

by activists engaging and self-reflecting on their roles and putting forward a collective 

purpose. To end, recognizing “the centrality of knowledge of collective self in 

movements is a necessary step toward a more genuine understanding of how they 

[movements] act as laboratories of social and political innovation” (della Porta & Pavan, 

2017, p. 309). As I will discuss in the conclusion of this dissertation, I support the 

conceptual development of this practice by underlining the specific foundational beliefs, 

developed in this case.   
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6 Knowledge-practices of the action network: Opportunities 
and coalitions 

They are finding friends and allies and slowly learning how to use the means at their 
disposal to affect change… (RP74, May 1, 2019, interview). 

The diaspora has a particular set of skills, such as good education, an understanding of 
the geopolitics, and how international accountability and advocacy work. When we 
speak to people in power, we usually try to bring along those in the diaspora who can 
travel. We want to have the broadest range of actors that we can draw from, but a lot of 
Rohingya can’t travel… In Canada, in the U.K., those people have met with more 
politicians than we have. They know the lay of the land more than we do (RP41, 
September 24, 2018, interview). 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter addresses the knowledge-practices of the action network of the Rohingya 

social movement in Canada. To reiterate, the action network is the infrastructure 

created and used for circulating information (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). This term 

refers to the different agendas, competencies, and resources that converge and cross-

fertilize within a collaborative space (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). This type of 

knowledge-practice has practical implications. The practice supports the construction of 

coordinated networks of action and identifies specific areas, domains, and subjects to 

target through these networks. Thus, this knowledge-practice encompasses how to 

harness opportunities and grow a rich and extensive network of support. In this chapter, 

I answer the question, “Has the Rohingya social movement built organizational 

structures, and if so, for what purpose?” I argue that the movement has developed the 

knowledge-practices of the action network by identifying political opportunities and 

diversifying the movement to access people with different types of expertise and 

resources. Activists have effectively engaged with a large and diverse section of 
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Canadian society. Not only are there direct and frequent interactions between Rohingya 

activists and politicians, but the movement has also expanded its action network to 

include lawyers, doctors, journalists, minority and religious groups, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), academics, and people from the arts community.  

I develop my analysis of the knowledge-practices of the action network around the ideas 

of how movement actors learned to recognize available opportunities and ways to 

create social ties. I show that by experimenting and by trial-and-error, the movement 

has become well-versed in identifying channels of action and coalition-building. Activists 

learned how to engage in opportunities and grow the movement by connecting with 

diverse sectors and people. To expand on this argument, I begin by describing the 

political opportunities identified by the movement. Then I discuss how activists and 

allies recognized and tapped into these opportunities. Next, I explain the wide-ranging 

set of supporters who were drawn into the Rohingya social movement. In the 

discussion, I examine the analytical importance of the knowledge-practices of the action 

network in terms of how their conceptualization enrichens social movement literature.   

6.2 Political Opportunity Structures (POS) and alliance-building 

Political opportunity structures (POS) are the “consistent but not necessarily formal, 

permanent, or national signals to social or political actors which either encourage or 

discourage them to use their internal resources to form social movements” (Tarrow, 

1996, p. 54). More broadly, the POS  is “the degree of openness of the political system” 

(Ataç et al., 2016, p. 536). As noted in the literature, structuralists have long supported 

the idea that POS help galvanize collective action. In this view, political moments can 
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allow movements to take advantage of particular opportunities (Caiani & della Porta 

2011; Caiani, della Porta, & Wagemann, 2012).  

In Canada, one such POS occurred directly after the genocidal violence of August 25, 

2017. The movement quickly learned about opportunities to directly engage with 

politicians following August 25, 2017, which evolved into one of the knowledge-practices 

of the action network. As a reminder, August 25, 2017, was the height of Rohingyas' 

most massive exodus from Myanmar to Bangladesh. The exodus took place because of 

the government's disproportionate and calculated response against alleged Arakan 

Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) insurgents who attacked police posts in Rakhine 

State. With the heightened urgency that August 25th, 2017, created at the time, the 

Canadian government found itself needing to know more about the refugee crisis and 

the genocidal violence in Myanmar to formulate and institute a policy. To understand 

how the movement gained the knowledge-practices that allowed participants to 

leverage this political opening, I first analyze the relevant opportunities within 

Parliament. 

One of the first steps towards the opening was an emergency debate in the House of 

Commons with Members of Parliament and Senators. What was unique about this 

situation was how bipartisan action led to activists' opportunity to engage with the 

federal government. A participant described what it was like in the House of Commons 

when news of the violence unfolded:  

On September 26th, 2017, there was a sense of urgency, there was an 
emergency debate in the House of Commons. A lot of the calls that MPs had had 
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during the debate seemed to raise the profile of the issue…Senator McPhedran 
brought the meeting together. MPs Michael Levitt and Gary Anandasangaree 
were there. Senator Omidvar was there. In general, it’s hard to get MPs and 
Senators together. It was a reflection of the understanding, both in the House 
and in the Senate that [the situation] merited attention (RP73, October 17, 2018, 
interview). 

As one Member of Parliament noted, “I think [Rohingyas] have all-party support, both 

houses, executive level, a lot of allies as parliamentarians.” One Member of Parliament 

highlighted another form of bipartisan action by describing the importance of Members 

of Parliament rallying around the crisis. He recounted how they interacted within the All-

Party Parliamentary Group for the Prevention of Genocide and Other Crimes Against 

Humanity: 

I was approached by [MP Garnett] Genuis, who is the vice chair [of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group for the Prevention of Genocide and Other Crimes Against 
Humanity]…We wrote a letter to the Minister of Foreign Affairs…In this case, I 
went to vice-chairs, and said we’d write the report, schedule interviews, bring in 
witnesses, persuade the other members (RP48, November 20, 2018, interview).  

Additionally, ten Muslim Members of Parliament from the Liberal Party started working 

to bring attention to the Rohingya crisis in the House of Commons. A non-Muslim 

Member of Parliament highlighted the importance of their Muslim colleagues’ efforts, 

noting, 

Muslim MPs also made a difference. People like MP Omar Alghabra made a 
difference. There were a few of us at the beginning: Gary [Anandsangaree, Omar 
[Alghabra], Salma Zahid and me. All the Muslim MPs have raised the issue. Gary 
[Anandsangaree] from the point of human rights, me, partly because I have a 
large Muslim population, and others from the group of MPs who work on human 
rights, and the citizenship and immigration committee (RP66, March 26, 2019, 
interview). 
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Indeed, one Member of Parliament suggested that the Rohingya crisis needs to be 

understood in the context of rising Islamophobia in Canada and elsewhere. The 

Member of Parliament stated, 

We need to situate the Rohingya crisis with what’s happening in Canada and 
worldwide. After the Quebec mosque shootings, it was raw. It was happening at 
the same time as the motion M-103, on systemic racism and religious 
discrimination debate, a motion by MP Iqra Khalid that called for a study of 
systematic racism and Islamophobia in Canada. A number of Conservatives 
opposed this motion. We double-downed on calling out anti-Muslim hatred. The 
Rohingya crisis unfolded at the same time and took particular focus in 2017-
2018; propelled us to not withdraw support from this (RP68, March 29, 2019, 
interview). 

One Member of Parliament stated that, as one of ten Muslim Members of Parliament in 

the Liberal Party caucus, he felt compelled to speak up for people of the same religion. 

One Member of Parliament discussed a lunch hosted by Honourable Chrystia Freeland, 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, which Aung San Suu Kyi 

attended in spring 2017. He explained that the meeting happened during Ramadan and 

that, “Minister Freeland … mentioned to Aung San Suu Kyi that I was fasting, so that 

she knew that there were Muslims and non-Muslims at the government table” (RP64, 

February 22, 2019, interview). For this Member of Parliament, this signal was 

meaningful as it demonstrated the importance of making Aung San Suu Kyi 

acknowledge that the Canadian government is composed of people of different faiths, 

including Muslims and non-Muslims, and that Canadians are free to identify as they 

prefer and to practice aspects of their faith. These examples show how some Muslim 

Members of Parliament played a role in the opening of political opportunity. In total, 
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these examples show that bipartisan and cross-sectional support was growing in 

Parliament, making a larger window of opportunity for the movement to take up.  

Beyond igniting bipartisan support, the crisis quickly piqued the attention of the Cabinet 

Office of the Government of Canada. In my interviews, Members of Parliament 

described their ongoing roles in decision-making around the policy by bringing up 

conversations they had had with the Foreign Minister’s office, the Prime Minister’s 

Office (PMO), and their colleagues. One Member of Parliament noted his interactions 

with the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the topic of the crisis: 

I’ve had several private meetings with the Minister of Global Affairs. We’ve been 
working quietly behind the scenes on the issue…The most significant actions 
were two meetings with the Minister of Foreign Affairs in her office. She called us 
in a couple of times to talk about the crisis. I also met and talked with Minister 
Bibeau about finances, and I asked the PMO that Canada play a stronger role. I 
was an early supporter of a Special Envoy position, and that the Prime Minister 
be involved in the decision-making. I’m glad it happened. I pushed the issue, they 
came up with the answer…we have some really, really good people in the High 
Commission in Dhaka who could get into the situation very quickly (RP66, March 
26, 2019, interview). 

This quote depicts several of the negotiations that occurred to bring this issue to bear in 

Parliament, both at the Cabinet level and in the Prime Minister’s Office. Beyond the 

significant instances noted above, there were several other activities undertaken by 

Parliament that represented the opening of opportunity. I detailed these activities in 

Tables 4 and 5.  
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ACTIVITY DATE DETAILS 

MEETINGS AND 
HEARINGS WITH 
PARLIAMENTARIANS  

September 
16 2017 

• The Subcommittee on International Human 
Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign 
Affairs and International Development heard 
from: The Burma Task Force, Fortify Rights, 
and the Rohingya Association of Canada, 
which propelled the House to hold an 
emergency session49. 

September 
18-22, 
2017 

• Minister Marie-Claude Bibeau, the Minister of 
International Development and La 
Francophonie, attended a round table on 
Rakhine State hosted by the UK’s foreign 
secretary at the United Nations General 
Assembly. 

• Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Meeting (CHOGM) 

• The G7 foreign ministers meeting 

• The Organization of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC) Council of Foreign Ministers. 

September 
27, 2017 

• Special hearing in the Standing Senate 
Committee on Human Rights which heard 
from: High Commissioner for the People's 
Republic of Bangladesh; Rohingya 
Association of Canada; Human Rights 
Watch; Inter Pares; Amnesty International 
Canada; Justice for All – Burmese Task 
Force50.  

 

49 There have been at least nine specific meetings on the Rohingya crisis, named Current 
Human Rights Situation of the Rohingya in Myanmar, in the Subcommittee on International 
Human Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Development. 
They have heard testimony from: The Rohingya Parliament; Human Rights Watch; The Arakan 
Project; Abid Bahar, Professor, Dawson College; Inter Pares; Amnesty International; Burma 
Task Force; Fortify Rights; Rohingya Association of Canada; Hon. Bob Rae, P.C., C.C., O.Ont., 
Q.C., Special Envoy of the Prime Minister to Myanmar; Burmese Rohingya Organisation UK; 
Arakan Institute for Peace and Development; Karen Community of Canada; and Burma Human 
Rights Network. There have been two press releases and one report in total, in the 42nd 
Parliament regarding the Rohingya crisis in the SDIR.  
50 He is also a member of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for the Prevention of Genocide, 
along with MP Ali Elhassi, who is the group’s Chair. 



 

 

 

172 

ACTIVITY DATE DETAILS 

October 2, 
2017 

• Special hearing of the Standing Senate 
Committee on Human Rights, which heard 
from: the Canadian Burma Ethnic 
Nationalities Organization, Fortify Rights, the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, and 
Global Affairs Canada. 

October 
31, 2018 

• Senate Standing Committee on Human 
Rights in Examination of Canada’s 
International and National Human Rights 
Obligations: Payam Akhavan, Professor, 
International Law, McGill University; 
Rohingya Human Rights Network; Global 
Affairs Canada 

November 
7 2018 

• Senate Standing Committee on Human 
Rights in Examination of Canada’s 
International and National Human Rights 
Obligations: High Commission for the 
People's Republic of Bangladesh; Human 
Rights Research and Education Centre, 
University of Ottawa; Rohingya Human 
Rights Network 

 November 
22 2018 

• The Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 
and International Development (FAAE) which 
heard from: Rohingya Human Rights 
Network, Burma Task Force 

 November 
28 2018 

• The House of Commons’ Subcommittee on 
International Human Rights on the Current 
Human Rights Situation of the Rohingya in 
Myanmar 

Table 4 - Political Opportunities I 

 

ACTIVITY DATE DETAILS 

LETTERS June 25 
2019 

• Thirty-four senators and 100 human-rights 
organizations and advocates send a joint 
letter to Foreign Affairs Minister Chrystia 
Freeland 
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ACTIVITY DATE DETAILS 

September 
27, 2019 

• Letter sent to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
by MP Shaun Chen, co-signed by MP Gary 
Anandasangaree, MP Rob Oliphant, MP 
Yasmin Ratansi, and MP Salma Zahid51. 

RESOLUTIONS AND 
MOTIONS 

October 
2017 

• Senator Salma Ataullahjan, To Urge the 
Government to Call Upon the Government 
of Myanmar to End Violence and Gross 
Violations of Human Rights Against 
Rohingya Muslims (Jaffer, 2017). 

September 
20 2018 

• MP Andrew Leslie, the Parliamentary 
Secretary to the Foreign Affairs Minister, 
Motion on endorsing the findings of the 
IIFFMM Report 

September 
25 2018 

• United Nations Human Rights Council 
resolution, A/HRC/39/L.22 (UNHRC, 2018) 

October 2 
2018 

• Senator Ratna Omidvar, Revoke the 
Honourary Canadian Citizenship Bestowed 
to Aung San Suu Kyi 

June 2019 
• Senator Marilou McPhedran, Motion to 

Urge the Government to Invoke the 
Genocide Convention to Hold Myanmar to 
its Obligations and to Seek Provisional 
Measures and Reparations for the 
Rohingya People (Senate of Canada, 2019) 

REPORTS June 2016 
• Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and 

International Development: Sentenced to a 
slow demise: The plight of Myanmar’s 
Rohingya minority (Government of Canada, 
2016) 

May 2018 
• All-Party Parliamentary Group for the 

Prevention of Genocide and Other Crimes 
Against Humanity: Leveraging New 
Technologies to prevent and monitor 

 

51 Members of Parliament Rob Oliphant (Chair of the Standing Committee on Citizenship and 
Immigration and Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs) and Gary 
Anandasangaree (a Member of the Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration, and 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Canadian Heritage and Multiculturalism). 
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ACTIVITY DATE DETAILS 

genocide and other mass atrocities 
(Government of Canada, 2018) 

February 
21, 2019 

• The Senate Committee on Human Rights: 
‘An Ocean of Misery’: The Rohingya 
refugee crisis (Senate of Canada, 2019) 

TRIPS TO ROHINGYA 
REFUGEE CAMPS 
AND RAKHINE STATE 

2017-2019 
• Canada’s Ambassador to Myanmar  

• MPs Gary Anandasangaree, Robert 
Oliphant, Kamal Khera  

• Ministers Chrystia Freeland and Marie-
Claude Bibeau 

• Special Envoy Hon. Bob Rae 

• Senator Marilou McPhedran 

• Donald Bobiash, Assistant Deputy Minister, 
Asia Pacific, Global Affairs Canada 

• Rhonda Gossen, Senior Policy Adviser, 
Rohingya Refugee Crisis, Bangladesh 
Political Desk, Global Affairs Canada 

Table 5 - Political Opportunities II 

Through these examples, it is clear that an assortment of people came together from 

within the government that facilitated the opening. They reveal the Members of 

Parliament who were interested in engaging in the crisis and the genocide in Myanmar. 

The bipartisan support, the backing of the informal Muslim Member of Parliament 

network in the Liberal Party, and the Cabinet's actions demonstrate how a political 

opening was emerging. The Rohingya crisis became a cross-party issue (garnering 

attention from both houses of Parliament), a cross-jurisdictional issue (across federal 

parties, and including city councillors), and an issue of importance to some civil 

servants. These activities (i.e., meetings, letters, motions, reports, and trips to the 

refugee camps) are significant as they indicate the window of opportunity that the 

movement could seize.  
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6.2.1 Knowledge-practices of the action network: Harnessing opportunities  

In light of the wave of political concern described above, the movement needed to 

harness the opportunity as swiftly and effectively as possible. A part of the reason why 

politicians were able to rally together so quickly after August 2017 was because 

Rohingya activists and supporters had laid the groundwork to build awareness of the 

crisis and relationships with them before this point in time. Although politicians generally 

have few or no Rohingya constituents, Rohingya activists have engaged with Members 

of Parliament over the last decade. There are currently three main Rohingya-led groups 

in Canada: Rohingya Human Rights Network, The Canadian Rohingya Development 

Initiative (CRDI), and The Rohingya Association of Canada (RAC). Founded before 

August 2017, CRDI and RAC initially found it difficult to appeal to Canadian politicians 

and citizens. However, activists reengaged with politicians during August 2017, since 

after that date, more politicians became keen to learn more about the crisis. Rohingya 

activists and supporters laid the groundwork before August 25, 2017, and they 

harnessed the opportunity to engage with politicians once more attention was being 

paid. Following the peak of genocidal violence in 2017, activists developed relationships 

with various individuals and sectors that focused on the crisis, refining their knowledge-

practices about how to engage with a government that was signalling interest in the 

situation.  

First, after initial introductions, Rohingya activists strategically kept in touch with 

politicians to keep the topic on the table and top of mind. This process evolved through 

personal connections and relationships. For example, one activist also told me about 
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how he got involved in advocacy work. He noted that from 2012 to 2016, although there 

was some activism in the form of lobbying politicians and protests, the work did not lead 

to a larger movement or recognition. However, in 2016, after a rally at Dundas Square 

in Toronto, the movement became quickly recognizable, laying the foundation for the 

knowledge-practices of the action network that proliferated in 2017. He stated: 

Then after that protest, one of the first people who reached out was from the 
Conservative Party, and we started taking initiative, reaching out to Liberal Party 
members, getting involved with local MPs, and people started giving attention. 
Both Liberals and Conservatives were on the same page and willing to help. We 
wanted to create a platform and provide support to refugees who came 
here…Rohingya Youth Canada got a lot of attention. It was quite easy and an 
exercise of social media through youth. In 2017, the second major push we got 
was in the second phase of the exodus. Extermination had happened. Around 
that time, we got more media attention. That was probably the point of turn for 
media attention. We couldn’t have one protest, it was two. Each had 10 000 
people, at Queen’s Park and Bloor and Spadina. The Human Rights 
Parliamentary Secretary, Gary Anandsangaree, spoke at Queen’s Park. Minister 
Freeland was at Bloor and Spadina. This showed that there is massive support 
for the Rohingya cause, that caught attention of media and government 
authorities. Around this time, Parliament took interest, Senate had interest, and 
some people were invited to speak. Advocacy continued through personal 
relationships, Laureate club members of the Liberal Party, Conservatives etc. 
Through that [protest] we got good momentum (RP57, January 20, 2019, 
interview). 

The activist noted how politicians more quickly picked up on the intensive advocacy in 

August 2017. This quote also demonstrates how the movement was building the 

knowledge-practice of the action network shortly before 2017, and very quickly after 

that. Activists and supporters learned about how to harness politicians’ attention.   

Another Rohingya activist told me about his initial efforts to connect with politicians and 

how he maintained the relationships. He first described reaching out to a Canadian 

politician even before he arrived in Canada, stating,  
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I came to Canada as a refugee in October 26, 2016. I already knew most 
Rohingya community here in Canada because I was in the Bangladeshi refugee 
camp. Some Malaysian people are here too. My wife’s family. I didn’t get 
involved [in activism] right away. I heard about this one MP the first time, when I 
work for RVision [a Rohingya media network in Malaysia]. In 2015, he raised the 
Rohingya issue in Parliament. So, I wrote him an email to thank him. He said, 
“Thank you. That’s my duty not as a Canadian, but as a human. Your people are 
being persecuted. If we ignore it, that’s not humanity.” I told him, “I will come to 
Canada.” He said, “When you come to Canada, reach out to me.” I wrote to him 
[when I arrived], and he said, “Yes, I remember you. I’ll come to meet you.” From 
Ottawa, he drove…He wanted me to talk about my experience in Malaysia and in 
Canada. He asked me, “What can we do? I can invite you to Parliament and 
introduce you to people.” On February 21, 2017, I went to Parliament; Thirteen 
Rohingya from Kitchener-Waterloo and Quebec. He took us into the House of 
Commons. We met with some Ministers, some Members of Parliament (RP1, 
May 13, 2018, interview). 

By reaching out to a Canadian politician while still in Malaysia, this activist was already 

contemplating about engaging various people upon arrival. His actions meant that in 

2017, when the opportunity to pressure the government further arose, the knowledge-

practice around the action network on harnessing opportunities had already been 

developing. His story also underlines the variety of areas he quickly became acquainted 

upon arrival, including the political sector, the Bangladeshi community, and the broader 

Muslim community. This activist went on to co-found a new Rohingya-led grassroots 

advocacy organization in Canada, the CRDI. In another example, one activist further 

articulated how engaging with politicians proved a helpful exercise in her work, 

developing her expertise on how to utilize future opportunities. She shared her thoughts 

after a committee meeting on Parliament Hill, 

We went for dinner, very late. MP Gary [Anandasangaree, Liberal Party of 
Canada] was there too. He asked me what I thought of the event, the testimonies 
and he helped us better understand the circumstance we were in. He asked me 
how many people I have behind me. The Tamil boat arrived in 2011. There was a 
massive movement of people. He said we have to be at that scale. We were all 



 

 

 

178 

quiet. We don’t have anyone behind us, just a few of us trying to make noise. I 
realized my work has to be public awareness oriented, at least on the West 
coast. In my town and in Vancouver. That’s what I’ve been doing. I know 
teachers, activists, social justice professors, many people. I also reach out to my 
professors, Amnesty International, different organizations, different movers, and 
shakers here. It really helped to connect me with more people (RP75, February 
23, 2019, interview). 

This example demonstrates that the activist grasped how to engage with more people, 

the ‘how-to’ of engaging with politicians and broader sectors. Another activist reflected 

on the success of their campaign in recruiting politicians to the cause, another way of 

harnessing opportunities. He said,  

The campaign among politicians. That’s where the Canadian Burma Task Force 
has been really successful, and get closer to Ottawa, and the government has 
given us the time. Minister Freeland came out to the protest last year [2017]. The 
network that we used to get politicians to come out and having people listen to 
them at the national level is really making a difference. Grassroots are good, but 
to be effective you have to get the politicians’ attention (RP36, August 30, 2018, 
interview).  

He stated that capturing politicians’ attention has broadened interest in the cause and 

has kept the movement’s positions on the policy agenda. In another critical event, one 

young woman Rohingya activist explained how she became connected to politicians 

when attending the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International 

Development in Ottawa, 

The committee meeting was opened up to the public. They let us mingle at the 
end. Lots of MPs were there...A few MPs came up to me and asked me 
questions; I also went up to them, I was very bold…I spoke to MP Anita 
Vandenbeld and she was surprised that I was a Rohingya woman who came 
from Vancouver, and I didn’t have a seat at the table. I said, “My colleague is in 
Ottawa; there should be a Rohingya at the table.” And she said, “No, you also 
need a seat at the table.” I said, “you guys have the power to change the course 
of the future” (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview).  
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These examples demonstrate how activists utilized the opportunities available, in this 

example, a committee meeting, to connect with politicians. The activists discovered 

opportunities for people to meet who had never connected before, to keep the window 

of opportunity with the government open. The movement recognized that it was possible 

to harness such opportunities, particularly after August 2017. The participants knew that 

they could get the politicians’ attention at that point, so they continued to engage with 

Members of Parliament and took part in meetings, committee hearings, and events. 

Learning how to connect with politicians effectively informs a social mechanism of the 

movement, the knowledge-practice of the action network that allowed the social 

movement to seize opportunities.  

Furthermore, examples of this groundwork and subsequent reigniting of relationships to 

harness the opportunity are evident in the way politicians described who they 

remembered came to see them during the peak of the crisis. For instance, one Member 

of Parliament explained to me,  

Abdul came to see me…He was talking about broad development issues. In his 
story, he would say, Myanmar/Burma, but not explain the whole story. I got to 
know his father, brothers, mother etc. I see his dad quite often and have met 
casually other people. Largely it is that family, that has inspired me (RP66, March 
26, 2019, interview). 

One Member of Parliament told me, “Another friend, and mentor to me, Paul Copeland 

said, ‘You need to come and meet with the Burma Task Force people.’ I immediately 

recognized I have to do more” (RP63, February 22, 2019). Similarly, in the next 

example, another Member of Parliament stated how he got to know Rohingya activists. 
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Following their initial meetings with him, he remembered to invite them to subsequent 

events and meetings, 

I really got introduced to them [members of the Rohingya community] through 
mutual friends who are activists within the Muslim community. I would say, 5, 6, 7 
people. They come to me sometimes. I started doing, every time, over the past 2 
years, if there’s either committee hearings or receptions or events. I started 
including those names of Rohingya people I know on the list of people to be 
invited. I made sure they’re included. We have also, in GAC, the Office of Human 
Rights, Freedom and Inclusion. I used to do a roundtable with community leaders 
from different ethnic and religious minorities. I made sure that they were part of 
the roster of community leaders…I see them at events and include them in 
meetings that are relevant to their cause (RP64, February 22, 2019, interview). 

In another instance, preceding the Emergency Debate in the House of Commons, the 

Liberal Human Rights Caucus drafted a letter to the government. Co-signed by 

Members of Parliament, the letter contained ten recommendations for the consideration 

of the Prime Minister. This letter was the product of a meeting held on September 20th, 

2017, in a Member of Parliament’s constituency office, in which Rohingya activists and 

supporters participated, and a Liberal Caucus meeting shortly thereafter. During the 

constituency meeting, Rohingya activists and supporters were urgently calling on the 

government to take action, which later informed the letter sent on September 25, 2017. 

The Member of Parliament explained his actions to me in bringing together the first 

meeting in the constituency office: 

I reached out to the local community members that I work with. I had an initial 
meeting here with Rafique and a few of his colleagues, along with lawyers and 
doctors [close to the cause]. We met here, talked about all kinds of 
things...Almost immediately, I convened an initial meeting of the Liberal Human 
Rights Caucus on September 20, 2017…We are 20 caucus members. We wrote 
to Ministers Freeland, Bibeau, Hussein, and the Hon. Prime Minister Trudeau, 
asking for specific demands. These demands ranged from condemnation, 
adequate funding at the time, which was $25 million, matching private donations 
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funds, refugee resettlement, stripping of the citizenship, and the appointment of 
the Special Envoy (RP63, February 22, 2019, interview). 

These instances demonstrate how the movement nurtured their practice of the action 

network at the meeting to inform the letter's content and to harness opportunities.  

6.3 Alliance-building with a diversity of sectors 

Different groups are feeding in funding, time, and resources and human capital into 
starting youth programs, education centres, etc. You have members of the diaspora go 
back to the camps for schools, medical supplies. If anything, they shifted everything into 
gear. They fill the gaps that we can’t fill, that the NGO industrial complex can’t fulfill (RP 
41, September 24, 2018, interview). 

Beyond developing knowledge-practices about the action network regarding political 

opportunities, the movement has also developed knowledge-practices of the action 

network by coordinating with different segments of, and individuals within, Canadian 

society. According to della Porta and Pavan (2017) the action network is about “…the 

effort of creating “strategic collectivities” by fostering the circulation of information about 

diverse agendas, competences, and resources, thus generating large-scale and 

coordinated networks of strategic action and collaboration between different movements 

or parts of them” (p. 306). However, this framework does not specify what exactly this 

network entails. At the same time, resource mobilization literature shows that alliances 

allow for the joining and cross-sharing of resources and networks by coming together. 

Alliances create a larger movement than could be accomplished by one group, 

increasing the chances of success. Broad-based, diverse coalitions have been 

recognized as particularly important, given their ability to mobilize larger numbers of 

people with different experiences, skills, and tactics (Whitzman, Andrew & Viswanath, 

2014). However, resource mobilization literature does not link this type of movement 
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activity to its analytical qualities. The following section endeavours to show that there is 

a connection between intellectual labour and building coalitions.  

Key areas and people include grassroots Rohingya advocacy organizations, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), religious and ethnic minority organizations, 

lawyers, doctors, professors, university think tanks, and individuals and organizations 

working in the arts. The movement has developed knowledge-practices of the action 

network that cut across areas beneficial to the movement. Activists identified the 

advantages, namely resources and broader reach, of working with various sectors to 

raise public awareness of the cause and make the movement’s work more publicly 

prominent. The movement recognizes these advantages of alliances, along with the 

idea that “long-term activism is predicated on the development of a variety of deep 

bonds” (Flam, 2014, p. 4). Indeed, one non-Rohingya activist explained how meeting 

people outside of his circles meant resource-sharing and access. He told me,  

I didn’t know who they [CRDI] were and how they worked. I met Rafique at a 
human rights event, UN Human Rights Day at City Hall organized by Brampton 
Mayor, Bonnie Crombie. I was there through Member of Parliament Sven 
Spengemann. Rafique was one of [the people I met]. Rafique came up to me. 
We recognized that we could share resources (RP62, February 19, 2019, 
interview).  

There were numerous examples of this type of thinking. One NGO worker noted the 

benefits of a coalition, saying, “It’s ideal to have a coalition with politically active 

organizations, agitating for things on the political front. People can use your information 

and compile the information for the ICC [International Criminal Court]. At which point, 

the media focus will come back to you” (RP61, February 5, 2019). This supporter had 
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recognized how the action network operates by sharing information amongst different 

groups of people with various skill sets and resources. Similarly, an activist at an NGO 

stated,  

Although the Rohingya have the experience, it’s not a guarantee that they will 
bring a solution, so there needs to be broader support. We as a community, the 
activists, need to come together and create a joint solution to mitigate the issues 
(RP36, August 30, 2018, interview).  

The list below notes the main groups that are involved in activism related to the refugee 

crisis in Bangladesh and the genocide in Myanmar. I arrived at this list following a 

tabulation of my interview respondents’ data, noting who they were and their 

professions. There are four main groups beyond grassroots Rohingya advocacy groups:  

• Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-Rohingya advocacy groups 

• Bangladeshi Communities, other Muslim Communities, and minority 

diasporas in Canada 

• Lawyers, doctors, professors, and university-based think tanks 

• Journalists, photojournalists, and the arts sector 

6.3.1 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-Rohingya advocacy 
groups 

The one thing that happened in this situation…was the solidarity that grew between all 
human rights organizations: Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Islamic 
Relief, were all advocating for raising awareness, and a government response (RP64, 
February 22, 2019, interview). 
 

In addition to developing the knowledge-practice of ‘how-to’ engage with political 

opportunities, Rohingya activists have built alliances with NGOs, humanitarian 
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organizations, and advocacy groups that have become involved in raising public 

awareness. These organizations have been lobbying the government and advancing 

policy options to address the humanitarian crisis and genocide for several years. An 

NGO worker stated the dynamic of how humanitarian organizations organize once a 

crisis reaches a critical point. She stated,  

At first, it’s all of a sudden, the scale and magnitude…We started from nothing. 
There are always coalitions, working groups, in humanitarian actors, that transfer 
from crisis to crisis. The government also usually at the onset of a crisis of this 
magnitude, they reunite all the humanitarian actors into a working group, conduct 
phone conferences, see who’s operational where, and who is doing what. For 
advocacy points, someone will say, “let’s write a statement, for example.” We got 
quite a few of those. Some university networks do stuff that we aren’t involved in, 
but they come together as well (RP58, November January 22, 2019 interview).  
 

The humanitarian sector focused on the crisis in a coordinated manner, bringing 

together NGOs who work in this area. As an early example, the Sentinel Project for 

Genocide Prevention works on genocide prevention worldwide by tracking early warning 

signs and designing preventative measures before a full-scale genocide occurs. Having 

heard from on-the-ground sources in Rakhine state, the organization’s Executive 

Director, Christopher Tuckwood, spoke about Rohingyas’ persecution at a 2014 

conference in London, urging action three years before the August 2017 exodus and 

before many groups were calling the atrocities a genocide. They also published a report 

in 2013, highlighting the risk of genocide. Since 2016, the Burma Task Force (BTF) has 

testified in front of several government committees, including the Subcommittee on 

International Human Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and 

International Development (SDIR) and the Standing Committee on Human Rights. BTF 
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has also held meetings with Members of Parliament, Ministers, and other government 

officials. To discuss policy options, the organization convened a conference attended by 

more than 30 organizations, including the Al Falah Islamic Centre, Al Nadwa Institute, 

Anatolia Islamic Centre, Canadian Association of Muslim Women in Law, CSRDN, Dar 

al-Tawheed, Rohingya Association of Canada, Montreal Institute for Genocide and 

Human Rights Studies, and Noor Cultural Centre on August 31, 2017. Also, since 2016, 

Inter Pares, supported by the Government of Canada, has worked with ethnic minorities 

who have experienced conflict in Myanmar, including the Rohingya people. A major 

focus of their work is coalition-building for inter-ethnic understanding. As an international 

cooperation NGO working in Myanmar for over 20 years, Inter Pares has supported 

health services development, human rights, environment, free media, and refugee relief 

(Inter Pares, 2020). In another example, since August 2017, Development and 

Peace/Caritas Canada, working with Caritas Bangladesh, has provided emergency food 

rations to 25 000 Rohingya people who settled in Kutupalong and Nayapara refugee 

camps. They have been working to improve access to water, hygiene and sanitation, 

shelter construction, and the distribution of necessities. They have lobbied the Canadian 

government to take more political action (interview notes, January 22, 2019).  

The movement identified the benefit of these groups working together. As seen here, 

the social movement has gained traction due to aid organizations and NGOs' resources, 

groups that bolster efforts to monitor and mitigate the crisis in Bangladesh and push for 
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more government action.52 Recognizing the resources and access afforded by already-

existing NGOs and their networks, Rohingya activists have encouraged the sector’s 

involvement in the movement, adding to its skills, experience, and resources. In this 

way, the movement has developed knowledge-practices around the action network by 

linking up with leading NGOs and religious organizations. For example, Rohingya 

activists Razia Sultana and Tin Soe of the Kaladan Press Network, a Rohingya-led, 

independent, non-profit news agency in Bangladesh, frequently collaborates with Inter 

Pares. They benefit from the increased resources and exposure available in the 

Canadian context. Additionally, Inter Pares supported the I Am Rohingya documentary's 

development, sponsored its publicity and distribution, and co-organized a screening. As 

one Rohingya activist told me, 

Rohingya activism work was very little prior to Aug 2017. A gentleman…from 
Kitchener, Ontario, and another veteran of Rohingya movement in Yangon 
University…now residing in Vancouver, were among the pioneers of the activism 
efforts here. With the massacre of Aug 2017, the activism work has taken a new 
turn with numerous not-for-profits and advocacy organizations getting involved 
(RP75 February 23, 2019, interview). 

 

52 Although aid agencies, humanitarian organizations, and NGOs can be criticized for not 
tackling the roots of the problems they address, including the colonial underpinnings of their 
institutions (as many authors across disciplines have pointed out; see Zarni, 2018), they have 
nonetheless formulated a part of the network in Canada that has raised the political prominence 
of the crisis. This point about the maintenance of the status quo is undoubtedly the case in 
many contexts, and many organizations do not operate altruistically or without self-interest and 
an aim of self-preservation. However, they still  influence public policy and can work toward 
social change in some cases.  
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In other examples, in 2018, the Humanitarian Coalition made up of the Canadian 

Foodgrains Bank, Canadian Lutheran World Relief, CARE Canada, Islamic Relief 

Canada, Oxfam Canada, Oxfam-Québec, and Save the Children Canada, raised $4.1 

million, which was matched by the Canadian government, to total $8.2 million in 

humanitarian aid.  On November 12, 2019, 39 non-governmental groups, including four 

Canadian organizations, signed a letter to raise awareness about the Bhasan Char 

relocation plan.53 

6.3.2 Bangladeshi communities, other Muslim communities, and minority 
diasporas in Canada 

Following the NGO discussion, my findings now turn to the Muslim and ethnic minority 

communities in Toronto and Canada. The movement has extended the action network 

to include Bangladeshi communities, other Muslim communities, and ethnic minority 

diasporas in Canada. Different minority groups supported the Rohingya cause at the 

early stages of the crisis before many other people became involved. First, starting 

approximately in the fall of 2017, Muslim charitable organizations such as the Islamic 

Circle of North America, Islamic Relief, and International Development and Relief 

Foundation raised funds. They advocated for more public awareness around the 

genocide and refugee crisis. One Muslim community leader also explained the support 

from Canadian Muslim communities by saying,  

This is, from a Muslim community perspective, not sectarian, not political. This 
issue, it’s one with cross-spectrum support. As an observer of the Muslim 

 

53 The letter is available at: https://phr.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bhasan-Char-joint-letter-
Nov-12_.pdf 

https://phr.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bhasan-Char-joint-letter-Nov-12_.pdf
https://phr.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Bhasan-Char-joint-letter-Nov-12_.pdf
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community, it’s rare that we all get behind the same thing. It’s near and dear to 
everyone’s heart (RP67, March 29, 2019, interview).  

One university think tank representative explained the importance of broader Muslim 

support to the Rohingya cause in Canada, “The Rohingya community is very small, and 

I’ve interacted with a small number of them. [But there is] a wider amount of people 

supporting, and a wider movement in the Muslim community. [The cause] transverses 

their ethnic group as well as religion” (RP42, September 24, 2018, interview). A Member 

of Parliament made a similar point,  

It was in my role as Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Canadian Heritage 
(Multiculturalism), that I was amplifying our diversity and fortifying initiatives that 
promote pluralism. It was in that context that I met a lot of Muslim stakeholders. 
One specific initiative that came to bear was outreach work with mosques who 
did fundraising for Rohingya in Myanmar and in Bangladesh. They were seeking 
to get funds matched. This initiative was brought to bear by Muslim leaders 
(RP68, March 29, 2019, interview). 

The movement picked up on the momentum of the advocacy of the Muslim community 

quickly. One Rohingya activist explained how he created integral connections over time 

with people in Canadian Muslim communities. He stated,  

Bilal introduced us to the Bangladeshi community. And then, I was introduced to 
a brother and his friends. He introduced me to them at the MAX Gala, and I met 
people from the Muslim Board of Canada and Islamic Relief. They are all friends 
from university/law school (RP1, May 13, 2018, interview). 

Interview participants discussed the importance of Canada’s Muslim communities as 

advocates for the movement. One lawyer explained how the connections between the 

movement and Muslim community members arose. The example demonstrates how  

Rohingya activists from the movement plugged into his community and how he worked 
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to create more connections for them. These types of activities show the process by 

which the knowledge-practice of the action network is developing, 

I met Rafique at an event, as someone representing CRDI. I had said, “Look at 
these young Rohingya activists.” I said, “Let’s sit down, we, the Muslim 
community are people who are well positioned to give them connections, training, 
support, leadership. How can we do things together?” We met later at restaurant 
in Mississauga, and it’s then that we met the Rohingya team… [Now I’m] trying to 
always keep opportunities in mind for Rafique, to plug them in, to have the right 
discussions. We make ourselves available to them, as resources. We have more 
of an understanding of our political system, and in 5 years they will be in a 
position to teach us what to do (RP67, March 29, 2019, interview). 
 

Similarly, a Member of Parliament told me,  

Many activists in the Muslim communities introduced me to the Rohingya 
community. They got motivated by them, they got to see the Canadian 
community advocating for them, that gave them a sense of confidence, and 
they’re the ones who connected them to political leaders, activists, and they led 
them to become activists (RP64, February 22, 2019, interview).  

The recognition of the series of step-by-step word-of-mouth introductions induced 

further connections that were important for building resources and access. Indeed, the 

movement caught onto the importance of broader Muslim groups supporting the cause 

and worked to extend their networks into their communities. The small core of the 

movement, the Rohingya activists, has built knowledge-practices of the action network 

by working with these broader groups. Acknowledging these advantages, activists 

established the ‘know-how’ of how to build connections with broader Muslim 

communities in Canada. For instance, they made valuable contacts at events such as 

the annual Muslim Awards for Excellence (MAX) gala and the Reviving the Islamic Spirit 

(RIS) conference. The Muslim Awards for Excellence (MAX) Gala is a yearly event to 
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recognize Muslims' professional, educational, and charitable achievements in Canada. 

MAX provided a significant opportunity to connect with future allies and advocates. One 

activist pointed out that people he had met at the gala became vocal about the cause 

and went on to write articles in the Toronto Star about the crisis generally, in addition to 

the problematic repatriation attempts more specifically. One year, Rohingya activists 

presented on a panel at the RIS conference. Next, individual members of the Muslim 

community spurred advocacy efforts to bring public awareness to the cause. They have 

also worked together on advocacy events. For example, as noted earlier, shortly after 

the August 25th, 2017 exodus, members of the Canadian Bangladeshi community held a 

demonstration on Parliament Hill along with Senator Mobina Jaffer, the Rohingya 

Human Rights Network, Member of Parliament Chandra Arya, and Alex Neve of 

Amnesty International, who were keynote speakers.  

Working together and separately, these groups and individuals from across the gamut 

of sectors were well-positioned to lobby the Canadian government and raise awareness 

in Canada and work directly in the camps in Bangladesh (and in some cases even in 

Myanmar). The building of the knowledge-practices of the action network meant that 

diversity of the groups laid the basis for broader awareness-raising about the Rohingya 

community’s experience and their political priorities and activities, despite the 

community’s relatively small size and recent arrival to Canada. As a result of the 

breadth of organizations and individuals involved, there was ample opportunity for 

Canadians and Rohingyas to interact across a wide range of institutions in civil society 
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and with state representatives. Together, these groups and individuals contributed to 

building a strong movement that captured the support of many Canadians.  

People have recognized the inroads they have made in various communities. A lawyer 

and Muslim community leader pointed out that the Rohingya community is a “young 

community. In light of age and number, they’ve done a very good job of making inroads 

in civil society and the Muslim community. They’re very young, they’re new to this, and it 

takes time and effort to cement relationships” (RP67, March 29, 2019, interview). He 

further stated that the,  

Main issue was personally, I always wanted to try and put people from the 
community front and centre – at an event, speak to something, in front of a 
prominent person etc. It’s another opportunity for people to meet Rafique. Even a 
coffee with the right person could be of support (RP67, March 29, 2019 
interview). 

The movement inculcated this practice of engaging with others. Beyond Muslim 

communities, Rohingya activists recognized that the inclusion of other religious groups 

was advantageous to the movement’s functioning. Other ethnic minorities from 

Myanmar who are now living in Canada have come out against the Burmese 

government. For example, the Rohingya Human Rights Network and Karen Community 

Canada (another persecuted Burmese minority) put forward a joint statement supporting 

the International Court of Justice (ICJ) case against Myanmar by The Gambia. Similarly, 

the Canadian Burma Ethnic Nationalities Organization (CBENO) (Karen News, 2019), 

together with the Nationalities Alliance of Burma (USA) and Coalition of Burma Ethnics 

Malaysia (COBEM), put out a statement welcoming the ICJ case. The president of 

CBENO, Zaw Wai Kyaw, said that Burma's other ethnic nationalities also suffer from 
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serious and persistent violations of basic human rights and are subjected to violent 

persecution. In another example, on August 25, 2018, a rally was held in British 

Columbia for the first anniversary of the genocide. A Rohingya activist who led the 

organization of the protest brought together a variety of people representing persecuted 

minorities. She told me,  

A few Rohingya were there…I wanted to have as many people from marginalized 
communities. A friend who came, she’s a First Nations advocate. She opened 
the ceremony for us. It was beautiful. We had Karen people who came. I invited 
Palestinians, Syrians, all communities who are suffering from political oppression 
and abuse from those who are in power. Not all showed up, but those who came 
were so committed (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview).  

In another example, CRDI connected with the Zoryan Institute, an organization focused 

on documentation and public recognition of the Armenian Genocide and other 

genocides. They collaborate with the University of Toronto to run the International 

Institute for Genocide and Human Rights Studies. Furthermore, in August 2019, CRDI 

participated in a protest outside of the Hong Kong Consulate in Toronto to support the 

pro-democracy social movement occurring in Hong Kong. At the rally, organized by One 

Free World International, members of other persecuted religious minorities such as 

Uighurs, Jewish groups, Muslim groups, and Christian groups joined together to 

demonstrate their solidarity with the Hong Kong protestors. 

This section demonstrates how the movement developed knowledge-practices of the 

action network on ‘how-to’ connect with broader Muslim communities and other ethnic 

and religious minorities’ activities, benefitting from these groups’ support, networks, and 
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resources. Had they not learned how to bridge their advocacy with that of other groups, 

their pool of people and resources would have been much reduced.  

6.3.3 Doctors, lawyers, professors, and university think tanks 

This section presents my findings from interviews with doctors, lawyers, professors, and 

university think tanks representatives. I analyze how the movement broadened the 

action network to include individuals from these particular professions. One participant 

listed several important individuals and groups, including:  

[the] medical community in Toronto, the University of Calgary Medical School, Dr. 
Aliyah Khan in McMaster, [who is] part of the national network, Doctors for 
Humanity, Dr. Fariha Khan [who is] doing work in the camps, and Human 
Concern International in Ottawa (RP41, September 24, 2018, interview). 

He stated that these doctors and organizations are vocal about the movement’s issues, 

describing them as some of the first people on the ground in Bangladesh post-exodus 

from Myanmar. Medical professionals were also among the first to call the Canadian 

government to act, including many who visited the refugee camps and raised concerns 

upon their return to Canada. For example, Dr. Fariha Khan, a prominent medical doctor 

well-known in the Rohingya movement, raised over $10 000 for medical supplies for her 

trip to the refugee camps in 2018. In another example, in 2017, Dr. Fozia Alvi, a family 

doctor based in Calgary, volunteered in the refugee camps with the Canadian chapter of 

the Islamic Circle of North America (ICNA). Two other doctors, Dr. Fizza Rafiq and Dr. 

Sameena Bajwa joined her. Following her trip, Dr. Alvi gave an interview to CBC and 

wrote an opinion editorial in the Globe and Mail (10 September, 2018) to raise public 

awareness of the camps’ conditions, and to plead for the Government of Canada to act. 
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Around the same time, in September 2018, she spoke about the Rohingya crisis at the 

opening dinner for the United Nations General Assembly and the Women in the World 

summit in Toronto. Additionally, in November 2018 and August 2019, volunteer doctors 

from the University of British Columbia traveled to the camps to offer their medical 

services. As these examples demonstrate, a national network of doctors has provided 

its professional services in the camps, and upon return, these doctors have become 

involved in advocacy work.  

Identifying this benefit, activists learned the ‘how-to’ of how to connect with such 

professionals to support the social movement. Indeed, recognition of the importance of 

doctors' work meant that the movement worked to engage with them further to expand 

the network. For instance, in 2018, CRDI and the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees partnered with a Canadian psychologist at Saint Francis Xavier University, Dr. 

Tara Callaghan. She had received a three-year SSHRC Partnership Development Grant 

for a project in the Bangladeshi refugee camps. She has worked in the camps to 

understand the levels of pro-social child development that are possible in camp settings 

(StFX, 2019). The next year, in April 2019, activists invited Dr. Fariha Khan to speak at 

the Rohingya Roundtable held at the Munk School of Global Affairs.  

Other significant supporters of Canada’s Rohingya social movement include lawyers, 

academics, think tank representatives, and other professionals. One academic who is 

also the executive director of a think tank stated,   

When the violence broke out in Myanmar, we raised alarm bells, wrote op-eds on 
the prevention of genocide and crimes against humanity. We briefed the Mass 
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Atrocity Prevention Group, across the country. We said that social media was 
used to incite hate. There was a major conference in Berlin to get support and 
educate Canadian students. We’ve done a couple press conferences with MPs. 
And we worked with NGOs on the ground to build support around Bob Rae’s 
report. We managed to get the Rohingya on the G7 agenda. We are a part of 
discussions at Global Affairs Canada. We use different networks, raise 
awareness, blogs, etc. (RP42, September 24, 2018, interview). 
 

This quote highlights the role of various research institutes working on human rights and 

mass atrocities. Through academic networks, they communicate and converge on 

human rights abuses and atrocities to build awareness. The Human Rights Education 

and Resource Centre at the University of Ottawa has also supported the movement's 

emergence. From 1992 to 1993, the current executive director of the Human Rights 

Research and Education Centre, Professor John Packer, served as assistant to the first 

UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Burma. During his tenure, he 

visited Rakhine State to investigate the attacks on Rohingyas that had precipitated one 

of the earlier exoduses of approximately 200,000 refugees. Since then, Packer has 

remained engaged with the Rohingya cause, supporting Rohingyas’ efforts to articulate 

their demands by building representative bodies in Myanmar and elsewhere. Packer 

has pressured the international community to uphold applicable international law 

concerning human rights abuses. Likewise, Professor Payam Akhavan has supported 

the emergence of the Rohingya social movement. With a long history as a human rights 

advocate, he was the first Legal Advisor to the Prosecutor’s Office of the International 

Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia at The Hague. Akhavan was also 

previously counsel before the European Court of Human Rights, the International 
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Criminal Court, and he is currently on The Gambia’s legal team for the case in front of 

the ICJ (University of Toronto, 2020).  

Movement activists have connected and collaborated with these prominent experts. 

The movement has built knowledge-practices of the action network by recognizing the 

role of lawyers and academics in supporting the movement through the types of 

resources and access. The participants understand the breadth and depth of 

connections they possess and the types of advocacy they are a part of. For instance, in 

2019, Rohingya activists and advocacy groups worked with Packer and Akhavan to 

jointly pressure the Government of Canada to pursue a case in front of the 

International Court of Justice. The motion was tabled in the Senate in April 2019 but 

was not yet voted on. On June 13th, 2019, Senator McPhedran held a news conference 

in Ottawa to express her concerns over the outcome of her motion and urged 

Conservative senators to allow a vote before Parliament adjourning for the summer. 

Former Minister of Justice Irwin Cotler, now the Director for the Raoul Wallenberg 

Centre for Human Rights; Fareed Khan, the director of communications for the 

Rohingya Human Rights Network, and Marvin Rotrand, one of the City Councillors who 

tabled a similar motion with the Montreal City Council were also present at the news 

conference. At the news conference, Senator McPhedran mentioned that Irwin Cotler 

was the Chair of the Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on International Human Rights in 

2013. Currently, as a director of a university-based think-tank, Cotler mentioned that he 

had brought this issue to light in committee as a politician at a press conference but to 

no effect (McPhedran, 13 June 2019). On June 26, 2019, 30 senators and over 100 civil 
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society groups sent a joint letter to Minister Freeland. It advised the Minister to take the 

case to the ICJ (Wright, 2019, June 27). Again, this example demonstrates how the 

movement branched out to include variegated supporters from diverse sectors.  

Similarly, in November 2019, The Center for Global Policy (CGP), a think-tank based in 

Washington D.C., established the Rohingya Legal Forum, along with Rohingya jurists 

and lawyers John Packer, Allan Rock, Payam Akhavan, and Azeem Ibrahim.54 They 

formed the organization to study possible legal mechanisms for holding Myanmar 

accountable for the genocide against Rohingyas. The forum also includes experts such 

as a former Attorney General of Canada, an ambassador to the United Nations, a 

professor of international humanitarian law and armed conflict at the University of 

Ottawa, and Rohingya jurists. The group collaborates with organizations such as the 

UN, the ICJ, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), the International Criminal 

Court (ICC), and governments and civil society actors (Ibrahim, November 01, 2019). 

On Monday, December 9th, 2018, Akhavan spoke before the ICJ and explained the 

genocide's scope, arguing that the ICJ should intervene in Myanmar (MacKinnon, 11 

December 2018). These points demonstrate how the social movement developed 

knowledge-practices of the action network. Participants developed this ‘how-to’ by 

engaging with various people involved in advocacy from academic and different 

professional circles. 

 

54 As noted previously, Akhavan is now on the legal team of The Gambia, the country who put 
forward the submission before of the International Court of Justice. To read more, please visit: 
https://www.cgpolicy.org/articles/press-release-cgp-announces-rohingya-legal-forum/ 

https://www.cgpolicy.org/articles/press-release-cgp-announces-rohingya-legal-forum/
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6.3.4 Journalists, photojournalists, and supporters from the arts community 

In addition to the groups mentioned above, the movement has developed the ‘know-

how’ in order to extend the action network into Canada's arts community, across 

theatre, documentary, and photojournalism. The movement has recognized that art is a 

powerful medium for activism, and having the arts community involved has dramatically 

diversified the movement and supported its activities.  

First, through the work with I Am Rohingya, the movement grew to recognize that arts 

constitute an essential facet of the action network. Eight of the Rohingya youth I 

interviewed had become activists through theatre and documentary filmmaking. Two 

years before the government paying serious attention to the crisis, in 2015, fourteen 

Rohingya youth met with Yusuf Zine, a young Canadian actor, director, and 

documentary filmmaker at Muslim Social Services in Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario. As a 

project, the youth (knowing that he was an actor) suggested to Yusuf that they put on a 

play to tell their families' stories of who made the journey from Myanmar to Bangladesh 

and eventually to Canada. Yusuf subsequently worked with this group, and they jointly 

developed the play I Am Rohingya: A Genocide in Four Acts, which debuted in 2016. 

Throughout 2016 to 2018, the producers redeveloped the play into a documentary film 

of the same name. The documentary has been screened in Canada and globally, 

reaching thousands, if not tens of thousands of people. The documentary version 

portrays the journeys of fourteen Rohingya youth as they created the play and – in the 

process – narrates their families' experiences during the genocide. The film 

simultaneously delves into the protagonists’ lives and their rehearsals of the play. It 
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shows how they grew into activists and how activism inspired their professional lives. 

These screenings were followed by Question and Answer (Q&A) periods with the 

producers and the Rohingya youth.55 The screenings and live Q&A sessions spanned 

over one year, from 2018-2019, and took place in Toronto, Ottawa, Kitchener-Waterloo, 

Guelph, Winnipeg, Halifax, Hamilton, Montreal, and abroad in the United Kingdom.   

There are several ways in which the movement expanded the network to include 

journalists and photojournalists. For instance, in 2015, several Rohingya families in 

Kitchener-Waterloo worked with a photojournalist on a compilation of photographs of 

Rohingyas in Canada: Portraits of life and struggle, which depicted stories of their lives 

in Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Canada. In explaining his involvement with the 

photojournalism project, the photographer I interviewed stated that “the photos were 

published in a few places…minimal but I don’t think I’m done. You don’t want to stick 

your toes in, you want to dive right in” (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). He noted 

that his work connected him to other people in the cause. He stated, “It led to other 

conversations, it led to Yusuf. For me, whether it’s the social media newsfeed, or 

conversations I have now, the issue [Rohingya crisis] comes up constantly, and it’s on 

my conscience” (Ibid, January 18, 2019, interview).  

In another example, The Ontario Council for International Cooperation (OCIC) exhibited 

a photojournalism initiative called Transformations: Stories of Partnership, Resilience, 

and Positive Change, which showcased the Rohingya youth from the I Am Rohingya 

 

55 To be discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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play and documentary in February 2019. Inter Pares was a partner of OCIC in putting 

on this exhibit. A micro-exhibit of the initiative was on display in 2019 at the Centre for 

Social Innovation in Toronto. During the Annual General Meeting (AGM) of OCIC on 

September 18th, 2019, the organizers screened the I Am Rohingya documentary.  

One of the young Rohingya women I interviewed was instrumental in launching a 

museum exhibit at the Canadian Human Rights Museum in Winnipeg. The production 

was inaugurated with the Rohingya community members from across Canada and the 

Honourable Bob Rae, Special Envoy to Myanmar. Called Time to Act: Rohingya Voices, 

the exhibit features photographs by photojournalist Kevin Frayer. It also includes an 

interactive display that answers visitors’ questions with recorded video clips by 

Rohingya-Canadians (CMHR, June 14, 2019). Movement activists participated in the 

exhibition’s development and contributed artifacts such as traditional silver bracelets. 

Yasmin Ullah, a Rohingya activist who co-wrote an article about the exhibit, stated: 

Due to the activism and perseverance of a group of Rohingya activists, Time to 
Act: Rohingya Voices became an exhibition curated by community members that 
featured photographs about the ongoing genocide in Burma, while also including 
an interactive space displaying community members’ testimonies and stories 
from across the country. These stories, which were developed in collaboration 
with the community, are now part of a Rohingya oral history collection at the 
CMHR. The exhibition also includes artefacts researched and sourced by 
community members and images taken by them in Canada, Burma, and 
Bangladesh (Perla & Ullah, 2019, p. 590). 

This example highlights that Rohingya activists gained the ‘know-how’ to connect with 

the museum in order to develop a history collection related to their community. The 

movement recognized that people in the arts are essential partners of the movement; 

participants cultivated the knowledge-practices around engaging with the arts sector. 
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This section in general demonstrates how the movement expanded its action network 

with its engagement by the OCIC, the photojournalist, the producers of I Am Rohingya, 

and the Canadian Human Rights Museum.  

In summary, this section reveals that 1) the movement has many supporters, and 2) 

movement participants understand that diverse supporters are critical to the 

movement's operations and goals. They know that a wide array of politicians, religious 

and ethnic groups, medical doctors, professors, academic think tanks, and artists have 

gathered in meaningful ways to support the movement's functioning and goals. Activists 

recognize the resources and the broader reach that are possible when connected with 

various sectors. The following discussion analyzes the significance of knowledge-

practices of the action network. 

6.4 Analysis and Conclusions 

This chapter shows that the social movement cultivated knowledge-practices of the 

action network by latching onto political opportunities and diversifying its supporter-base 

across professional, class, racial, gendered, ethnic, and religious lines. This section first 

shows how a small group of newcomers with few resources can engage in transnational 

social movements by building these foundational knowledge-practices. Then I consider 

the significance of these practices as an intellectual enterprise. 

To reiterate, knowledge-practices of the action network are about the efforts that 

movement participants expend to create “strategic collectivities” (della Porta & Pavan, 

2017, p. 306). These practices involve  
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fostering the circulation of information about diverse agendas, competences, and 
resources, thus generating large-scale and coordinated networks of strategic 
action and collaboration between different movements or parts of them. These 
cross-movement networks, in turn, amplify movements’ capacity to translate 
alternative frameworks into coordinated sets of protest events, campaigns, 
petitions, and sensitization initiatives (Ibid, 2017 p. 306).  

The action network “ultimately provides the necessary relational infrastructure to 

construct and actualize alternative epistemologies” (Ibid, 2017, p. 306). The Rohingya 

social movement developed the knowledge-practices of the action network in at least 

two ways.  

First, the findings show that the movement learned how to take advantage of 

opportunities, building the movement's capacity to sustain itself. As indicated earlier, 

after the genocidal violence of August 2017, the movement took hold of the political 

opportunities that they recognized were emerging from within the government. Over 

time, movement participants learned how to organize and champion their cause 

effectively at the political level. They have built relationships and sustained open 

channels of communication with politicians. They are now well-known publicly. They are 

often consulted to give testimony and provide expertise on the issues. Indeed, two 

politicians talked about how the Rohingya community has become more politically savvy 

due to their increased involvement in advocacy. As one activist who has also observed 

the trajectory of activism in Canada noted, “[Rohingya organizations are going through 

a] political maturation process” (RP55, January 12, 2019). In reflecting on the impacts of 

the main Rohingya advocacy groups in Canada, one Member of Parliament noted, 

They [CRDI] are a group in training. They have really picked up the 
game…There’s something very genuine about that. Which I think is very 
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refreshing. To filter it down to real, chewable issues, it’s always the 
challenge…You can’t speak for another people, and they have a lot of credibility 
(RP63, February 22, 2019, interview).  

The other Member of Parliament noted, “They have more experience now. They can 

access government very easily, their Members of Parliament, people in GAC, that they 

have a comfort zone now. Who to call? who to ask? I think they’re more experienced 

now” (RP68, March 29, 2019, interview). These examples show how politicians 

recognize that the movement has refined its knowledge-practices regarding seizing 

opportunities and making allies. Furthermore, in commenting on the work of CRDI over 

the past two years in their 2019 annual report, two politicians noted the inroads they 

have made in terms of engaging with politicians. As one Member of Parliament noted in 

this report,  

The CRDI continues to play a vital role internationally, as well as across Canada 
and in Kitchener-Waterloo, through the advocacy for justice and human rights, 
education, and the empowerment of underrepresented voices…Through this 
tireless advocacy, awareness has been raised and a deeper understanding of 
the Rohingya crisis has been developed in the broader Waterloo Region 
community. As MP, I have had the privilege of witnessing this work first-hand” 
(Member of Parliament, CRDI Annual Report, 2019).  

The other politician noted,  

For too many years, the Rohingya people have faced an unspeakable trauma 
rooted in discriminatory policies and pure racism. The Rohingya community in 
Canada has been instrumental in ensuring our country’s leadership on the 
international scene in recognizing this crisis as a genocide, in sending life-saving 
humanitarian aid, and in taking a stand against the persecution of the most 
vulnerable, at home and abroad” (Member of Parliament, CRDI Annual Report, 
2019). 
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These examples show how the movement recognized the importance of engaging with 

politicians and how these very politicians perceived their cultivated political lobbying 

skills.   

Second, the movement created knowledge-practices of the action network by engaging 

with supporters, allies, and building coalitions. This practice is a crucial social 

mechanism that supports the operations of the movement. Movement participants 

recognized that in some cases, working across industries would benefit their cause as 

such efforts can lead to increased supporters and resources to make and exact political 

demands. This realization led to the cultivation of knowledge-practices of the action 

network to diversify the support base. The findings demonstrate that the movement 

increased its network to include a cross-section of activists, NGO workers, lawyers, 

doctors, politicians, professors, think tanks, religious groups, ethnic minorities, and 

artists. Supporters from these sectors have coalesced around the refugee crisis and 

genocide, bringing their expertise and skills to the crisis. As an Executive Director of a 

university-based research centre noted, “…in Canada, there is a movement of many, 

many different people. A large humanitarian movement is coming out” (RP42, 

September 24, 2018, interview). A lawyer of international law noted, “the Islamic 

community was seemingly among the first to take up this cause, but since then I have 

encountered a wide spectrum of academics and activists and politicians and 

bureaucrats who have become involved in this pressing issue” (RP74, May 1, 2019, 

interview). The Islamic community's introduction motivated the lawyer to invite Rohingya 

activists to events that were initially inaccessible to them. The activists recognized that 
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by getting to know individual people through a shared network, their resources and 

access increased dramatically.  

Similarly, when asked about the role of broader civil society in Rohingya activism, two 

politicians underlined the importance of alliances and coalitions. One of them noted, “It’s 

a lesson for other communities that may not have the same attention that the Myanmar 

conflict had. You need to expand, coordinate with other voices, not just your voice. It’s 

important to have allies and coalitions” (RP64, February 22, 2019, interview). Another 

Member of Parliament stressed that “numerically they’re really small, tiny. They need a 

coalition of friends” (RP66, March 26, 2018, interview). These comments underscore 

how the movement has recognized when and why coalitions can benefit social 

movements. The movement participants are conscious of the importance of cross-

cutting connections for the movement's functioning, and they actively practice creating 

the action network. This discussion details that indubitably, the movement has 

developed a knowledge-practice of the action network that involves coalition building.  

In recognition of these two aspects of the practices of the action network, we can turn to 

how seizing opportunities and building coalitions are intellectual enterprises. The 

importance of knowledge-practices of the action network can be logically construed. 

Yet, there is little written about the intellectual work behind how a movement builds an 

action network in practice. This gap is particularly glaring in the context of forced 

migration, where the movement is fighting from afar against genocide and humanitarian 

crises. Looking at the uptake of opportunities and the proliferation of a network as an 

intellectual activity is necessary to enhance our understanding of social movements' 
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inner workings. Suppose we do not grasp how the movement has seized the political 

openings available in Canada and how it has developed coalitions and networks across 

the country. In that case, we miss out on how the movement is engaged in self-learning, 

navigating, and responding to the context in which it works. Of course, opportunities and 

coalitions have been studied in many ways by movement scholars, but to appreciate 

how a movement, who has not engaged in this type of opportunity-seizing, lobbying, 

and networking — even five years prior — is critical to know about from the lens of 

knowledge-practices.  

How a movement self-learns and constructs knowledge from that self-learning is an 

essential feature of how a movement functions. Building the practices of the action 

network is an exercise in “ investigation, experimentation, and imagination” (Casas-

Cortés et al., 2008). This constant testing of opportunities and supporters by activists 

shows that the movement is indeed a laboratory. Like a revise and resubmit 

assessment on academic manuscript, by experimenting, trialling and testing ways to 

engage in opportunities and relate to support networks, activists further refine and 

perfect their practices. This analysis reveals how these knowledge-practices are a 

tentative way of determining, like cause and effect, what catches people's attention. 

Activists test and revise their engagement techniques, making tweaks along the way. In 

this manner, the Rohingya movement is actively working to understand its possibilities 

and theorize different ways of knowing. In other words, the action network is reflexive. 

The movement uses multi-pronged and variegated strategies to capitalize on 

opportunities and to resource-share. Indeed, with little consideration for the value of 
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knowledge-practices of the action network in this movement, it is hard to discern when, 

where, and how they are useful or beneficial. As such, looking at the development of an 

action network – as an intellectual activity – provides new insight into how this new 

Canadian movement with transnational goals, made up mostly of recent immigrants 

whose direct contact with home-country institutions, as well as international fora, 

functions. Therefore, this discussion underlines the idea that knowledge-practices of the 

action network reveal core concepts in the field of social movements, such as 

opportunities and coalitions. They are not just material objects that are out there to 

grasp; they are cultivated practices that require heavy intellectual lifting to achieve.  

In summary, the movement has developed knowledge-practices of the action network 

by harnessing opportunities and engaging in coalition-building with people from many 

different sectors. The movement has sustained political opportunities and galvanized 

groups that may not work together on the same issues. These findings thus underline 

two main points. First, I show how a small group of newcomers with few resources can 

engage in transnational social movements. Rohingya activists have surmounted 

obstacles to their activism by developing knowledge-practices to grasp opportunities 

and create a large action network. Despite global and local sociopolitical conditions that 

hinder opportunities for justice, accountability, and long-term political change, activists 

managed to coalesce and organize. Second, it shows that harnessing opportunities and 

building coalitions are intellectual endeavours. Knowing how to seize political 

opportunities with interested politicians and building coalitions to increase access and 

resources is a practice that involves creative thinking. Through trial and error and 
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tinkering, the movement has learned how to engage supporters that include federal and 

municipal politicians, senators, NGOs, religious and ethnic groups, lawyers, doctors, 

professors, and artists. As I will discuss in the dissertation’s conclusion, I refine this 

knowledge-practice by elaborating on the cross-cutting nature of the action network that 

bridges the political and public divide. The next chapter will address knowledge-

practices of political alternatives to the status quo. 
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7 Knowledge-practices of political alternatives: 
Transforming the Rohingya crisis from inter-communal 
violence to genocide 

Being voiceless at one point of my life, it is almost like a moral responsibility to use this 
newly gained voice to advocate for those who are still voiceless. Advocacy to me is 
using my voice to make the voice of the voiceless heard. I see advocacy as the 
forerunner or the engine behind some of the great laws with huge impacts on millions of 
lives and nature. It is advocacy that often helps develop and set the norm before the 
majority accepts it, often by refusing to accept the existing norm in a forceful way (if 
need be) (RP56, January 18, 2019, interview). 

I can say, I’m speaking to you from Canada, the steps taken by the Canadian 
government so far, unanimous resolutions of parliament, Honorary Canadian citizenship 
of Aung San Suu Kyi, the engagement at the Courts, support for IIFFMM, all of those 
were mobilized by public opinion. With due respect to my own government, not a single 
one of those steps came of their own volition and creativity. These were things 
suggested and urged by mobilized public opinion (Professor John Packer, November 
10, 2020, FORSEA webinar). 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the knowledge-practices of political alternatives created by the 

Rohingya social movement in Canada. To reiterate, this part of the typology relates to 

how movements develop critiques of the status quo and put forward alternative versions 

of reality. This practice engenders “the elaboration and the experimentation of 

alternative epistemologies, that is, systems of ideas, theories, and strategies about the 

status quo and how to change it to achieve movements’ aspirations” (della Porta & 

Pavan, 2017, p. 298). As Chesters (2012) writes, these knowledge-practices are the 

“alternative political imaginaries and theories about how to actualize these imagined 

possibilities” (p. 147).  

 This chapter answers the question, “Does the Rohingya social movement in Canada 

put forward alternatives for understanding the situation in Rakhine State as a part of 
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their advocacy?” I argue that the movement has successfully labelled the atrocities as 

genocide, which now carries widespread recognition in Canada56. The movement has 

pressured the public and the government to name the atrocities a genocide by using at 

least four approaches. Activists pushed to dismantle Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation in 

Canada, including through the dimming of her portrait in the Canadian Human Rights 

Museum in Winnipeg and the stripping of her honorary Canadian citizenship. The 

movement offered heightened recognition of the gendered aspects of the genocide and 

pushed for invoking the Genocide Convention concerning the situation in Myanmar.  

This chapter first briefly lays out what the status quo of the Rohingya crisis entailed. 

Second, I describe the typical process of genocide determination. Third, I analyze how 

the movement developed knowledge-practices of alternatives to explain reality 

differently from the status quo. The discussion will then focus on the implications of 

knowledge-practices of political alternatives to the study of migrant-led social 

movements with transnational goals.  

7.2 The status quo 

Until 2018, when the movement effectively pressured the government to name the 

atrocities in Myanmar a genocide, governments, including the Canadian government, 

avoided using the term genocide, instead opting for terms such as inter-communal 

 

56 Of course, there are people who disagree with its usage, and as a legal category, without a 
court ruling, many people would be cautious in using the term genocide.  
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ethnic violence or ethnic cleansing. Indeed, the Sentinel Project for Genocide 

Prevention’s report stated, in 2013 that, 

One of the most urgent factors at the international level is the mainstream media’s 
refusal to highlight government non-intervention, complicity, even planning and 
carrying out of anti-Muslim violence and ethnic cleansing. Media reports tend to 
describe the violence as inter-communal and not as it truly is – a government 
orchestrated campaign carefully engineered to appear spontaneous and inter-
communal (Kiersons, 2013, p. 42).  

Additionally, until very recently, there was the continued perception of Aung San Suu 

Kyi as a beacon of democratic hope against an autocratic regime. Further, there was 

little acknowledgment of the gendered dimensions of the violence, and the international 

community was reticent in employing international law as a means of holding Myanmar 

to account. 

7.3 Genocide determination in the eyes of the law  

The conflict has been studied by independent organizations…They have all concluded 
it’s a genocide. This is a state-sanctioned campaign against minorities. We are pushing 
our government and the global community to understand that this is a genocide. It is not 
a communal conflict, it’s an apartheid. There is a government that is deliberately 
attacking a minority. They have used a lot of propaganda to brainwash the majority 
Buddhist community to vilify and marginalize the Rohingya (RP6, April 4, 2018, 
interview). 

To understand how a knowledge-practice of political alternatives around transforming 

popular understandings of an issue can come to fruition, a brief background on 

genocide determination is necessary. The UN General Assembly adopted the UN 

Convention on Genocide (hereinafter the Genocide Convention) in December 1948, and 

it came into effect in January 1951. Genocide is defined in Article II of the Genocide 

Convention, as  
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any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in 
part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, such as: 

• Killing members of the group 

• Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group 

• Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring 
about its physical destruction in whole or in part 

• Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group 

• Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group  
(Genocide Convention, 1948, pp. 2-3). 

Genocide is also defined in the same terms in Article VI of the Rome Statute of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC).57 Although genocide is an international crime, 

genocide determination is not a straightforward nor swift process. A widely accepted 

manner to formally recognize whether acts of violence are considered a genocide is for 

a court such as the ICC, the ICJ, or a special tribunal to prosecute a case. Only three 

cases of this kind have occurred in history58. Establishing which court of law should 

prosecute the case is one avenue of advocacy that the movement has been working on 

for several years. However, since Myanmar is not a party to the Rome Statute59, this 

precludes the ICC from prosecuting crimes committed within Myanmar's territory; acts 

committed within Myanmar are not admissible before the ICC, as they fall outside of its 

jurisdiction. Thus, for the ICC to hear a case against Myanmar, the UN Security Council 

 

57 The ICC prosecutes individuals whereas the ICJ prosecutes states.  
58 The massacre at Srebrenica in Bosnia in 1995 was ruled to be genocide by the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), with 161 people indicted and 60 people 
sentenced. In 1998, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) indicted 93 people 
and sentenced 62 people of genocide and crimes against humanity, along with 30 other people. 
In 2018, the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (Khmer Rouge Tribunal), 
supported by the UN, found two leaders of Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge, guilty of genocide.   
59 The Rome Statute is the treaty that established the ICC. 
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would need to refer the matter to the ICC.60 The UN Security Council has not made this 

step to date and is unlikely to, considering the geopolitical makeup of the UN Security 

Council. Another legal channel would be a case in front of the ICJ, as Myanmar is a 

party to the Genocide Convention.61 Any state can pursue a case under the Genocide 

Convention according to the principle of universal jurisdiction. In this case, any country 

can open an investigation into the Burmese government’s role (including civilian and 

military leaders) in committing genocide and crimes against humanity against 

Rohingyas, in its own national court.62 

Since genocide is an international crime, when bodies or entities that do not have 

judicial powers claim acts of violence to be genocide, observers may dismiss these 

asserted claims. Non-judicial bodies do not have the legal authority to determine 

whether specific situations qualify as the international crime of genocide. Thus, beyond 

a court of law, there is disagreement about how and whether other entities might also 

be able to declare a situation to be a genocide. For instance, there is a debate about 

whether non-judicial entities (e.g., affected communities themselves, human rights 

NGOs, academics) can or should make such determinations.63 So, although many 

 

60 One way in which lawyers and advocates have figured out that the ICC would have 
jurisdiction to pursue a case involving the Rohingya crisis, without a UN resolution, would be on 
the basis of a crime against humanity of deportation, perpetrated against the Rohingya 
population in Myanmar who fled to Bangladesh. Bangladesh is party to the Rome Statute. In 
late 2019, ICC judges authorized the Prosecutor to open investigations in this regard. 
61 In 2019, The Gambia has decided to pursue a case in front of the ICJ.  
62 The 2018 IIFFMM Report called on countries to pursue universal jurisdiction cases against 
the military. Argentina has started the process to open an investigation under this principle.   
63 A Canadian example is the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Report 
(MMIWG) which clearly stated that the historic and present violence against Indigenous peoples 
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groups have been calling for the term “genocide” to be used in Myanmar’s attacks on 

their Rohingya population,64 it was not until March 2017 that a widely recognized and 

accepted study into the claims was initiated. In that month, the United Nations Human 

Rights Council established the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on 

Myanmar (IIFFMM). As part of the UN, the IIFFMM is more widely perceived to have the 

authority to define the violence as constituting genocide. The team consisted of experts 

who rigorously gathered vast amounts of evidence and employed high levels of scrutiny 

to reach its conclusions. The IIFFMM’s detailed report was made public on September 

18, 2018. Its first conclusion was that “gross human rights violations and serious 

violations of international humanitarian law have been committed in Myanmar since 

2011 and that many of these violations undoubtedly amount to the gravest crimes under 

international law” (p. 419). In the report’s recommendations, the council states that six 

senior generals of the Myanmar military should be investigated and prosecuted in an 

international criminal tribunal for genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes 

(IIFFMM Report, 2018). This conclusion suggests that where the IIFFMM found 

sufficient evidence that a crime had been committed under international law, a 

prosecutorial body could argue that there is adequate evidence to proceed with a 

criminal investigation. Nevertheless, as the IIFFMM is not a court of law or prosecutorial 

body, it was stated in their report that they could not make final determinations on 

 

constitutes a genocide. The Canadian government acknowledged that the report perceived the 
oppression and violence to be genocide but did not endorse the use of the term itself. 
64 Zarni and Cowley (2014) argue that Rohingyas have faced the first four conditions of 
genocide, as laid out in Article II of the United Nations 1948 Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. 



 

 

 

215 

individual state criminal responsibility. Thus, although a court of law has not yet found 

that the Rohingya crisis constitutes a genocide, a high-level UN body has determined 

that the violations in question indeed constitute the most serious crimes under 

international law, including war crimes and crimes against humanity. Notwithstanding 

the legal recourse being pursued, Canada's social movement has generated a 

knowledge-practice on political alternatives to the status quo. Rather than this crisis 

being a case of inter-communal conflict, the movement has pushed to make the general 

public and politicians understand the problem as constituting a state-led genocide. 

7.4 Step 1: Using the language of genocide without a court ruling 

Even though the IIFFMM report was published in September 2018, Canada's social 

movement had already been campaigning with the term “genocide” for several years. 

The activists have done so through direct conversations, petitions, reports, and arts-

based projects. In one of the lengthiest campaigns, The Sentinel Project, an NGO 

working on early warning signs of genocide, has been calling the Rohingya genocide a 

“genocide” since 2013 (Kiersons, September 19, 2013). In an assessment report in 

2013, the organization asserted that the violence in Rakhine State “is part of a state-

sponsored campaign of ethnic cleansing with the distinct possibility of genocide carried 

out either through extermination by killing squads or more slowly by isolation and 

starvation” (Kiersons, September 19, 2013, p. 3). In their final assessment at the end of 

their report, they write, “There is ample evidence to suggest that every stage except 

wholesale extermination exists in present-day Burma. Therefore, the Sentinel Project 

concludes that Burma is currently in a state of genocide emergency” (Ibid, p. 42). In an 
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interview, a representative of the organization noted, “Before we were even working in 

Myanmar, we were doing risk assessments for high-risk places, and in 2013, high-risk 

status had been reached” (RP61, February 25, 2019, interview). Thus, for seven years, 

the Sentinel Project has claimed that genocide is occurring in Myanmar. They have 

provided expert testimony to the Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration 

regarding their work. This type of work has been a part of developing the knowledge-

practice of alternatives, changing the status quo from inter-ethnic communal violence to 

genocide.  

Within the arts, the Rohingya youth and directors involved with I Am Rohingya have 

been advocating for the term “genocide” since the play was launched in 2015. Indeed, 

the full title of the play and documentary is I Am Rohingya: A Genocide in Four Acts. 

The play and documentary impacted how the public perceived the conflict. As one of the 

directors of the play and documentary stated,  

A lot of people learned about the genocide in the local community through the 
play and theatre. The impact of the play and documentary has been seeing the 
power of art and theatre leading to social change. Art is a legitimate tool for 
social activism and a resource for awareness. People have told us how they 
wrote letters to their MPs afterward. And we got attention from politicians. For 
example, we had a meeting with Premier Kathleen Wynne, and the kids were the 
only ones who spoke at that meeting. They were involved in something that 
raised money and awareness for the cause. We’re getting interest from UNHCR, 
other charities which is equally powerful, and of course the screening on 
Parliament Hill with Senators. Now Senators have seen the documentary. I think 
it [the screening] helped with what the government was going to do, and maybe it 
pushed some people in government to do more. Maybe that changed their 
perspectives. I think that’s one of the biggest things, it’s a tool to engage in social 
activism. We can say, “Here’s an example of something that has gone on to 
make a huge impact.” (RP33, August 16, 2018, interview) 
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As the play and documentary have been broadcast around the country, Rohingya youth 

have played a large role in publicizing the term “genocide”. They have contributed to the 

knowledge-practice of political alternatives by stressing the term's use when they speak 

about their plight.  

Additionally, since 2016, Rohingya groups have provided testimony to the 

Subcommittee on International Human Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign 

Affairs and International Development (SDIR) and the Standing Senate Committee on 

Human Rights (SSCHR). One activist explained to me how, at one such committee 

meeting, she brought up the term genocide to describe her family and the broader 

Rohingya community’s experiences,  

The meeting, the room itself on Parliament Hill was basically sponsored by 
another MP Gary Anandasangaree…We did a lot of lobbying to have that 
testimony. The committee was opened to the public. They let us mingle at the 
end. Lots of MPs were there. A few MPs came up to me, and I also went up to 
them, I was very bold. [This was at] the very beginning of crafting a policy, and a 
lot of things didn’t ring with me, for example, not using the G word. I said this is 
the best way to move forward. Bob Rae came up to me as well, I asked him, 
“Why we can’t use the g-word?” (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). 

This example demonstrates how activists campaigned to use the term genocide instead 

of the more sanitized terms of inter-communal violence and ethnic cleansing. 

Furthermore, as activities ramped up, in September 2017, Inter Pares published a letter 

endorsed by civil society organizations and individuals about designating the violence 

against Rohingyas as a genocide (Inter Pares, 2017). Additionally, the stopgenocide 

campaign carried out on WhatsApp by the Muslim community in Toronto raised 

awareness across Canada about the term “genocide.” A Rohingya activist who works 
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for a Rohingya-led grassroots organization noted the importance of the stopgenocide 

campaign for changing the status quo. He said, 

The Muslim community in Canada works closely with the government. Every 
Muslim person follows this. They [stopgenocide campaign] spread the news. 
When a million people signed, they said, “Look Prime Minister, more than 1 
million people want to help the Rohingya”. Every MP got the letter, “See, my 
constituency is saying stop the genocide.” So, with all the MPs and Ministers, 
they held a press conference. They invited us, we went to Parliament and talked, 
2017, at the end of the year, MP Gary [Anandasangaree] said that that was the 
biggest press conference for the Rohingya people (RP1, May 13, 2018, 
interview). 

A lawyer and Muslim community leader also underlined the stopgenocide campaign. He 

noted,  

I don’t know what the measure of success is, but we’ve accomplished a lot. We 
reached 5000 emails with the stopgenocide campaign. It was mostly organized 
through WhatsApp. This was indicative of the community’s commitment to sign 
on to something. One where there is deep concern in the community (RP67, 
March 29, 2019, interview).  

These actions involving the stopgenocide campaign further contribute to the knowledge-

practice of political alternatives that genocide, rather than intercommunal violence or 

ethnic cleansing, is being committed against Rohingyas in Myanmar.  

Furthermore, in both 2018 and 2019, Genocide Memorial Days have been held across 

Canada to commemorate the loss of lives and the exodus into Bangladesh around 

August 25, 2017. For the first anniversary in September 2018, the Montreal Institute for 

Genocide Studies (MIGS) at Concordia University published an Open Letter to the 

Prime Minister (Concordia, 2018), signed by more than 100 legal experts, civil society 

organizations, and human-rights advocates. This letter urged Prime Minister Trudeau 
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and his government to declare the violence against Rohingyas a genocide. It outlined 

how research and studies by international human rights scholars, the Yale Law School, 

and the Queen Mary University of London have concluded that Rohingyas experienced 

genocide in Myanmar (Concordia, 2018). It also explained that, on July 19, 2018, Fortify 

Rights released a comprehensive report revealing how the Myanmar government made 

systematic preparations to commit mass atrocities against Rohingya civilians for up to a 

year before August 2017 (Concordia, 2018). The Rohingya Human Rights Network 

published the letter as an e-petition, which garnered over 84 000 signatures (Khan, 

2018). On September 17, 2018, advocates discussed the letter on Parliament Hill while 

they criticized the government’s lack of response. The advocates pressured the 

government to designate the violence against Rohingyas as genocide at that point, also 

requesting action against the civilian and military leaders responsible for the genocidal 

violence in Myanmar. Only three days later, on September 20, 2018, Member of 

Parliament Andrew Leslie, the parliamentary secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

sought consent from the House of Commons to endorse the conclusions of the IIFFMM 

Report. The House of Commons unanimously supported the IIFFMM Report's findings, 

and they called on the International Criminal Court to prosecute senior Myanmar military 

officials for their role in the genocide65.  

These steps changed the status quo around Canadians’ and politicians’ perceptions of 

Burmese politics. These pieces of advocacy laid the foundation for the conversation in 

 

65 The motion also welcomed the recent decision by the ICC that it has jurisdiction over the 
forced deportation of Rohingyas from Myanmar to neighbouring Bangladesh. 
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Canada to recognize the violence as genocide. After activists spent years building 

knowledge-practices around the political alternative of genocide determination, Canada 

was one of the first countries to acknowledge the crimes against Rohingyas as 

constituting genocide by endorsing the IIFFMM report's findings.  

7.5 Step 2: Showing state complicity in genocide, including Aung 
San Suu Kyi 

The movement changed the status quo around the crisis by successfully dismantling 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s human rights reputation in Canada. The movement has built a 

knowledge-practice around political alternatives by painting her legacy and standing in a 

more complicated yet accurate light. This work took at least several steps. In August 

2018, The Rohingya Human Rights Network and the Rohingya Association of Canada 

worked to remove Aung San Suu Kyi from the Turning Points for Humanity room with 

Honorary Canadians in the Canadian Human Rights Museum. There is a display for 

human rights defenders from other countries who have been recognized as Honorary 

Canadian citizens in this room. After extensive petitioning, the movement succeeded in 

having the lights around Aung San Suu Kyi’s portrait dimmed. Her description was also 

removed from a timeline of human rights defenders and milestones. There is now a 

Rohingya exhibition in the museum, which has been in place since June 2019. The 

collection called Time to Act includes photos by photojournalist Kevin Frayer and a 

display put together by the Canadian Rohingya community, who contributed video 

footage, photographs, artifacts, and interviews. This feature documents the 
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humanitarian and refugee crisis in Bangladesh, but it also portrays community life in 

Canada. As one Rohingya activist noted,  

We were also involved with the Museum for Human Rights. We asked, “Can you 
dim her light in the Honorary Citizenship room?” We asked them to dim their 
light. We got other Rohingya involved. We argued that, “We are a part of the 
Canadian fabric, maybe our concerns should be addressed.” So, the idea grew, 
which then turned into the exhibition (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). 

By pointing out that they are a community in Canada, the activists changed people’s 

perceptions of Aung San Suu Kyi; they altered the status quo by showing whose voices 

deserve a platform. As one CBC article noted, the Director of Communications and 

External Relations of the museum stated that the decision to dim the lights on Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s portrait came after consultation with the Rohingya community and 

researchers. The CBC quoted her saying that “We recognize that it's painful for 

members of the community to see her face in this exhibition (CBC News, 1 August 

2018).  

The second piece of advocacy around changing the status quo of Aung San Suu Kyi’s 

reputation was removing her honorary Canadian citizenship, which is the Government 

of Canada’s highest honour. Becoming an Honorary Canadian is a symbolic gesture 

that signifies that a person is of exceptional merit (CBC News, 2014). Honorary 

citizenship has only been bestowed on five people other than Aung San Suu Kyi. These 

people include Raoul Wallenberg, Nelson Mandela, Tenzin Gyatso (Dalai Lama), Karim 

Aga Khan IV, and Malala Yousafzai (Justin Trudeau, Prime Minister of Canada, 2017). 

The Rohingya Human Rights Network asked the government to remove her citizenship 

in the same petition as the ICJ case (Khan, 2018). The logic behind the removal of her 
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citizenship was that it signalled that Suu Kyi should not be counted among the other 

group of humanitarians who share the symbolic honour. As one activist noted,  

[With all the signatures on] the Change.org petition, Canada no longer has an 
excuse not to take away her citizenship. There’s already a precedent in Canada, 
for example, Orders of Canada have been stripped. Alan Eagleson had his 
stripped, as well as Conrad Black. For the government to say they don’t strip 
honors, it’s not true. All it takes is a motion in the House of Commons. Right now, 
she stands alongside Nelson Mandela, Malala, the Dalai Lama (RP40, 
September 24, 2018, interview). 

Or, as one Rohingya activist noted, “On Aung San Suu Kyi, the revocation of 

citizenship, we asked for this revocation many times. It was complicated getting into that 

debate. But they did it” (RP60, January 31, 2019, interview). Another Rohingya activist 

pointed out that, 

It’s happening because the government wants to do this. It doesn’t matter if we’re 
Rohingya, it’s not actually about religion. Mainly, it’s Suu Kyi. We voted for her 
freedom, but she’s still denying our freedom. She’s not calling it a genocide. Tom 
Mulcair gave a speech. I asked him a question about the crisis, and he said I 
truly feel like it’s horrible and people should have been stopping it. He said Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s citizenship should be taken away, and I told him I agreed (RP32, 
August 2, 2018, interview).    

Prominent Canadians also joined this cause. Alex Neve, Secretary-General at Amnesty 

International Canada, and Irwin Cotler, a former Liberal cabinet minister, and prominent 

human rights lawyer, joined the voices campaigning to rescind the symbolic citizenship 

(Carbert & Curry, 2018). 

It took a substantial amount of advocacy to dismantle Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation in 

Canada. In Western countries, she has primarily been looked upon as a champion of 

liberty, democracy, and human rights. It was a historic undertaking to alter the status 
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quo around her reputation from being one of the world’s most famous human rights 

defenders to being complicit in genocide. On September 27, 2018, the House of 

Commons voted unanimously to revoke her honorary citizenship, and the Senate 

approved a motion unanimously to the same effect on October 2, 2018. With revocation 

motions passed by both houses, the Government of Canada stated that it recognized 

Parliament's decision to revoke the honour.  

Furthermore, in December 2019, Aung San Suu Kyi represented Myanmar as its Agent 

in the case between Myanmar and The Gambia in front of the ICJ. Raiss Tinmaung, a 

founder and board member of the Rohingya Human Rights Network who attended the 

ICJ proceedings, published an article in Rohingya Writers, a portal for Rohingya authors 

from inside the refugee camps, Rakhine villages, and the diaspora to contribute to 

research. In light of Aung San Suu Kyi’s central role in the case, he wrote,  

Defending one’s country does not necessarily have to imply abandonment of 
basic values of human rights. However, in her statements to the judges, an 
impassive and egotistic Suu Kyi delivered carefully drafted statements that 
exaggerated, deflected, and lied about the realities on the grounds in Myanmar 
(RHRN, 2020, p.1). 

Tinmaung has also been a vocal advocate of Canada leading the case in front of the 

ICJ and has also published opinion editorials on the topic.   

These actions demonstrate that the Rohingya social movement has successfully 

developed knowledge-practices around political alternatives by raising questions around 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s positive reputation and complicating her image in Canada. The 

movement had a part in revealing the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate’s complicity in the 
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genocide. Recognizing her role in the genocide is essential in its own right. This 

campaign also contributes to the movement’s larger political alternative to convince the 

world that a genocide is taking place and that Myanmar must be held accountable.  

7.6 Step 3: Gender-based violence is at the core of the Rohingya 
genocide 

Furthermore, the social movement, involving Rohingya activists and a plethora of 

supporters from diverse sectors of society, has brought a gender-based analysis into 

the policy and legal discussions around genocide determination. This activity is another 

part of developing the knowledge-practice of political alternatives to counter the status 

quo. The movement has committed significant intellectual labour to create public and 

political recognition that a genocide is occurring and has mostly already occurred. Part 

of that undertaking is recognizing the gendered dimensions of genocide.  

Since taking office in 2015, Prime Minister Trudeau’s government has put forward a 

commitment to a feminist foreign policy agenda, including a National Action Plan (NAP). 

The NAP is Global Affairs Canada (GAC)’s guide to support and advance the 

international Women, Peace and Security agenda and end the disproportionate and 

unique impact of armed conflict on women and girls (GAC, 2020). Additionally, Canada 

implemented a Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP) and a gender-responsive 

humanitarian approach to the Rohingya crisis (GAC, 2020). Using this commitment as 

an approach by which to compel the government into acting on the genocide, the 

movement has pushed for Canada to step up its role in acknowledging and attending to 

gender-based violence (GBV) and sexual violence that has taken place in this context.   
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Many activities have occurred in this regard. For instance, in January 2020, a Rohingya 

woman lawyer, who has been advocating for recognizing the gendered aspects of the 

genocide for many years, wrote an opinion editorial in the Globe and Mail describing 

how gender-based violence is an intentional, systematic effort to destroy a community. 

In her writing, she recalled how the IIFFMM report documented the scale of GBV and 

sexual violence. She implored readers to understand that,  

Rape was as much a tool of genocide as machine-guns and mortar shells. The 
use of rape as a weapon of war was not incidental: it was the cornerstone of a 
deliberate strategy of forced exile, to eradicate the Rohingya population from 
Rakhine State (Globe and Mail, 24 January 2020). 

Similarly, John Packer of the Human Rights and Education Resource Centre has written 

a blog in the Centre for International Policy Studies (CIPS) at the University of Ottawa 

about GBV occurring during the genocide (CIPS, 2018). Among many other articles he 

has written on the topic, this piece, titled, Need More Proof of Genocide in Myanmar? 

It’s Being Born Right Now persuasively underscores the GBV of the genocide. Packer 

writes that “the scale of sexual violence was obviously pursuant to a plan with 

unmistakable purpose” (CIPS, 2018). Since ‘intent to destroy’ must be proven in a court 

case, stressing the intentionality of GBV and sexual violence strengthens the case.  

Other supporters have called on the government to recognize the gendered dimensions 

of the genocide through research reports (Neranjan & Shetty, 2020) and other opinion 

editorials. For instance, The Federation of Medical Women of Canada published a 

statement titled, Rape is a War Crime that Canada Can Do More About, stating that,  
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Rape as a weapon of war is particularly heinous not only for the assault on the 
body, but for the underlying reason of its practice: the mass impregnation of the 
enemy to destroy their bloodlines. Rape is a central aspect of genocide (Azad, 26 
October, 2018).   

Again, illuminating GBV bolsters the claims around the genocide in general, as it shows 

the systematic, intentional, and widespread use of GBV for destroying community. The 

idea that sexual violence is not an individual or an unpremeditated consequence of 

conflict shows the intentionality behind all violent actions against Rohingyas as a group 

of people. The statement also recalled Canada’s NAP, which was created to uphold the 

UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (otherwise known as Women, Peace, and 

Security), which reaffirms women's role in conflict prevention and peacebuilding. By 

tying the advocacy to Canada’s public commitment related to gender, the movement 

has made a persuasive case for the government to act on the genocide. 

Additionally, an international roundtable of experts titled Justice for the Rohingya: The 

Role of Canada was held virtually on June 29, 2020. Hosted by Senator Marilou 

McPhedran, the Faculty of Law at the University of Victoria, the Centre for Asia-Pacific 

Initiatives (CAPI) at the University of Victoria, and the Human Rights Research and 

Education Centre at the University of Ottawa, the group discussed how GBV is at the 

core of the genocide. The roundtable report detailed how speakers related the Rohingya 

genocide to past court decisions on recognizing GBV and sexual violence as a 

deliberate tactic of war (Morris, 2020). The report stated that the roundtable discussed 

how, intending to destroy community, perpetrators plan and inflict genocidal acts on 

different genders in distinct ways. Speakers of the roundtable noted that the ICJ should 

be presented with arguments showing: 
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• how sexual violence is related to the wider concept of gender-based violence that 
is grounded in gender-based inequalities. 

• how gender-based violence is deployed broadly in the various manifestations of 
genocide. 

• the current continuation of genocide through ongoing sexual exploitation, 
trafficking, child marriage, and enforced disappearances. 

• how gender-based analysis can be used to argue for transformative reparation to 
address gender inequalities and to guarantee non-repetition, using jurisprudence, 
e.g., of the InterAmerican Court of Human Rights, and by amplifying relief and 
recovery pillars of the UN Security Council’s Women, Peace, and Security 
Agenda; 

• that the needs of survivors, including their economic and social rights, are central 
to reparations and guarantees of non-repetition (Morris, 2020, p. 6). 

Furthermore, on July 24, 2020, Rohingya women advocates led an all-female webinar 

called Her Voices, her Journey: the Gendered Experiences of Rohingya Women, to 

highlight the intertwined, gendered impacts of human rights violations and mass 

atrocities66. The panel featured two Rohingya women from Canada who are vocal 

advocates and central figures of the movement.  

These activities showcase how the movement challenges the status quo by defining 

Myanmar's violence against Rohingyas as genocide. The movement is putting forward a 

political alternative to the status quo that demonstrates the intentionality to commit 

genocide by the state. 

 

66 For further information, several authors have written about GBV in Rakhine state and in the 
Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh. See Akhter & Kusakabe (2014) and Brooten, Ashraf, 
Akinro & Ngozi (2015). 
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7.7 Step 4: Channels of international legal recourse — Invoking the 
Genocide Convention  

As noted earlier, another means of changing the status quo around the terminology of 

the violence — from intercommunal violence to that of genocide — is to pursue legal 

recourse. As noted earlier, although Myanmar is not a signatory to the Rome Statute, 

the state voluntarily consented to the jurisdiction of the ICJ by ratifying the Genocide 

Convention in 1957. As it is also a signatory to the Genocide Convention, Canada or 

any other signatory country could legally initiate proceedings before the ICJ based on 

Myanmar’s alleged breach of the Genocide Convention.  

The momentum behind Canada making a case in front of the ICJ came through various 

channels. In early 2019, two Rohingya activists and one non-Rohingya activist from 

different advocacy organizations wanted to organize a roundtable seminar for the first 

anniversary of Special Envoy, the Honourable Bob Rae’s report, Tell Them We’re 

Human: What Canada And The World Can Do About The Rohingya Crisis. The purpose 

of the roundtable was to build on the report. In May 2018, based on this report, Prime 

Minister Trudeau announced Canada’s Strategy to Respond to the Rohingya Crisis in 

Myanmar and Bangladesh. The response dedicated $300 million of international 

assistance over three years to address four key objectives: 

1. alleviating the humanitarian crisis 
2. encouraging positive political developments in Myanmar 
3. ensuring accountability for the crimes committed 
4. enhancing international cooperation 
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The roundtable developed concrete and actionable recommendations for the 

consideration of the Government of Canada and the wider public, with a group of people 

who have been involved and are knowledgeable about the issues (observation notes, 

2019). Over 30 people attended the event, including the Honourable Bob Rae and 

activists, NGO workers, lawyers, and academics. Holding the roundtable demonstrated 

the knowledge-practice of the production of political alternatives. The group's 

recommendations aimed to change the political status quo in Canada and push the 

government in its commitments regarding the crisis. The discussion leading to these 

recommendations drew on others' knowledge in the room, and information was 

exchanged between participants (observation notes, 2019).  

In the recommendations, the activists asked the government to go further than in its 

current policy. The policy at the time was informed by Special Envoy Honourable Bob 

Rae’s report. Although the report underlines that “it is a fundamental tenet of Canada’s 

foreign policy that those responsible for international crimes, including crimes against 

humanity and genocide, must be held responsible for those crimes,” and despite its 

section on “ensuring accountability for the crimes committed” (p. 38) the possibility of 

invoking the Genocide Convention is not mentioned. Therefore, on the topic of 

accountability, the group emphasized that if Canada wanted to provide global 

leadership by supporting the rules-based international order, it should spearhead this 

process by requesting an advisory opinion from the ICJ on genocide in Myanmar 

(observation notes, 2019). The group further recommended that Canada work with like-

minded countries to reinstate full sanctions, which should be lifted only once certain 
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conditions were met. They also asked that the government create a Rohingya working 

group to develop a new policy around the crisis, with a co-chair from outside the 

government to ensure Rohingya representation (observation notes, 2019). 

Many such activities, individual and led by organizations, culminated in pressuring the 

government to pursue a case at the ICJ. For instance, the All-Party Parliamentary 

Group for the Prevention of Genocide and other Crimes Against Humanity sent a letter 

to the government on May 29, 2019. Their letter called for Canada to initiate legal 

proceedings before the ICJ regarding Myanmar’s breach of the UN Convention on the 

Prevention and Punishment of Genocide. On the same topic, in June 2019, independent 

Senator Marilou McPhedran introduced a motion in the Senate that asked the federal 

government to invoke The Genocide Convention, of which Canada and Myanmar are 

both signatories, and to pursue a case against Myanmar at the ICJ. The Senate motion 

was developed in consultation with civil society and academic experts to reiterate 

Canada’s commitment to human rights through concrete action regarding Myanmar's 

genocidal campaign against the Rohingyas. The motion asked Canada to invoke the 

Genocide convention, engage with like-minded states to pursue the matter in the ICJ, 

seek provisional measures, exert pressure on Myanmar to release jailed Reuters 

journalists, allow independent investigators access to Rakhine state, and assist 

refugees in Bangladesh. Simultaneously, the Montreal City Council and Toronto City 

Council adopted similar motions urging the Canadian government to invoke the 

Genocide Convention against Myanmar. Similarly, other groups underlined that Canada 

has a moral and legal obligation to take the next step and invoke the Genocide 
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Convention to hold Myanmar responsible. On June 13, 2019, Senator McPhedran, 

Professor Irwin Cotler, Montreal City Councillor Marvin Rotrand, and civil society 

leaders such as Mr. Fareed Khan of the Rohingya Human Rights Network and 

Catherine Morris of Lawyers’ Rights Watch Canada held a press conference explaining 

the urgent need for the Senate to pass the Motion. On June 25, 2019, over 100 

senators and civil society leaders sent a letter to Minister Freeland, urging Canada to 

initiate proceedings before the ICJ. Among the 100 supporters, the letter was endorsed 

by The Rohingya Human Rights Network, the Montreal Institute For Genocide Studies, 

the Human Rights Research and Education Centre, and the Nobel Women’s Initiative.  

Although Canada ultimately did not proceed with a case before the ICJ, the knowledge-

practice of the political alternative was developed through these types of activities. The 

movement now knows how to create political options that challenge the status quo for 

the government's consideration. This activity signalled that there are supporters in 

Canada who believe that there is a basis for a case and that Canada should be 

involved. At the time of writing, the government has publicly announced that it will 

support The Gambia’s case in front of the ICJ, stating that it will “assist with the complex 

legal issues that are expected to arise and will pay special attention to crimes related to 

sexual and gender-based violence, including rape” (Global Affairs Canada, 2020).  

In summary, this chapter demonstrates that the movement developed knowledge-

practices around the possible political alternatives in Canada. It transformed the conflict 

from one of inter-communal violence to genocide. The following section discusses the 

importance of these knowledge-practices. 
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7.8  Analysis and Conclusions 

To reiterate, as noted in the introduction of this chapter, knowledge-practices of political 

alternatives are about “the elaboration and the experimentation of alternative 

epistemologies, that is, systems of ideas, theories, and strategies about the status quo 

and how to change it to achieve movements’ aspirations” (della Porta and Pavan, 2017, 

p. 298). For della Porta and Pavan (2017), movement practices are “oriented to develop 

a critique of the status quo and substantiate alternative proposals to overcome it” (p. 

307). In raising issues and perspectives on their terms, activists in movements make it 

possible for the government and the general public to perceive things in new ways 

(Melucci, 1996). The section below recounts the four actions, and then delves into their 

significance for social movement theory.  

Analyzed above, these efforts exist to achieve the movement’s aspirations of shifting 

the narrative of inter-communal violence and ethnic cleansing that had taken hold in the 

general public’s view up until 2018, to one of genocide. We see that the four actions of 

the movement,1) describing the atrocities against Rohingyas in Myanmar as a genocide 

in their advocacy work, 2) the dismantling of Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation in Canada, 

3) exposing the gender-based violence of the genocide, and 4) pushing for international 

legal recourse. These actions were significant alterations in vocabulary that have 

considerably changed how the public views the violence in Rakhine state and the 

consequent refugee crisis in Bangladesh. The movement has altered Myanmar's 

accepted storyline as a budding democracy, with a Nobel Peace Prize Laureate and 

human rights defender as de facto President, to the idea that it is a country intent on 
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genocide with a complicit state leader. The movement has achieved these gains by 

shifting the narratives about the violence in Myanmar by designating the situation as 

genocide in these four ways. 

As first analyzed, using the label of genocide is one means of putting forth an alternative 

to the status quo. The designation denotes a substantial shift in-and-itself to accentuate 

violence's gravity, making it about a systematic type of violence premeditated by a state, 

rather than a spontaneous or unplanned inter-communal conflict between two equal 

parties.  

Further, correcting the reputation of Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, 

although mainly symbolic, has been influential in terms of shifting the public’s perception 

of  Burmese politics and the democratization process in the country. Aung San Suu Kyi 

held a very positive – nearly saintly – public and political profile in Canada and the 

broader Western world before the Rohingya crisis's prominence. Thus, it is even more 

significant that the activists and their supporters have been able to expose how she has 

supported the actions of the Tatmadaw and the rest of the Burmese government to the 

Canadian public and the government. Irrespective of her history as a democracy 

champion, she has remained silent on the Rohingya genocide and defended Myanmar 

in the case in front of the ICJ. Bringing to light this aspect of her political leadership is 

crucial to the general understanding of the crisis as a state-led and sanctioned 

genocide. As Minister Freeland was quoted as stating, the removal of Aung San Suu 

Kyi’s citizenship was “in response to her continued failure to speak out against the 

genocide of the Rohingya, a crime being committed by the military with which she 



 

 

 

234 

shares power” (Harris, 27 September 2018). The tangible effects of this advocacy in 

Canada include stripping her of honorary Canadian citizenship and dimming the lights 

on her portrait in the Human Rights Museum.  

Additionally, stressing the angle of GBV to compel the government into action by linking 

it to Canada’s previous international policy commitments was an integral piece of the 

recognition of the genocide.  All advocates highlighting GBV underlined how central and 

interconnected GBV is to genocide; the existence of GBV further instills the systematic, 

calculated and premeditated nature of the crime.  

Finally, the movement pushed for Canada to take Myanmar to the ICJ, a historic 

undertaking. Had the government of Canada pursued a case, it would have been the 

first time that a country without any direct connection to the alleged crimes used its 

membership in the Genocide Convention to bring a case before the ICJ. Thus, even the 

distant theoretical possibility of Canada invoking the Genocide Convention for a case in 

front of the ICJ represented a critical turning point in the terminology used to describe 

the conflict. Using international legal discourse to prosecute a case would be a definitive 

move towards the categorical recognition of the gravity of the crisis and a means of 

accountability and justice for the suffering inflicted.  

These practices bear multiple implications for the study of knowledge-practices in social 

movements. First, as della and Pavan (2017) point out, these practices aim at 

increasing the credibility and authority of the perspectives and solutions elaborated by 

movements. Indeed, the alternative to the status quo has been broadcasted widely to 
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the general public and has either been partially absorbed or challenged by the 

government. In either case, the result has been to boost the movement’s authority on 

the topic. As della Porta and Pavan (2017) write, the aim of developing alternatives is to 

have a solution that supplants the status quo. It also increases the “the validity of 

situated visions and solutions elaborated by movements, thus helping us clarify their 

role within epistemic communities” (Ibid., p. 307). As seen above, knowledge-practices 

of political alternatives are often produced by combining activists’ knowledge and 

knowledge from other sectors. Movements make these alternatives by undertaking their 

research activities and then formulating policy proposals and recommendations, along 

with others (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). By engaging in research that combines on-the-

ground expertise with policy options, movements provide evidence for the gravity and 

complexity of the phenomenon in question while also formulating recommendations 

(della Porta & Pavan, 2017).  

In this case, working with Senators, lawyers, doctors, and other civil society groups 

heightens the authority and reach that the Rohingya movement is building. For instance, 

regarding the Senate Motion, one of the executive directors of a university-based 

thinktank reinforced the elaboration of alternatives. He noted how different people 

engaged with each other at different points in time and how all political levels were 

involved in developing the motion. He explained how he was first approached by 

Montreal City Councillor Marvin Rotrand, another politician with experience and interest 

in human rights who was also concerned about the lack of action on the genocide. Like 

the process explained above, one of the executive directors relayed how the Montreal 
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Institute for Genocide Studies, the Human Rights Research and Education Centre, the 

Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights, and the Rohingya Human Rights Network 

co-created the motion for the City of Montreal to pass. They also jointly called on the 

Canadian government to invoke the Genocide Convention. He stated,  

We held a press conference at City Hall with members of the Rohingya 
community. Got it in the news cycle, and then we emailed the Mayor and City 
councillors to pass the motion. RHRN did the same. We shared the motion with 
different cities. Toronto, some smaller cities, it’s a way for them to put pressure 
too. RHRN shared this letter with Senator McPhedran. So, we connected with 
different elected officials, and not just Members of Parliament, but also the cities 
and the Senator (RP42, September 24, 2018, interview). 

Indeed, as noted in the letter to Minister Freeland, the motion was the product of civil 

society, including Rohingya activists working with Senators. For instance, the Rohingya 

Human Rights Network, Akhavan of McGill University, Packer of the Human Rights 

Research and Education Centre at the University of Ottawa, and other Members of 

Parliament and Senators contributed to its conception. As indicated earlier, the letter 

was endorsed by the Rohingya Human Rights Network, the Montreal Institute for 

Genocide Studies, the Human Rights Research and Education Centre, and the Nobel 

Women’s Initiative. One Rohingya activist involved told me about how the motion came 

into being, which is worth repeating in its entirety:   

Members of RHRN have built this relationship over time with HRERC [Human 
Rights Research and Education Centre] and MIGS [Montreal Institute for 
Genocide Studies] and RWCHR [Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights] 
and several other reputable human rights institutions - due to common shared 
goals, which includes human rights for the people of Myanmar. Similarly, the 
RHRN members in different chapters of the country have established 
relationships with their City Councillors, their members of Parliament and 
Senators... So, whenever we proposed to table motions and debates and press 
conferences during all these years of activism, it would either get us what we 
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asked for right away or get parked as ""future potential action items list"" among 
the Senators/members of Parliament/etc. Senator McPhedran championed this 
recently (she has always championed our propositions in the past as well!); she 
took the initiative to table the motion, and the rest you can see in the news. For 
the City Council motion, Councilor Marvin Rotrand from Montreal got in touch 
with me to discuss the potential of an initiative as such. He then tabled the 
motion and the rest can be read in the news as well. The motion was written by 
me. It was proofread/corrected by HRERC [Human Rights Research and 
Education Centre]. And then supported by MIGS [Montreal Institute for Genocide 
Studies] and RWCHR [Raoul Wallenberg Institute of Human Rights] (RP60, 
January 31, 2019, interview). 
 

Akhavan, currently on the legal team of The Gambia, the country leading the case at the 

ICJ, explained how he got involved in the advocacy around the Canadian motion: 

…a few days later in April 2018, the ICC Prosecutor requested an opinion from a 
Pre-Trial Chamber on whether the Court had jurisdiction over the Rohingya case, 
and I was retained as counsel by Bangladesh to prepare their submissions. I 
visited Kutupalong shortly after in June, then testified before the Canadian 
Senate in September, and spoke at several events, such as the Nur Cultural 
Centre in Toronto. I am now also involved in efforts in persuading Canada to 
bring a case against Myanmar before the ICJ under the 1948 Genocide 
Convention. So, I suppose one thing leads to another, and before you know it, 
you have already become immersed in yet another catastrophe (interview notes, 
May 1, 2019). 

Indeed, another participant stated, “So, then we had numerous conversations, and 

members of civil society…they asked me to step forward. The motion was drafted by 

civil society, and international human rights experts honed the wording” (RP71, June 13, 

2019, interview). The example of the Senate Motion shows how the political alternatives 

were materialized through Rohingya activists' joint expertise and supporters from 

diverse sectors. These initiatives build up the credibility and authority of the movement 

in the eyes of legislators (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). 
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Second, analyzing these four types of activities through the lens of knowledge-practices 

sheds light on the forms in which “the coordination of different epistemological 

perspectives can occur” (Ibid., 2017, p. 307). If we do not appreciate how these 

alternatives have materialized, we miss out on understanding the movement’s very 

nature and purpose. When one recognizes movements the processes through which 

alternatives are generated, modified, and mobilized, one gains important insights into 

contemporary movements’ politics. The inability to acknowledge knowledge-practices as 

some of the central work that movements do has made it difficult for theorists to grasp 

movements’ actual deeds. In the case of alternatives, it is the generation of expertise 

and the immediate strategic objectives for social or political change. Without the 

movement’s generation of knowledge, it is unknown if the discussion around genocide 

determination would have occurred. This type of analysis takes us beyond the idea that 

a movement is based only on action. Rather, it is also a form of praxis that involves 

inventive, novel ways of thinking about the issues at hand. The different angles of the 

conflict that the movement brought forward underline the thought processes behind 

championing genocide determination. So, the importance of knowledge-practices of 

political alternatives lies in the fact that they are substantial practices that support a 

movement's functioning; and the knowledge created supplants dominant thinking by 

offering an alternative paradigm. Thus, movements are encouraging places to look for 

relevant questions and potential answers to our most urgent social problems (Casas-

Cortés et al., 2008). 
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Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates that the movement is building responses to 

counter the genocide that require intellectual feats. This chapter discussed the 

knowledge-practices of political alternatives created by the Rohingya social movement 

in Canada. The political alternatives envisioned were to make the Canadian government 

and the wider public acknowledge the conflict as genocide rather than inter-communal 

conflict. This alternative to the status quo ultimately contributes to the movement’s 

political vision of eventual safe repatriation and all rights and citizenship restored to 

Rohingyas. Steps towards this actualization included the four approaches discussed: 1) 

using the label of genocide, 2) dismantling Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation, 3) 

highlighting the state-led GBV, and 4) pursuing the ICJ case. As Chesters (2012) writes, 

these practices involve both developing alternative political imaginaries and how to 

actualize them (p. 147). These practices are deeply intellectual in nature. As Professor 

John Packer from the University of Ottawa stated in a recent panel regarding the 

endorsement of the IIFFMM report, stripping Aung San Suu Kyi’s citizenship and 

engagements with the courts, “with due respect to my own government, not a single one 

of those steps came of their own volition and creativity. These were things suggested 

and urged by mobilized public opinion” (Packer, 2020). Indeed, the movement 

developed its knowledge-practices in these four regards, thereby learning how to 

change the status quo and achieve its aspirations. In Chapter 9, I discuss how I 

innovate on the practice of alternatives by suggesting that the practice takes into 

consideration the courage that it requires to develop political alternatives to the status 

quo. As the movement is advancing a contentious understanding of the issue, quite 
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different from the currently stated version of events, this work is not only intellectual, but 

also brave, not to mention personally – and perhaps, professionally – taxing.   
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8 Knowledge-practices of transmission through affective 
solidarity 

In the instance such as this, so horrific, even if you [a supporter] are so marginal, if they 
[Rohingya activists] present you [a supporter with] the opportunity, you do it because it 
pulls on your heartstrings (RP48, November 20, 2018, interview). 

8.1 Introduction 

As previously laid out, social movements enact knowledge transmission practices by 

providing spaces and occasions for radical education and learning among the broader 

public (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Knowledge transmission refers to how activists 

make well-known the “alternative values and visions that can animate people” (Crowther 

& Lucio-Villegas, p. 66 in della Porta & Pavan, 2017, pp. 306-308). These practices 

entail the public display, circulation, and diffusion of knowledge from within the 

movement; they are characterized by an explicit pedagogical aim that can lead to the 

transference of learning into society at large (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Additionally, 

as seen earlier, affect is an emotional state (indignation, outrage, transformation and 

hope) and affective solidarity is the blending of emotion (guilt, rage, love, joy) with 

political action (Johnson, 2019).  

In this chapter, I answer the question, “How does the Rohingya social movement 

convey its ethos, visions, and alternatives?” I argue that the movement has developed 

ways to transmit the movement's messages publicly by using affective solidarity 

(Johnson, 2019). The movement has absorbed the lesson that one of the most valuable 

means of communicating knowledge to a broader audience involves invoking emotion 

and connecting it to action. Movement participants recognize that affective solidarity-
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based messaging can animate and energize current and future members of their 

movement into action. Indeed, the movement keenly understands that the knowledge-

practice of transmission, in this case based on affective solidarity, is crucial to their long-

term success because it supports the education and learning of an audience beyond 

core members. It has developed practices of knowledge transmission based on 

affective solidarity two ways: to resonate with and to draw people into the movement, 

and to propel future actions.  

In this chapter, I first contemplate how the movement's central messages are articulated 

in the knowledge-practice of transmission. I look particularly at how, through the 

evocation of affect, the practices create resonance with an audience, to draw in more 

supporters, and to create future actions. My analysis suggests that knowledge-practices 

of transmission based on affective solidarity (Johnson, 2019) may offer an especially 

critical means of communication for social movements in general.  

8.2 Recognizing affective solidarity as a basis from which people act   

I first need to demonstrate that the social movement has understood that people are 

drawn to a cause and contribute to future actions based on their affective solidarity. 

Beyond Rohingya activists, people with past affinities to human rights causes, 

experiences with injustice, and professional backgrounds related to social justice issues 

were primed for participation in the movement through affect and affective solidarity. For 

instance, several activists recounted how many of the movement’s participants and 

supporters became involved due to their backgrounds, including past human rights 



 

 

 

243 

advocacy work, traumatic family histories, and direct witnessing of previous genocides 

and civil wars. As one journalist interviewed noted,  

I’m from a family of Holocaust survivors…and I felt the personal obligation to tell 
the story. Really interestingly, my Jewish background, was very helpful while 
interviewing the Arakanese political leaders and monks [in Rakhine State], as 
most of the time they were ignored. All foreigners are trying to help their mortal 
enemies, the Rohingya. But if they see you’re a journalist or aid worker, they 
think you’re supporting their cause [against the central Bamar government]. I was 
there specifically because of my cultural identity [of being Jewish], and that made 
it a moral obligation on my part to help put the story in the outside world. And it 
ended up giving me frighteningly candid interviews with killers (RP37, September 
7, 2018, interview). 

Or as one activist noted,  

For all of us who work in it, it’s a difficult couple of years. All the years of activism, 
once you’re in it, the people they become your family and you can’t walk away... 
It’s been a very trying/personal thing for me. Shapes about how you feel about 
the world, family, relationships (RP47, November 8, 2018, interview).  

Among the politicians interviewed, one Member of Parliament shared that he first 

became involved with the movement through his consular affairs position and a deep 

interest in human rights. The experience of human rights work resonated with his affect 

towards the Rohingya cause. Another Member of Parliament highlighted the role of 

affect in his record of human rights engagement, which led to his association with the 

movement: “I have a record of caring and being interested in human rights around the 

world” (RP66, March 26, 2019, interview). Another Member of Parliament mentioned 

that “I have the Rwandan genocide background [as assistant trial attorney prosecuting 

genocide at the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda]. My 

background motivated me to take an interest and to speak up about it in the party and in 

Parliament” (RP68, March 29, 2019, interview). One MP stated that soon after he was 
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elected in 2016, he started asking questions in the House of Commons about the crisis, 

even though the crisis did not raise further attention until the fall of 2017. He noted, 

International human rights are important for me, rooted in the experience of being 
a grandson of a Holocaust survivor. We commemorate the past, but the same 
things are happening around us. There always seems to be cognitive 
dissonance. People will go to concentration camps and say, “How did this 
happen?”, while ignoring what is going on today (RP38, September 12, 2018, 
interview). 

For him, cognitive dissonance based on affect drew him to examine the crisis in his 

work. Another Member of Parliament offered his family’s diplomatic history to explain his 

initial attention to the cause, particularly acknowledging his awareness of the genocides 

in Yugoslavia and Rwanda that he heard about during his young adulthood. Another 

politician explained that the issue was of personal importance because of the parallels 

he drew with the Sri Lankan civil war and Tamil genocide, having been a lead activist 

against the latter in 2009. He explained, “I was the Chair of the Liberal Human Rights 

Caucus, and this issue came up as a human rights issue at the end of August 2017. I 

saw the atrocities taking place and saw parallels in other places” (RP63, February 22, 

2019, interview). Finally, another politician stated,  

I’ve been following the crisis for a number of years. My wife is a South Asian 
woman. She was forwarding me articles about what was happening to Rohingya 
people in Burma. And as I was reading them, recognizing that it’s a Buddhist 
majority country and these crimes against humanity, were done in the name of 
the Buddhist religion. As an inter-faith household, I was taken aback by how 
someone of Buddhist faith can declare such actions of violence, persecution that 
will inflict harm against its own people. It runs counter to my faith as a Buddhist 
(RP65, March 13, 2019, interview). 

The above explanations and perspectives reveal the affect that drew many participants 

into the cause, either due to their ideological affinities, past professions or family 
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histories and backgrounds. Affect connected to human rights issues sparks preliminary 

interest among some supporters67, something the movement recognized as it went on 

to embed affect and affective solidarity into the movement's messaging. Movement 

participants, in learning about why people join and support the cause, embedded affect 

(such as outrage, guilt, responsibility, right and wrong, and disturbance) into the 

messages they transmit about the movement, as detailed below. 

8.3 Embedding affective solidarity into the knowledge-practices of 
transmission in the Rohingya social movement 

Activists adopted knowledge-practices of transmission that embed affective solidarity-

based messaging, to draw people into the cause and propel future actions. The 

messaging takes into account the affect that stems from one’s identity, worldviews, and 

past experiences (Jasper, 2018; Johnson, 2019). Activists participated in events such 

as meetings and conferences and developed knowledge-practices of transmission 

based on affective solidarity while engaging with other people at events. One Rohingya 

activist described how she emotionally depicted her message in interactions with 

politicians at a meeting on Parliament Hill to convince them of the gravity of the 

atrocities. She said, “I cried. I was very emotional. The brunt of genocide had just 

happened. I was worried about my family. I said, “Two people, me and my mom were 

 

67 Certainly, affect does not motivate all people to become involved in a cause, nor does 
transmission based on affective solidarity always resonate with people. To be clear, affect or 
emotion is not always a reliable foundation for solidarity-building. In this chapter, my goal is to 
demonstrate how the movement picked up on the trend that people are sometimes moved by 
transmission practices based on affective solidarity. In some instances, it worked to bring 
people into the cause and to propel future events. Recognizing this tendency, participants 
embed this type of messaging into the way they convey the importance of the cause.   
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able to help 5,000 people. Imagine what you could do with more money and resources? 

(RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). Similarly, one researcher discussed how, in her 

research, she understood that Rohingya activists keenly recognize the impact of 

messaging based on affect. In describing how Rohingya activists navigate their 

storytelling to others, she explained that a Rohingya woman who is asked to depict her 

experience might say,  

"I’m not talking to you [journalist, researcher, etc.] unless you do [‘X’, for 
example].” It's a resisting moment [against] a person who would exploit me, the 
emotional labour of me. [So, she may say], “Okay, but it’s on my terms, and I'm 
willing to sell my labour, but I won’t give it away. I will broker how much my 
emotional trauma is worth. I resist the trope the weak, distraught, Rohingya 
woman who can’t keep a hold of herself” (RP50, November 29, 2018, interview). 

This example highlights how affect and affective solidarity-based messaging is a means 

of transmission that can be called upon or not based on people’s reading of their 

agency in such situations.  

Regarding politicians, activists knew that tapping into a sense of affective solidarity 

would resonate with Members of Parliament, mainly because of Canada’s reputation as 

a proponent of human rights. As one Member of Parliament explained,  

Canada has a big responsibility. We gave honorary citizenship to Aung San Suu 
Kyi, to the leader who now has been involved in the biggest refugee crisis in the 
world. We have moral responsibility over that. Personally, we felt responsibility to 
do something. Otherwise, there are thousands of touching cases that we can 
help on. Capacity-wise, there is only so much you can do (RP76, March 15, 
2019, interview). 

This idea of responsibility is related to affective solidarity as “an approach to solidarity 

that is motivated by sentiment is likely to be directly connected to a sense of 
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responsibility” (Johnson, 2019, p. 189). Activists knew that the way they conveyed their 

cause would resonate with people, emphasizing the importance of their message, and 

reaching broader audiences. Of course, supporters picked up on this element of the 

messaging. For instance, one politician talked about how emotionally impacted he was 

by his exchanges with Rohingya activists and their families during meetings. He noted,   

It’s one thing to read the stories in the media, it’s another to hear directly from 
people who are personally impacted. Undoubtedly, meeting with the activists, 
hearing directly from them their stories of their family members, people from their 
village, it has a bigger impact on you. It certainly instilled a greater sense of 
urgency in me and has touched me more deeply (RP64, February 22, 2019, 
interview).   

Another Member of Parliament, describing a meeting in his constituency office noted, 

“There was a lot of emotion in the room, similar to the Tamil issue in Sri Lanka. A lot of 

parallels between this and that. So, it was one of those things where it resonated with 

me…” (RP63, February 22, 2019, interview). In another example, one lawyer told me 

about the relationship he developed with a Rohingya activist. He said, “We met later at 

restaurant in Mississauga, and it’s then that we met the Rohingya team. Since then, 

Rafique and I have been in touch, and I consider us to be friends. I think he sees me as 

a resource and mentor…My wife says, “Rafique is like your son, and it’s your job to 

guide him” (RP67, March 29, 2019, interview).  

Activists cultivated the knowledge-practice of transmission based on affective solidarity 

in settings such as these meetings. Indeed, two activists (one non-Rohingya and one 

Rohingya) stated that discussions with Rohingyas and other activists made politicians 

more compassionate and justice-oriented over time. One Rohingya activist noted, “Bob 
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Rae became one of the people who was quite compassionate about the issues. A lot of 

his recommendations and testimonies had come around. He adopted, not a political 

stance, but a more Rohingya-oriented stance” (RP75, February 23, 2019, interview). 

One lawyer and academic, heavily invested in the cause, said, “I initially became 

engaged as an academic but became increasingly engaged as an advocate of justice” 

(RP74, May 1, 2019, interview). This lawyer described attending various events that 

were encouraged by affective solidarity-based messaging. He noted,  

In November 2017, I was invited to speak at the annual Gala dinner of the 
Islamic Development Relief Foundation in Toronto, and I knew that the Rohingya 
situation was important for the Islamic community, so I made it the focus of my 
remarks. In March 2018, I hosted a panel with Bob Rae at McGill University” 
(Ibid, May 1, 2019, interview).  

At this latter event, he described how he was emotionally affected and heartened by the 

number of Rohingya activists who had made an eight-hour car ride to attend 

Honourable Bob Rae's presentation. He stated, “I talked to them afterward and told 

them how touched I was that they would make such a long journey” (Ibid, May 1, 2019, 

interview). Since this point in time, he has participated in several other events related to 

the movement. In particular, he attended a roundtable discussion at the Munk School of 

Global Affairs hosted by some of the activists from the Bob Rae panel. He invited these 

activists to speak at a panel for the Faculty of Law at the University of McGill in 

February 2020. 

Importantly, the movement also cultivated knowledge-practices of transmission based 

on affective solidarity-based messaging at arts events. Perhaps the most illuminating 

example of this practice involves the previously discussed I Am Rohingya play and 
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documentary. From 2018 to 2019, the producers and Rohingya youth activists attended 

documentary screenings of I Am Rohingya where they participated in Q&A sessions.68 

These screenings with activists took place in Toronto, Ottawa, Kitchener-Waterloo, 

Guelph, Winnipeg, Halifax, Montreal, Hamilton, and the United Kingdom.   

One of the I Am Rohingya play and documentary producers explained the importance of 

theatre as a form of activism that transmits movement knowledge through affective 

solidarity-based messaging. He said, 

There’s an aliveness to theatre, and seeing people in front of you that introduces 
intimacy, and the people in front of you, those are their stories, and their parents’ 
stories, there’s something there that can’t be replicated in film, literature, or digital 
technologies. And I think there’s something to be said about the youth and the 
community, one of their major goals is to affirm their existence. And when they’re 
in front of you, you can’t deny it. Real emotions. You can’t separate yourself from 
that and tell yourself it’s not real. It inherently affirms their existence. The 
monologues are real speeches, narrative but emotional truth to it, molded by the 
kids themselves. When Rohana is talking about family life back then, that’s not 
just character building, but it’s also her own position on family structures. 
Theatre’s function of letting these kids actually speak was really, really important, 
because of that closeness (RP35, August 21, 2018, interview). 

The performances were thus critical for transmitting the movement through affective 

solidarity-based messaging. As he went on to tell me, “a play, you see with your own 

eyes and you can show actual people, the emotion. It shows how much they are into the 

play, and how much they care about the play and the meaning behind it” (RP35, August 

21, 2018, interview). The play and documentary induced a whole range of affect in the 

audience members, such as indignation, outrage, guilt, rage, shame, empathy, 

 

68 This number goes much beyond those in which I engaged as a participant-observer.  
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compassion and hope. A Rohingya activist who was a part of the play and documentary 

explained how he knew how art could impact broader audiences. He noted,  

Not many people know about the crisis. When you try to raise awareness, there’s 
no impact. I was like, why don’t we do a play? I knew lots of people would come 
out. People love art. I knew people would rethink about our lives [if they saw the 
play] (RP31, August 2, 2018, interview).    

Similarly, a Rohingya activist who was a part of the play and documentary noted how 

these activities were a vehicle for explaining the movement to a broader audience. She 

described her and a colleague’s role in the play and documentary, recounting,  

One of the shows in Toronto, Iqbal teared up, because it happened to him in real 
life, and everyone stood up and encouraged him to keep going because they 
knew it was important. The last scene before my narration broke me, I became 
speechless (RP32, August 2, 2018, interview).  

This recollection underlines how activists learned how to transmit the movement’s 

messages based on affective solidarity through the play, documentary, and Q&A 

sessions. Being in the audience as a participant-observer, I was able to see the impact 

on the audience; the dialogues provoked by the Q&A sessions were sometimes 

profoundly personal and emotional (observation notes, 2019). One of the producers 

commented in this vein, 

A big part of what we wanted to do is that I Am Rohingya can function as a 
methodology, about how we can use the arts to empower marginalized 
communities whose crises are largely ignored. [Arts can] empower people to tell 
their own stories. The film was a tool to raise awareness of the importance of arts 
training for marginalized communities. It is important for people to attend such 
events and listen to the stories and testimonies. One of the big points Yusuf 
brought up was that the audience's journey begins at the end of the film, because 
witnessing creates responsibility for the viewer to carry the stories on’ (RP35, 
August 21, 2018, interview). 
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Indeed, the Q&A sessions were a site where affect could grow into affective solidarity 

because the audience members could question what they could do for the cause. 

Audience members would ask questions such as, “In light of what happened to you and 

your family, what is your articulation of freedom?” and, “Is it difficult to watch yourself on 

screen?” (observation notes, 2019). Due to the youth's physical proximity, the audience 

was encouraged to engage and self-reflect on the genocide in Myanmar and 

humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh and take that sentiment with them when they left the 

theatre. The producers and the youth actors called on affective solidarity by compelling 

the viewers to bear responsibility and enact change outside the theatre. The play 

performances and documentary screenings were significant instances for developing 

and using knowledge-practices around transmission based on affective solidarity 

because they generated a wider audience and expanded the movement’s reach. 

Finally, the trips to the refugee camps taken by lawyers and politicians also 

demonstrated how knowledge-practices of transmission can generate wider audiences 

and impel future actions. One of the lawyers who went to the camps noted,  

I think visiting Kutupalong [refugee camp] was especially important, because it 
exposed me to the reality of the suffering and injustice. Like in other situations, 
there is no turning back once you have heard the stories of the survivors, and 
their pleas for justice…there is nothing like meeting the refugees and survivors to 
understand the immensity of the suffering and injustice. There is nothing like 
witnessing the impact of these atrocities on real rather than imagined people to 
motivate action. All too often these issues are presented as statistical 
abstractions, soon to be forgotten, but once you understand that behind every 
victim there is a name, a human being with a mother and father, a sister and 
brother, a whole universe of relations that have been forever destroyed, then you 
understand that being a bystander is simply unacceptable (RP74, May 1, 2019, 
interview). 
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One Member of Parliament told me about the relationships he developed by going to 

Bangladesh. He noted, “By going there, I learned the dynamics, I spoke to people, I had 

support from folks here in Canada, I had UNCHR contacts, and made contacts through 

other NGOs. I met Rafique’s parents while there” (RP63, February 22, 2019, interview). 

He pointed out that meeting people in the camps and talking with them created 

connections that generated trust. He went on to say, “We have a genuine sense of 

solidarity toward each other, and I do relate to what they’ve gone through” (Ibid, 

February 22, 2019, interview). In a separate interview, Rafique, the Rohingya activist 

whose parents met the Member of Parliament in the camp, told me how touched he was 

by the Member of Parliament’s gesture of visiting his family while there. He stated,  

He asked help from people and went to my parents and called me. He took a 
picture with them. He showed the picture to Ministers Freeland, Hussen, and the 
Hon. PM [Prime Minister] Justin Trudeau. When I saw the PM, the PM said, “I 
saw your family in this Member’s phone”. I was really shocked (RP1, May 13, 
2018, interview).  

Another Member of Parliament who went to the refugee camps in January 2019 noted 

that “my advocacy was sparked by my experience in Cox’s Bazaar” (RP66, March 26, 

2019, interview). Relatedly, Senator Marilou McPhedran made the following statement 

in a speech about the motion to invoke the Genocide Convention and take Myanmar to 

the ICJ: 

Colleagues, in November 2017, I was on the parliamentary delegation in 
Bangladesh briefed by the Honorable Bob Rae on the very evening that he 
returned from the Cox’s Bazar Rohingya refugee camp. I’ve known him since law 
school, and as many others in this chamber who know him will likely agree, he’s 
like a rock in even the most tense situations. But not that evening, and not this 
past June when he testified before our Senate Human Rights Committee, near 
the end of his mandate as the Special Envoy for the Prime Minister, where he 
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broke down and told the senators: The camps are full of young people, and the 
thing that I felt as a father and a grandfather is, these are just kids (Senate of 
Canada, 2019).  

In summary,  the movement developed knowledge-practices of transmission based on 

affective solidarity-based messaging. The movement used these means of 

communication at events, during meetings, in arts-based activism, and when visitors 

went to the camps, that brought feelings of solidarity and responsibility back with them.  

8.4 Movement-sustaining events  

The movement also developed knowledge-practices of transmission based on affective 

solidarity for the particular purpose of spurring future actions, such as creating new 

events for movement-sustaining action. For example, the Q&A sessions of the 

documentary screenings had tangible impacts on the audiences. In one Q&A session, 

an audience member, visibly emotionally moved by the answers the youth activists 

provided, spontaneously invited the cast and producers out for dinner after the 

screening. In another example, the politician involved in the rallies, City Hall forum, and 

the Women’s March in Toronto on International Women’s Day (March 8) explained how 

different affect-laden interactions had led to more activism regarding the Rohingya 

crisis. She described how several events, including the rallies in 2017 and the 

consequent forum at City Hall, led her to speak about the crisis at the Women’s March 

in 2018. Further, she explained how each event was instrumental in building more 

spaces for action, since speeches at one protest would snowball into at least two more 

occasions for action. The politician’s words exemplify how her budding emotional 

connection and affective solidarity to the cause resulted in future events, 
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Critically important to note, one of the reasons why we did a follow-up event in 
November, because after the rally in September, I had community members 
reach out, including those who belong to CRDI. They said, “you’re working with 
BTF, but they’re not Rohingya.” So, then I worked with both CRDI and BTF to set 
up the forum. And then, after the forum, another person reached out to me…and 
she said, “it’s great that all these men speak, but women didn’t get a chance to 
speak.” So, I invited the women to City Hall, women who have never had the 
chance to speak. So, I said here, you can have my Women’s March speaking 
time, or some of my speaking time. I hope that as politicians, we can take 
leadership on the issue, but we should also follow the leaders in the community 
who are already there and meet them where they are. And the pattern was, with 
the events we put on, people were tapping me on the shoulder, saying, “Hey, you 
forgot about me.” I said, “Ok, let’s make room for you” (RP65, March 13, 2019, 
interview). 

 

As these examples demonstrate, well-executed events that had affective solidarity-

based messaging led to future activist actions. The rallies in front of Queen’s Park and 

Matt Cohen’s Park sparked the forum at City Hall. The meeting at City Hall was a part of 

a tour of Canada in the fall of 2017 by Maung Zarni, a prominent Burmese activist in 

exile in the United Kingdom.69  It was timed for shortly after Prime Minister Trudeau 

named Honourable Bob Rae, as his Special Envoy to Myanmar. Zarni’s tour included a 

broad spectrum of activists, allies, community members, politicians, academics, and 

lawyers. The event was organized by the Burma Task Force, the Montreal Institute for 

Genocide Studies, and the Institute for the Research of Genocide Canada. Zarni gave 

several solidarity-building presentations, including at Carleton University, Concordia 

University, Toronto’s City Hall, and the University of Toronto in Mississauga. As noted in 

the above-mentioned politician’s quote, the City Hall forum led to the Rohingya activist 

 

69 Maung Zarni is a human rights activist who has been working on issues of Burmese politics 
for over 30 years. Originally from Myanmar, he is considered an enemy of the state and is 
banned from the country for denouncing the Burmese government for the Rohingya genocide. 
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speaking at the Women’s March in 2018. Further, one of the City Councillors involved in 

planning these events seconded a critical motion raised by Councillor Shelley Carroll on 

April 15, 2019, at a City Council meeting; this motion demanded that the Government of 

Myanmar be held accountable for its crimes of genocide against the Rohingyas and 

other minorities in that country. With affective solidarity-based messaging, these events 

all cascaded from each other, building on the movement’s momentum. 

Next, consider the trips to the camps, which drew more supporters into the cause and 

precipitated further actions. Upon returning from the refugee camps, Members of 

Parliament held meetings with the Rohingya activists. They shared their experiences of 

the camps widely, both in town hall settings with their constituencies, and in other 

meetings. In one instance, on March 4th, 2019, Member of Parliament Robert Oliphant 

spoke to graduate students at the Glendon School of Public and International Affairs 

about his experience in the refugee camps in Bangladesh. He then spoke on March 7th, 

2019, at Marc Garneau Collegiate, a high school in Toronto’s Thorncliffe Park 

neighbourhood. Later in the same month, he held a town hall meeting in Thorncliffe 

Park, where I was a participant-observer. Visibly emotional, the Member of Parliament 

evoked affective solidarity by stating that Canadians are responsible for resolving the 

Rohingya crisis. At the end of the town hall, having learned about the crisis, two 

audience members asked what they could do in their capacity as doctors (observation 

notes, 2019). A few months following this discussion, in May 2019, Member of 

Parliament Kamal Khera, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of International 

Development, also visited the refugee camps in Bangladesh. Upon her return, in July 
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2019, she and Member of Parliament Rob Oliphant invited a variety of Rohingya groups 

in Canada to a roundtable discussion, aiming to incorporate these groups’ suggestions 

about government priorities concerning the crisis. This instance demonstrates the 

continued creation of actions generated by an affective solidarity to the cause.  

8.5 Analysis and Conclusions 

As noted earlier, the knowledge-practice of transmission refers to how activists make 

visible the “alternative values and visions that can animate people” (Crowther & Lucio-

Villegas, p. 66 in della Porta & Pavan, 2017, pp. 306-308). According to della Porta and 

Pavan (2017), social movements enact “knowledge transmission” insofar as they 

provide spaces and occasions for radical education and learning. Johnson (2019) puts 

forward the idea that affective solidarity “link(s) emotion, thought and action across 

borders in both productive and flexible ways” (Johnson, 2019, p. 192). The movement 

transmitted its alternative values and visions using an affective solidarity-based 

messaging system. The practice involved cultivating this message with a variety of 

audiences and in a variety of settings. 

Two main discussion points in response to the question are essential. First, activists 

recognize that affective solidarity resonates with people’s past experiences, worldviews, 

and identities. The movement using the language of affective solidarity as a means of 

transmitting movement knowledge to draw people into the cause. Second, when people 

interact with social movement members, affective solidarity catalyzes commitment and 

future actions.  
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To elaborate on the first point, the findings initially demonstrate that people often talked 

about joining or participating in the movement based on emotion-based reasoning. Past 

personal experiences with righteous indignation, ideological affinities aligned with the 

cause, and human rights experience were often provided as logic for participation. As 

Chesters and Welsh (2011) point out, “emotions are open to cognition and reason and 

are produced in complex ways derived from one’s beliefs about the world and one’s 

moral values” (pp. 71-72). In this manner, we see that a movement's resonance is 

linked to identity, ideological affinities, and morals (Yang, 2000). The movement 

recognized the importance of this; that movement participation potentially hinges on 

whether individuals initially possess an ideological affinity with the cause, priming them 

for involvement.  

What this connection means conceptually for knowledge-practices is two-fold. First, 

there is now a recognition from these findings that knowledge-practices of transmission 

that incorporate affect or emotion are interactive and relational (Yang, 2000). As Yang 

(2000) writes, feelings, “arise out of individuals’ interactions with themselves and 

others…In social movements, these interactions produce both positive and negative 

emotions among movement participants, with direct consequences for action and 

mobilization…” (p. 595). The movement, recognizing that these characteristics draw 

people into the cause, developed knowledge-practices of transmission based on affect 

or emotion. In realizing the advantage of affect for transmission purposes, the Rohingya 

social movement in Canada communicated information on an emotional basis, learning 

that transmitting their message in this way would resonate with people and build 
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solidarity. So, in the Rohingya social movement, the intensity of emotions expressed 

and how emotions were articulated created resonance with a cross-section of people; 

these affects, or emotions forged a link between the movement and people’s shared 

values. For example, this idea of ‘witnessing is a responsibility’ evoked over the course 

of many Q&A sessions of the I Am Rohingya documentary is a telling example of affect-

laden responsibility. Connected to the literature, Young (2011) argues that 

“responsibility is motivated by the impulse to address injustice, wherever it occurs” (in 

Johnson, 2019, p.177). The injustice that is the topic of this dissertation is one of the 

gravest if not gravest injustice possible. So, the movement is telling us that, once we 

know about it, we are all responsible for addressing the problems of genocide. 

Of course, researchers have recognized this aspect of movements, albeit not from a 

knowledge-practice perspective (Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2000, 2004). Goodwin, 

Jasper, and Polletta (2004) discuss how emotions, including compassion and 

indignation, rest at the basis of most recruitment into activism, “as much of the work that 

organizers and leaders do to animate movements involves emotion work” (p. 416). For 

Robnett (1997), emotions in movements are ‘‘the catalyst through which individual 

transformations emerge, new ideas are embraced, and actions are undertaken that are 

against one’s own self-interest, such as risking one’s life for the movement’’ (p. 34). 

When writing about the Red Guard in China, Yang (2000) notes that social movements 

are processes of “…freedom, egalitarianism, communion, and creativity, of emotional 

and cognitive liberation” (p. 398). As such, the use of emotions can attract people with 
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ideological affinities and congruent beliefs, thereby jumpstarting participation in a 

movement (Ward, 2016).  

The conceptual innovation here is that affect, and emotion have to do with the 

movement's intellectual capacity, rather than just a tactic or strategy employed by 

movement actors. The cognitive aspect behind the knowledge-practice is essential for 

the development of this type of messaging. By recognizing the impact of affect, the 

movement further uses it in its messaging to draw in audiences. This is intellectual 

labour that is not a priori, but rather something that is learned, applied, and refined over 

time. 

Second, knowledge-practices of transmission related to affect and emotion lead to 

future actions. Through the knowledge-practice of transmission, activists stimulated 

further commitment in people during different events, including meetings and 

documentary screenings. In interacting with other people at these events, they 

transmitted the movement's urgency through moral affective solidarity-based 

messaging. More affect and emotions grew organically out of these interactions, leading 

more people to participate in future events. Yang (2000) describes how emotional 

processes are dynamic and follow a chronological sequence. One event may give rise 

to a particular emotion, which then becomes crucial to the subsequent action. According 

to his research on Chinese student protests in the 1980s, emotions are linked to events 

in their temporal sequences, revealing how emotions shape movement mobilization. As 

Denzin (1984) points out, “although single emotional experiences appear to have 

beginnings and ends, they actually occur as a succession of events within the continuity 
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of time” (p. 79). Denzin (1984) suggests that an analysis of social movement emotions 

should be sensitive to sequential order. In the Rohingya social movement, participants 

recognized that engagement in the cause is usually not a one-off circumstance. Instead, 

affective solidarity-based messaging tended to inspire more participation in future 

events, building further momentum. As seen above, the initial events and trips to the 

camps by Members of Parliament resulted in several town hall sessions and meetings 

with Rohingya groups. In particular, the rallies in Toronto were useful in fomenting 

further action, such as the City Hall forum and the Women’s March speech in Toronto. 

Recognizing this dynamic, the movement continues to incorporate affect and emotion 

into its messaging to sustain the movement in terms of its activities. 

In total, this chapter argues that the movement developed knowledge-practices around 

transmission using affective solidarity-based messaging. Movement participants 

recognized that the knowledge-practices of transmission, specifically through affect and 

emotion, are critically important for their movement's recruitment efforts and long-term 

sustainability. The power of emotions to resonate with people’s ideological affinities and 

identities, in addition to emotions’ interactivity and temporal nature, supported the 

development of knowledge-practices of transmission in the Rohingya social movement 

in Canada. The application of this knowledge-practice by movement actors means that 

more people are drawn into the cause, and future actions occur. This discussion 

ultimately enriches the debate on how transmission practices of social movements are 

intellectual activities that they purposefully undertake to draw more people into the 

cause and sustain the movement through future actions.   
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9 Conclusion: Thoughts on social movements writing their own 
textbooks  

What could be our future? The challenge and the burden have fallen onto the shoulders 
of the people in the diaspora because we speak the language of aid, because we speak 
the language of the international community. It has become such a burdensome task for 
us to not just find ourselves, our footing within this world, but also to work it out. The 
international legal mechanism, we have to know it in and out. The aid organizations, the 
top downs, the bottom ups, all these various different webs that are tangled together, 
that have become the international community, we have to navigate it ourselves (Ullah, 
17 October 2020, CRRIC webinar). 

I want to emphasize the importance of approaching both our theoretical explorations 
and our movement activism in ways that enlarge and expand and complicate and 
deepen our theories and practices of freedom (Davis, 2016, p. 104). 

This section summarizes the core arguments of this dissertation. In the chapters to now, 

I have responded to the central research question, “How is it that a social movement 

spearheaded by a small, persecuted diaspora group can engage in transnational 

political activism?” My results – and thus the response to this question – are based on 

two years of interviews (n=70) and participant observation within Canada’s Rohingya 

social movement. I showed that the movement has developed vital knowledge-practices 

that underpin its cause. Expanding on the framework put forward by della Porta and 

Pavan (2017), I demonstrated that the movement has developed four types of 

knowledge-practices, or the ‘in-house research’ (Casa-Cortes, 2009) necessary to fight 

against the genocide in Myanmar and the refugee crisis in Bangladesh: knowledge-

practices of collective self, of the action network, of political alternatives, and of 

transmission. Across Canada, the movement has established an ethos and political 

visions (knowledge-practice of collective self), and activists have solidified their roles as 

experts and spokespeople related to the genocide and associated refugee crisis by 
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building local coalitions and networks (knowledge-practice of the action network), 

presenting policy options (knowledge-practice of political alternatives), and developing 

and refining their tactics and techniques for increasing engagement (knowledge-practice 

of transmission). Over time, by developing the necessary intellectual acumen, the 

movement is figuring out how to counter the powerful structural forces that are 

attempting to extinguish the Rohingya community. The section below outlines my 

general contributions to cultural approaches to movements in political science. 

Following these general contributions, my research makes a set of methodological, 

empirical, and theoretical contributions. I end with a brief recapitulation of the four main 

findings chapters.  

9.1 General contributions 

First, and most importantly, I continue to add to the cultural approaches to movements 

as informed by (Benford & Snow, 2000; Klandermans, 1984; Melucci, 1989, 1992; 

Ross, 2009; Storey, 2010; Wedeen, 2002; Wieviorka, 2005, 2012) and those who 

explicitly study knowledge-creation (Alvarez, Escobar & Dagnino, 1998; Arribas Lozano, 

2018; Barker & Cox, 2002; Boström, 2004; Casas-Cortés et al. 2008; Conway, 2007; 

Cox, 2014; Davis, 2016; Choudry, 2012, 2019; della Porta & Pavan, 2017; Eyerman & 

Jamison, 1991; Graeber & Shukaitis, 2007; Hall, 2009; Hosseini, 2010, 2011; Kelley 

2002; Pavan & Felicetti, 2019) by methodically demonstrating that the knowledge-

practices approach makes visible the ability of social movement participants to produce 

knowledge. I show that the movement is not about action alone. First, it has contributed 

to the now well-known insight that Rohingyas are contending with genocide in Myanmar 
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and a humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. The movement has sharpened our sense of 

the reality of the present state of global politics and how the international community 

functions when it faces crimes against humanity. As one activist said to me, “Learning 

about the Rohingya crisis will give you a new view of the world” (RP32, August 2, 2018, 

interview). The interpretation of the current situation as constituting genocide may seem 

like widespread knowledge now (albeit without the legal rendering), but this was not the 

case in 2018. This knowledge was established and confirmed by Rohingya activists and 

is at the core of the knowledge-practice of political alternatives. Second, activists 

needed to establish knowledge about many other dimensions of the movement: the 

ethos of the cause (knowledge-practice of collective self), the strategies necessary for 

operationalizing opportunities and targeting supporters (knowledge-practice of the 

action network), and the tools and approaches necessary for conveying their message 

in an impactful way (knowledge-practice of transmission). Brought together, these four 

knowledge-practices are original ideas that did not exist before in this format or this 

context. In taking a knowledge-practices approach, I illuminate their analytical 

importance, and how they complement the other ways of studying movements by 

focusing on the inventive brainpower within the movement. Knowledge-practices of 

social movements is an urgent yet underexplored approach to studying movements that 

should be of increasing interest to movement scholars. If we do not use this type of 

approach, we miss out on the character and place of activists as intellectuals and 

movements as intellectual work.  
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Knowledge-practices do not offer a comprehensive way of understanding when and why 

movements occur, why people become involved, or what they do in terms of action, but 

they do provide us with a way of understanding the insights that movements generate 

and how these insights undergird the movement. My findings give further credence to 

statements such as those by Graeber and Shukaitis (2007), who describe social 

movements as “incubators of new knowledge” (p. 27), and to Eyerman and Jamison 

(1991), who contend that social movements are “a fundamental determinant of human 

knowledge” (pp. 48-49). Or as Conway (2007) states, “through their everyday practices 

of survival, resistance, and solidarity, progressive social movements are producing new 

and distinct knowledges about the world as it is and as it might be, and how to produce 

conditions of possibility of other possible futures” (p. 1). My findings also concur with 

Hall (2009), who opines, “…without an understanding of the role of learning and 

knowledge-creation, I contend that it is very difficult indeed to explain the power and 

potential, which social movements represent” (pp. 46-47). In turn, researching 

knowledge-practices highlights the ‘uniquely self-reflexive’ nature of social movements, 

with their internal ability to critique, analyze, and disseminate their perspectives 

(Graeber & Shukaitis, 2007, p. 27). In summary, demonstrate the role that knowledge-

practice research can play in furthering our understanding of social movements, and I 

affirm that a movement is a type of collective research geared towards uncovering what 

is unknown (Cox, 2014).  
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9.2 Methodological contributions 

My methodological contribution is that long-term, community engaged research is 

beneficial for working within movements. My methodological approach – immersion in 

the movement – had an indelible impact on me. To grasp and appreciate the inner 

workings of the movement, especially as it was happening right in front of me, I became 

increasingly aware of how I needed to build relationships and become involved in 

movement activities to truly understand what was going on. By being involved, I was 

able to show up for other participants. Showing up meant exercising solidarity and 

reciprocity, which was how I developed mutual trust. Trust was built because I proved 

that this was not just an abstract, academic exercise for me. Being a participant meant 

that I had access to in-depth conversations about the movement's purpose, how the 

movement went about its activities, what alternatives participants grappled with 

mentally, and how exactly they went about publicly announcing details about the 

movement. This longstanding, grounded, and embedded methodological approach led 

me to understand breadth and depth of the movement's knowledge-practices. Indeed, 

this approach was likely the only way I would have been able to study all four types of 

knowledge-practices over time. Especially in this ongoing context of forced migration 

and genocide, the environment is fraught with politically and personally sensitive 

concerns. Without confidence in my intention, I never would have gained the insights of 

this dissertation, given to me by the Rohingya activists themselves. 
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9.3 Empirical contributions 

Empirically, this work contributes to filling a gap in the political science literature 

regarding scholarly studies of diaspora-led movements working towards transnational 

goals. Although scholarship in diaspora activism studies captures many of the dynamics 

found in this study, and while there is significant overlap with concepts found in social 

movement theory, I show that there is further room for integration between these fields, 

and in combination with insights from political science, through this case. As already 

noted, the drive to explain the Rohingya social movement — as clearly and accurately 

as possible — has been one of my primary empirical motivations in writing this 

dissertation. I remain in awe of the Rohingya Canadian community, not only for their 

resilience in the face of powerful structural forces that attempt to limit, quash, and 

discredit their activity, but also for how much they have been able to achieve. 

Throughout my Ph. D, part of my continued motivation for working with the Rohingya 

movement in Canada was rooted in an appreciation of its fortitude. I have admired the 

community’s ability to organize politically with substantial success after enduring 

persecution, displacement, and the profound traumas that result. Although widely 

recognized in advocacy and policy circles, by recording this movement as a piece of 

scholarship, I contribute systematic written documentation of a largely unstudied 

movement in Canada. To my knowledge, at the time of writing, this is the first scholarly 

documentation of the movement in this country, with the exception of Yusuf Zine’s 

(2016) master’s thesis on the making of I Am Rohingya the play. I thus provide a vital 

example of how a small community of recent immigrants/refugees with few material 
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resources, burdened by intergenerational repression and extreme marginalization in 

their home country, built a recognized movement in Canada. I have chronicled the 

considerable efforts behind the movement by mapping out the context in which it 

emerged and the ethos behind its development; elaborating on how participants 

formulated their goals, who is involved and how they engaged with different sectors; 

and explaining how they deliver their messages.   

9.4 Theoretical contributions: Speaking back to the literature  

Theoretically, I refined the knowledge-practices framework by applying it to this case 

study. As noted above, I already underlined the importance of the typology by 

reinforcing its broad utility to the field, and by expanding its reach to include diaspora-

led movements working towards transnational goals. The typology of knowledge-

practices developed by della Porta and Pavan (2017) is the essential framework that 

grounded this project. Yet, as a recently developed typology, there is opportunity to 

enhance the framework. In this section, I describe how I honed what the typology 

encapsulates.  

9.4.1 Contributions to the knowledge-practices of collective self 

As discussed, the category of knowledge-practices of collective self refers to how 

individual experiences and thought processes join into a larger, collective whole like an 

ethos, also termed “cosmology” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991). This first practice involves 

“the vision that grounds a collective endeavor as well as the envisaged or actual 

practices that transform this vision into reality” (Pavan & Felicetti, 2019, pp. 3-4).  
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Likely because it is a new typology, and to ensure a broad application, the authors did 

not identify the specific foundational beliefs that emerge from the reflection of the 

collective self. As they write, the collective self is “particularly concerned with the 

construction of a critical collective subject, this practice of knowledge-production 

addresses, simultaneously, the cosmological and the organizational dimensions of a 

movement while providing the linchpin to the elaboration of its alternative 

epistemological approach” (della Porta & Pavan, 2017,  p. 305). Although this 

description gives direction on what to look for in terms of what the ‘critical collective 

subject’ constitutes, they do not elaborate further. In this case, I have identified that 

responsibility, awareness and resolve were key parts of the ethos and political vision of 

the movement. This finding shows that in the analysis of this knowledge-practice, these 

are the sorts of aspects that that emerge from within this movement to make up the 

‘critical collective subject’; we can thus look to study them within other movements. 

9.4.2 Contributions to knowledge-practices of the action network  

The action network is the infrastructure created and used by the movement for 

circulating information (Crowther & Lucio-Villegas, p. 66 in della Porta & Pavan, 2017). 

In my work, I show that the action network was a multi-pronged effort of participants 

connecting with politicians, and with people across various sectors. In the original 

typology, the action network, “connote[s] the effort of [movements] creating “strategic 

collectivities” by fostering the circulation of information about diverse agendas, 

competences, and resources, thus generating large-scale and coordinated networks of 

strategic action and collaboration between different movements or parts of them” (della 
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Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 306). Going beyond this definition, I advance that the action 

network can bridge the public and private sector. In this case, I specify that this two-

pronged approach entailed relationships with people in formal politics as well as with 

diverse sectors in civil society. Movement participants established relationships with 

politicians at the federal, provincial and municipal level, as well as with civil servants. 

Participants also connected with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-

Rohingya advocacy groups, Bangladeshi communities, other Muslim communities, 

minority diasporas in Canada, doctors, lawyers, professors, university think tanks, 

journalists, photojournalists, and supporters from the arts community. These 

connections undergirded the work of the movement by facilitating the sharing resources, 

information and people. Again, we can look at other movements with this enhancement 

to the framework, which will encourage future scholarship to take into consideration how 

movements develop their webs of integral relationships across public and private 

sectors.      

9.4.3 Contributions to knowledge-practices of political alternatives 

The knowledge-practice of political alternatives encompasses the options for change 

that activists put forward as policy alternatives and make public, to counter the status 

quo (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Although della Porta and Pavan (2017) point out that 

“the production of knowledge on possible alternatives often combines local knowledge 

with expert knowledge” (p. 307), this case shows that in a highly politicized context, it is 

exceptionally difficult to bridge lived experiences and community knowledge into 

alternatives that are translatable to politicians. In their example on gender equality, the 
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authors show that in developing political alternatives, “the movement has succeeded not 

only in providing systematic evidence on the gravity and the complexity of the 

phenomenon, but also in formulating recommendations that have been welcomed and 

endorsed by political institutions acting in the gender policy domain” (Pavan, 2017, in 

della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 307). The formulation of the knowledge-practices of 

political alternatives around the use of the term genocide was strenuous and 

painstaking. Although I do not go into detail about it, movement participation took 

personal tolls on people and was a brave political act. Related, it is critical to stress that 

the process of formulating the political alternatives was not a neat and straightforward 

one that was always ‘welcomed’ and ‘endorsed’. Rather, the alternative was the 

contentious version of events, one that took sheer and consistent persistence and 

tenacity on the part of activists to convince policymakers of. Knowledge-practices are 

political. Acknowledging that creating political alternatives is laden with power 

differentials and contextual complexity is important for fully examining and 

understanding the development of political alternatives in other movements. 

9.4.4 Contributions to knowledge-practices of transmission 

Finally, transmission refers to how activists make visible the “alternative values and 

visions that can animate people” (Crowther & Lucio-Villegas, 2012, p. 66 in della Porta 

& Pavan, 2017, p. 308). In this case study, I show that transmission can be based on 

affective solidarity. As della Porta and Pavan (2017) point out, “…movements employ 

multiple strategies but, more often, simply provide informal occasions to enact and 

master the potentialities of radical education and learning” (p.  308). The examples that 
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they provide include how movement activists put on ad-hoc training activities; learn how 

to write press notes, speeches, and leaflets; learn how to act in working groups or 

assemblies; and learn how to organize in the streets. As they write, “crucial in this 

respect is the blending of educational activities and moments of reflexivity after action is 

taken – which is ultimately what binds the practices of individual empowerment with the 

production and the constant redefinition of movement’s local knowledge” (Rogers and 

Haggerty, 2013 in della Porta & Pavan, 2017, p. 308). By demonstrating how the 

movement refined its knowledge-practice of transmission by incorporating affective 

solidarity into its messaging, I nuance the definition of this practice. The movement 

picked up on what type of messaging resonated with people and used it to draw more 

people to the cause, and to propel future events.  

These methodological, empirical, and theoretical contributions are instructive for 

academics, members of Canada’s Rohingya community, and others who believe in 

social movements’ power to produce knowledge in pursuit of change. This migrant-led 

social movement has developed its textbook of intellectual activities to draw on for 

different purposes. The results of this work can assist researchers in appreciating how 

survivors of genocide who have been rendered stateless can fight for their homes and 

rights, even when their home countries do not recognize them as citizens. These 

contributions emerge from the key findings of my research, which I summarize below.  

9.4.5 Summary of main findings chapters  

Chapter 5 – my first findings chapter – answered the question, “Does the Rohingya 

social movement in Canada engage in knowledge-practices of collective self, and if so, 
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what are they, and what role do they play?” In this chapter, I argued that activists first 

mobilized themselves based on their own lived experiences (e.g., as friends and family 

of stateless genocide survivors, or as survivors themselves), engendering feelings of 

responsibility, awareness, and resolve. These senses contributed to the movement’s 

ethos, otherwise known as its cosmology (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991). Over time, these 

lived experiences combined with other developments to establish a variegated yet firm 

political vision. In particular, the activists’ perspectives on various subjects — the 

geopolitical realities in Myanmar, the international community’s role in resolving the 

crisis, and the opportunities for activism Canada — merged into a shared goal for the 

movement: a restoration of Rohingyas' missing rights and citizenship in Myanmar, in 

order to achieve safety, security, and dignity. 

In Chapter 6 I answered the question, “Has the Rohingya social movement built 

organizational structures, and if so, for what purpose?”. To answer this question, I argue 

that the movement has nurtured and refined its knowledge-practices related to the 

action network. In particular, they have refined how to seize political opportunities and 

broaden their support network to include cross-cutting, diverse sectors.  

Chapter 7 answered the question, “Does the Rohingya social movement in Canada put 

forward policy alternatives for understanding the situation in Rakhine State as a part of 

their advocacy?” To answer this question, I argued that the movement has effectively 

advanced political alternatives to the status quo by advocating for recognizing the crisis 

as genocide. The movement used a four-fold approach: using the language of 

genocide, dismantling Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation in Canada, highlighting the 
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gender-based and sexual violence of the genocide, and advancing international legal 

solutions to the cause. These alternatives shifted the public and political understanding 

from one of intercommunal violence to that of genocide. 

Finally, I used Chapter 8 to answer the question, “How does the Rohingya social 

movement convey its ethos, visions, and alternatives?” I argued in this chapter that the 

movement developed knowledge-practices of transmission based on affective solidarity. 

These interactive and temporal practices often aligned with people’s ideological 

affinities. These practices further drew people into the cause and sustained future 

actions.  

9.5 Limitations and future research 

The Rohingya social movement in Canada has developed knowledge-practices around 

the collective self, the action network, political alternatives, and transmission. While this 

research represents a rich and in-depth study of the significance and centrality of their 

movement’s knowledge-practices, work remains. Beyond analyzing the movement from 

the traditional (structural, rational-choice and cultural) perspectives of social 

movements, several essential questions emerging from these findings can serve as 

useful foundations for future research. 

For example, a future study could focus on how democratic practices in a country of 

resettlement are shaped by movements (della Porta & Pavan, 2017). Although not the 

focus of my research, an exciting and essential area of focus in the future relates to how 

democratic innovations in Canada have stemmed from the Rohingya social movement. 
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Such research would contribute to a nascent but growing body of research focused on 

how democratic practices are created by activists who engage with a relatively novel 

political culture and context. Weldon (2011) argues that social movements “can be a 

vital form/mechanism of democratic political representation for marginalized groups” 

(pp. 2-3). She proposes the idea of the “advocacy state”, in which government agencies 

promote “autonomous organizing by these groups in civil society” (p. 3). Weldon 

demonstrates that Canada, as a democratic project, can be strengthened by the 

activities undertaken by social movements. She writes,  

More generally, social movements create and revitalize democratic civil society and 
fundamentally shape the architecture and operations of political institutions. These 
ongoing interactions between the state and civil society can have lasting impact far 
beyond the particular movement in question (in Weldon, 2011, p. 4).  

 

In parallel, as part of proposing their typology of knowledge-practices, della Porta and 

Pavan (2017) argue that movements not only facilitate social and political innovation, 

but they also serve as “laboratories of democratic innovation” (p. 298). Similarly, Casas-

Cortés et al. (2008) point out that social movements are “collective spaces of knowledge 

production wherein collaboration and participation lead to the rethinking [of] democracy; 

the generation of expertise and new paradigms of being, as well as different modes of 

analyses of relevant political and social conjunctures” (p. 20). In their scoping study of 

this new field on democratic innovation, Elstub and Escobar (2019) define democratic 

innovations as “processes or institutions, that are new to a policy issue, policy role, or 

level of governance, and developed to reimagine and deepen the role of citizens in 
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governance processes by increasing opportunities for participation, deliberation and 

influence” (p. 28). 

Further, linking democratic innovations to stateless peoples’ activism is central to our 

understanding of foundational social science concepts. Statelessness denies people 

fundamental rights such as education, healthcare, employment, freedom of movement, 

and undertaking ordinary life tasks such as seeing a doctor, opening a bank account, or 

getting married. An investigation of how people who have experienced intergenerational 

statelessness develop democratic innovations through their activism could present 

groundbreaking insights, both empirically and theoretically, into the core concepts of the 

field of political science. These core concepts, especially in comparative politics, include 

citizenship, political culture, the state, power, and democracy. However, little 

scholarship has emerged around how migrants develop and deepen democratic 

innovations in their place of settlement through social movements (see Quinsaat, 2019 

as an exception). There is even less known about social movements' role as a vehicle 

for resettlement and democracy-building by stateless migrants in democratic states 

such as Canada. This gap raises the following questions:  

• How is transnational movement-building by diaspora groups related to 

settlement?  

• How does social movement involvement by diaspora groups develop, in parallel, 

a deepening of their local civic engagement?  

• In what ways do diaspora-led movements affect democratic innovations in the 

Canadian context (e.g., institutions, non-migrants, etc.) more broadly?  
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• When does involvement in a social movement with transnational goals translate 

into a deepening of local democracy?  

• How does diaspora-led movement activity in Canada offer novel ways of thinking 

about active citizenship and democracy?  

These are timely and important questions that stem directly from this research. In 

Canada, the potential of migrant-led social movements to create local and transnational 

innovations resonates, especially in the case of migrants whose countries of birth have 

violently rejected them. Therefore, there are a multitude of research opportunities 

surrounding the broad question of how collective action by diaspora can spur new forms 

of active citizenship and inclusive, democratic governance. In summary, efforts to 

address these kinds of questions would expand and build on the existing scholarship 

around social movements' power. Ultimately, this dissertation provides fertile ground for 

future studies in this vein by demonstrating the groundwork of the Rohingya Canadian 

social movement, and by highlighting how much researchers can learn from paying 

attention to the on-the-ground efforts of activists and supporters. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Guide for Rohingya Activists 

1. Can you tell me a bit about your personal and professional background?  

2. What is your understanding of the current conflict in Rakine/Arakan State 

and the refugee camps in Bangladesh?  

3. In November 2017, Bangladesh and Burma/Myanmar signed an 

agreement to repatriate Rohingya refugees. What do you make of this 

agreement?  

i. What else is happening right now that is important to know? 

4. How/why did you become involved with the Rohingya community here in 

Canada? 

5. What current advocacy activities are you a part of as related to the 

Rohingya refugee crisis and genocide? 

6. (If part of play) Why did you choose to become involved in activism in the 

form of the play?  

i. Given the range of possible actions in front of you, how did you 

decide on this and what were the most important goals that 

informed that decision? 

7. What have been the impacts of your work, and what has informed your 

decision-making and goals for future work?  

8. What do you hope to achieve? What are the goals of the Rohingya 

community and broader social movement?  
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i. What are your goals for future activism?  

9. More broadly, what role do you see for civic and political engagement by 

Rohingya diaspora for both settlement purposes and transnational 

advocacy?  

i. What kinds of impacts to you foresee? 

10. More generally, what role do you see for non-Rohingya individuals, 

religious groups, social organizations, political actors and other allies in 

Canada, and other countries?  

i. What kinds of impacts to you foresee? 

11. What are some other ways in which the Rohingya people in Canada can 

get their voices heard? 

i. Can you give me examples of youth activism? Women’s activism? 

ii. What can non-Rohingya people do? 

12. Was there anything else you’d like to add? 

13. Who else do you think I should I speak with? 

Interview Guide for Allies and Supporters 

1. Can you tell me a bit about your personal and professional background? 

2. What do you know about the Rohingya refugee crisis and genocide in 

Myanmar? 

3. How did you get to know the Rohingya community here in Canada? 

4. Why did you decide to become involved in the Rohingya refugee crisis 

and broader advocacy efforts? 
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5. Who have you worked with to make this action happen?  

6. Are there members of the X community, any Rohingya people you already 

know of?  

i. Are there any important key players, ex. politicians, lawyers, 

etc.? 

7. What are the goals of the Rohingya community in Cox’s Bazar and here? 

 
8. How has the Rohingya community here in Canada and other Rohingya 

people you’ve met impacted or influenced your mindset and 

understanding around the refugee crisis, the genocide and more 

generally? 

9. Was there anything else you’d like to add? 

10. Who else do you think I should I speak with? 

Interview Guide for Members of Parliament (adapted for other 
politicians and civil servants) 

1. How did you first become involved with the Rohingya refugee crisis and 

the genocide in Myanmar, and what initially motivated you to speak up 

about it in Parliament? 

2. In your role as a Member of Parliament what have been some critical 

aspects of your work as related to the Rohingya crisis?  

3. When did you first start building your relationship with the Rohingya 

community here in Canada, and what does it look like now? Do you have 

key contacts? Are you in touch with anybody? 
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4. What is your sense of the landscape of Rohingya political advocacy here 

in Canada? How has it evolved over time? Who are they connected with 

(ex. Muslim community in Toronto, Muslim relief organizations, 

humanitarian groups)? 

5. How has the Rohingya community here in Canada and other Rohingya 

people you’ve met impacted or influenced your mindset and 

understanding around the refugee crisis, the genocide and more 

generally? 

6. More generally, do you have any examples of the channels or 

mechanisms that exist for the Rohingya community in Canada to get their 

priorities, needs and wishes heard at the political level? 

7. Was there anything else you’d like to add? 

8. Who else do you think I should I speak with? 
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Observation Framework 

• What is my role in the setting?  

• Are there any obvious power relations to be aware of? 

• Description of the Event 

o What is happening at the event? 

o What are people doing? 

o Who are the main people here? 

o What is the event about? 

o How is the room set up? 

o What is the atmosphere like, what is the dynamic in the room? 

o What is the goal of the event? How are they achieving the goal? 

• Who is in the room? 

o Who is speaking? Who is asking questions?  

o How are people explaining themselves and their perspectives? How are 

they characterizing the situation? What assumptions do they make? 

o Who is answering questions?  

o Who are people listening to? 

o What are the major themes they are discussing? 

o How are people communicating?  

• Personal Reflection 
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o How am I feeling and is there anything happening in this event that might 

influence what I’m observing? 

o What am I learning from being involved in interactions in the setting? Am I 

losing anything by interacting? 


