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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

• The current state of politics in Myanmar can be described as an interplay of two co-existing 
authoritarianisms, with both the ruling National League for Democracy and the Tatmadaw 
(military) seeming to lack agreement on how ethnic relations in the country should be 
managed.  

 
• The NLD has continued its predecessor’s negotiations with the ethnic armed groups in the 

form of the 21st Century Panglong Peace Conference, but an increasing number of 
signatories are stating that the principles of the conference do not meet their expectations.  

 
• Donor resources may be better diverted to rebuilding the lives of those affected by civil 

war than to over-investing in a “peace industry” that is yielding little result.  
 

• An emerging development to watch is the decreasing support for the NLD among minority 
ethnic voters, who now prefer to support political parties based on their ethnic affiliation. 
Ethnic parties in the non-Burman states are in the midst of coalescing as an oppositional 
force to the NLD, and this will influence ethnic votes in the upcoming 2020 general 
elections.  

 
• The formation of a coalition government that includes voices from Myanmar’s minority 

ethnic populace is a possible remedy to the fractured state of ethnic relations in the country. 
More stakeholders – new political parties, civil society organisations and the media – 
participating more in Myanmar’s democratic process can potentially change the situation 
for the better.  

 
 
 
* Guest writer, Khin Zaw Win, is Director of Tampadipa Institute in Yangon, and works on 
policy advocacy on communal issues, land, and nationalism. He was a prisoner of conscience 
in Myanmar jailed for his “seditious writings” and human rights work from 1994 – 2005. 
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Three years into the current five-year term of Myanmar’s democratic revival, a series of turning 
points call for a radical rethink of the country’s course. The two major parties, the Union 
Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) and the National League for Democracy (NLD), 
have taken turns heading the government, with the NLD being currently at the helm. After the 
initial surprise (for USDP) and euphoria (for NLD) at the beginning of each administration, 
results have been disappointing. One may grant that incipient and revived democracies take 
time to get off the ground; in Myanmar’s case, democracy follows a half-century of military 
and military-backed rule. So, the excuses, ‘It takes more time’ and ‘We need more time’ are 
valid up to a point. However, because democratically elected terms are finite, in the time that 
remains for the NLD, it has also become necessary – even urgent – to reconsider, restructure 
and redirect Myanmar’s hard-won democratic system. 
 
The country now needs to pivot in more ways than one. The NLD and the government that it 
leads must confront the yawning gap between past promise and present reality. Majoritarian 
one-party dominance must answer the insistent knocking on the door of plurality and diversity. 
And the military—dominated by Bamar (Burman) officers—faces, especially after the anti-
Rohingya operations of last year, nothing less than a time of reckoning long overdue. 
Circumstances are not to be blamed for each of the situations in which these institutions find 
themselves: they are the outcome of deliberate and wilful choices on the part of leaders. These 
institutions could take remedial measures, if they take the country’s future into consideration, 
or they could go on as before. But for citizens and non-citizens alike who see and recognize 
the present and future peril, there is no option but to push for corrective measures. For far too 
long, Myanmar has been at the mercy of a mostly uncaring state. If one is to take democracy 
seriously, the role of concerned and active citizens must expand. 
 
For nearly three decades, during 1988-2017, the overarching narrative centred on forces of 
democracy led by a much-lauded champion struggling against a brutal and repressive military 
dictatorship. Last year that ‘epic’ was laid to rest. The NLD was forced to reveal its true 
colours, inclinations, preferences and capabilities, and now it is evident that Myanmar is home 
to two co-existing authoritarianisms. Both sides avidly desire a return to power in the 2020 
elections, and in the absence of anything resembling political ideology, they are both falling 
back on populism and thus becoming part of an unsavoury wave sweeping over much of the 
world. 
 
Myanmar is neither wholly Buddhist nor wholly Bamar, and that is where the problems and 
conflicts of seventy-odd years have their inception. Was the struggle for independence to set 
up a Bamar Buddhist nation? The answers to that question still divide the country today, even 
more acutely than in 1948.The seventy year-old civil war in Myanmar is only a manifestation 
of this division. The real tragedy of Myanmar is that one ethnic group sees itself as the only 
embodiment of the nation and believes that all the other ethnicities and minorities must 
conform to it. Myanmar’s ethnic diversity sits uneasily with a Bamar-Buddhist majority that is 
increasingly chauvinistic and intolerant. With an antiquated first-past-the-post electoral 
system, politicians and generals know very well that if you have the ethnic and religious 
majority sewn up, they do not have to bother much about the minorities. 
  
This ethnic dominance is transposed to the political sphere, where the simplistic motto seems 
to be, ‘We are a democracy now, and so votes count. The more voters we have, the better. 
Diversity isn’t important’. The two major parties are essentially Bamar-dominant parties, with 
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token minority representation. The large number of non-Bamar parties comprising members of 
single ethnic groups is testimony to the fact that the non-Bamar nationalities prefer to go their 
own way instead of teaming up with either of the two major parties. So where does that leave 
us with regard to building a federal system, a multi-ethnic nation, and a pan-ethnic national 
identity? These goals appear to be far beyond the horizon. 
 
The current Myanmar state, generally classified as fragile, is not reaching out to the non-Bamar 
nationalities in any genuine sense. The much-talked-about ceasefire process is only a technical 
military matter; it is no wonder that the ethnic nationalities refuse to call it a peace process. 
With the recent upsurge in Bamar nationalism, there could even be a turning inwards, with 
dimmer prospects for pluralism in the society and country. It is cause for concern when primary 
schoolchildren are required to sing a Bamar Buddhist nationalist song every day in school.1  
 
The matter of religion is even more touchy, with growing Buddhist chauvinism making the 
situation worse. What we have now is not only Bamar preponderance, it is Bamar-Buddhist 
preponderance. Firebrand extremist monks deliver what may be called hate sermons directed 
against minorities. The former capital and current commercial and business hub of Rangoon 
(Yangon) was a very cosmopolitan city at the time of independence in 1948. The smaller 
coastal entrepots of Moulmein (Mawlamyaing), Mergui (Myeik) and Akyab (Sittwe) were 
almost replicas of Penang, Malacca and Singapore in the first half of the twentieth century. 
There were, and still are, churches, mosques, temples, gurdwaras and synagogues in them. So 
what went wrong? 
 
First, the military coup of March 1962, led by then commander-in-chief Ne Win, was not only 
a setback for democracy, but it also set the clock back on multi-racialism, religious tolerance, 
and cosmopolitanism. Businesses were nationalized wholesale, and hundreds of thousands of 
people of foreign extraction were forced to leave the country.2 But what was gained through 
‘nationalism’ could not offset the damage done to the economy and to inter-ethnic tolerance. 
In 1967, at the advent of the Cultural Revolution in China, Ne Win instigated anti-Chinese riots 
in Yangon and all over the country.3 The expectation at the time of the bloody nation-wide 
protests in 1988 was that the re-introduction of democracy would fix all this. Yes, that 
expectation was unreasonable. But it won immense support for Aung San Su Kyi at home and 
abroad. 
 
Second, after five decades of junta or one-party rule, there is now a multi-party system. 
However, two-thirds of the 93 parties registered are ethnic parties, and almost exclusively 
mono-ethnic. Twenty three political parties won seats in the bicameral parliament in 2015, but 
the picture is dominated by just two parties – the military-linked USDP and the NLD. 
 
The capital Naypyitaw and the armed forces are already regarded as entrenched Bamar-
Buddhist strongholds. For those who are comfortable with this, the downside is that other 
ethnic nationalisms may become stronger and more assertive, and react to the majority 
nationalist wave. The ultimate result will not be an integrated nation but a balance of ethnic 
nationalisms, most likely at odds with one another. 
 
Third, ‘democratic’ politics is focused on pandering to populism and winning the next 
elections. In the past, it was a matter of the military dictatorship ruling over the people. The re-
introduction of a democratic system has meant that power based on the gun is replaced by 
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power based on numbers. With ideological decline, rudimentary election campaign platforms 
and minimal policy contestation, the stage was set for a recourse to populism. Besides the 
Myanmar public’s widespread rejection of the military government, populism played a large 
part in the NLD’s electoral successes. To fan this populism, or to deploy parallel ‘brands’ of 
it, use was made of what has been called ‘nationalism’. This has involved relegating religious 
and ethnic minorities to a lower status, even to the point of being seen as threats which must 
be persecuted. Viewed this way, the reason for the treatment of the Rohingyas, other Muslims, 
and ethnic minorities becomes very clear. To put it another way, the building of ‘democracy’ 
in the form of majority rule requires that the minorities pay the price. And a heavy price at that. 
 
But with Myanmar’s history of a 70-year civil armed conflict, electoral victories do not ensure 
the return of peace. Reliance on majoritarian politics and mono-ethnic nationalism can actively 
deter the achievement of a peace settlement with the ethnic nationalities, and by extension, the 
hoped-for federal system. The third round of the 21st Century Panglong Peace Conference was 
held in Naypyitaw over six days, from 11 to 17 July 2018. Prior to the discussions, the 
commander-in-chief of the armed forces had stated that minority issues would not be 
discussed.4 His subsequent remarks on the first day of this third round were critical of the ethnic 
armed organisations.5 So where does this leave us? 
 
The new state and polity have shown neither the strength, the commitment nor the inclination 
to address the consequences of inaction adequately. The ongoing Rohingya crisis is an enduring 
case in point. Myanmar is being subjected to forces and influences quite unlike those of the 
past, and change, whether willing or unwilling, is going to be the order of the day. With an 
incompetent state and leaders without vision pursuing their paltry little ends, Myanmar has 
little chance of standing up to the winds of change. The nationalism that seems so useful now 
is generating tension, division and violence. For the future, only a diverse and resilient national 
identity can hold its ground. 
 
The fact that the country continues to bear the burden of past folly and arrogance in fanning 
the flames appears to be missed. We have to think of what more lies in store for Myanmar then. 
 
Despite the disillusionment and despair, there is still hope. But political leaders will have to 
value capability over blind loyalty, and sincere concern for the country over staying in power. 
A thriving peace ‘industry’ well-funded by donors has sprung up since 2011. There has been 
much effort expended, no doubt about that, but little to show for it. The much-lauded peace 
process has more or less stalled, and bitter fighting continues. Substituting the creation of a 
national identity in place of the goal of peace by means of the common effort to build a national 
identity will be a collective, inclusive and plural process, in which all the country’s ethno-
nationalisms can be articulated and hopefully integrated, as against the debilitating and 
destructive populisms that lead to nowhere. 
 
While acknowledging that the challenges were great to begin with, the style of government has 
aggravated the situation. Besides the dual civil-and-military state whose two parts consult 
poorly with one another, the centralization of decision-making in one person is totally 
inappropriate. In the previous term, under President Thein Sein, the balance between executive 
and legislature was even and the dynamic lively; parliament stood up to and over-ruled the 
president numerous times. Not so in the current term. While the Rohingya crisis and the 
continuation of armed conflict would tax any government, the manner in which these issues 
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are handled leaves much to be desired, and offers little room for excuses. What is involved is 
more than just the parties’ prospects at the next elections in 2020. The country’s future is again 
in jeopardy, and a more consultative, inclusive and participatory approach is urgently required. 
 
In all three post-1988 multi-party elections, the outcomes have been single-party dominance, 
more centralized power and disregard for oppositional and smaller parties. Alternative voices 
and opinions have not been heeded. And now we see where this has led. A coalition after 2020 
has become more than a mere prescription. Increasing public disaffection with the major parties 
means that the landslides of 2010 and 2015 are unlikely to be repeated. Ethnic parties in 
Kachin, Chin and Mon areas are merging.6 New parties are on the way. Coalitions are more 
than a likelihood; they are a necessity. The tradition of coalitions is weak in Myanmar political 
culture, but entering into them is both a sign of and practice for democratic and political 
maturity. The key period will be the five-month interval between the elections and the 
installation of a new government. But it is none too early to begin. While this alone will not 
transform Myanmar, it can be a step that could become a cascade. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Author’s personal experience witnessing the song “Zati Man” being sung in a primary school he 
visited. 
2 Almost all obituaries of Ne Win in English-language papers (in 2002) referred to this.   
See also: http://factsanddetails.com/southeast-asia/Myanmar/sub5_5a/entry-3010.html  and  
Thant Myint-U, “Reframing the Burma Question’’”, The South Asian Sensibility: A Himal Reader, 
Kanak Mani Dixit (ed), Sage Publications India Pvt Ltd , New Delhi: 2012 
3 Robert A Holmes (1972). “China-Burma Relations after the Rift”, Asian Survey 12/8 (Aug. 1972), 
University of California Press, pp. 686-700 
See also: Tom Kramer (2010). ”Ethnic Conflict in Burma: The Challenge of Unity in a Divided 
Country”,  Burma or Myanmar? The Struggle for National Identity, Dittmer Lowell (ed), World 
Scientific Publishing Co. Ltd, Singapore:2010 
4 https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/tatmadaw-objects-discussion-ethnic-rights-peace-
conference.html, accessed 2 July 2018  
5 Updates on the third session of the Panglong Peace Conference are available at: 
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/our-coverage-of-the-3rd-union-peace-conference.html 
and https://frontiermyanmar.net/en/controversy-progress-at-the-third-panglong-conference 
6 https://frontiermyanmar.net/en/the-ethnic-parties-dilemma-merger-or-strategic-alliance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                



  
 

 
6 

ISSUE: 2018 No. 56 
ISSN 2335-6677 

                                                                                                                                                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ISEAS Perspective is 
published electronically by:  
 
ISEAS - Yusof Ishak 
Institute 
 
30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace 
Singapore 119614 
Main Tel: (65) 6778 0955 
Main Fax: (65) 6778 1735 

ISEAS - Yusof Ishak Institute 
accepts no responsibility for 
facts presented and views 
expressed.  

Responsibility rests 
exclusively with the 
individual author or authors. 
No part of this publication 
may be reproduced in any 
form without permission.  
 
© Copyright is held by the 
author or authors of each 
article. 

Editorial Chairman: Choi 
Shing Kwok 

Editorial Advisor: Tan Chin 
Tiong 

 
Managing Editor: Ooi Kee 
Beng 
 
Editors: Malcolm Cook, Lee 
Poh Onn, Benjamin Loh and 
Ng Kah Meng 
 
Comments are welcome and 
may be sent to the author(s). 

 
 

  

 
 
 


