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Chapter – I 

Introduction 

Myanmar (former Burma), officially known as the Republic of the Union of 

Myanmar is the largest country in mainland South East Asia. It is a multi-

ethnic State having more than 100 groups. The majority of the people 

followed Buddhism as their religion but other religions such as Islam, 

Christianity and Hinduism are also found in Myanmar. There are seven 

regions, seven states and one Union Territory in Myanmar. The seven regions 

include Ayeyarwady region, Bago region, Magway region, Mandalay region, 

Sagaing region, Tanintharyi region, Yangon region; and the seven states are 

Chin state, Kachin state, Kayah state, Kayin state, Shan state, Mon state, and 

Rakhine state. Nay Pyi Taw is the capital and the only Union Territory in the 

country.
1
 Myanmar had adopted three Constitutions in 1948, 1974 and 2008 

since its independence in 1948. The country started off with a parliamentary 

government in 1948 and lasted till 1962. The country was placed under a 

military regime for nearly five decades from 1962 onwards. Under the new 

Constitution of 2008, Myanmar experienced a brief transition to democracy in 

2010. The democratic experiment did not last long as the military took over 

the country on 1
st
 February 2021. 

 The British arrived in the early 19
th

 century and occupied Burma after 

three successive wars. The first war of aggression by the British led to the 

annexation of Rakhine and Tanintharyi in 1824. The British then occupied 

Bago Division in the second war aggression in 1852. The third war led to the 

annexation of Upper Burma in 1885.
2
 The political history of Burma can be 

divided into three parts – pre-British, British period and post-independent 

                                                         
1
 Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar: Ministry of Information. (2008). 

Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 2008. Printing and Publishing Enterprise: 

Myanmar. p.13 
2
 D.I. Steinberg. (2010). Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know. Oxford University Press. 

p.26 
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period. Prior to the British annexation, Burma was administered separately as 

– Burma Proper inhabited by ethnic Burman groups and the frontier areas 

were inhabited by different ethnic nationalities.
3
 

 The Burma Proper was ruled by the Burman kings and the frontier 

areas such as Shan, Kachin and Chin were ruled by their chiefs. The kingdom 

of Central Burma exercised nominal authority over the frontier areas. It can be 

noted here that Burma was briefly ruled by Japan in 1942 until 1
st
 August 

1943. During the Japanese rule, Burma Independence Army (BIA) was 

formed and led by its leader Aung San.
4
 In the traditional Burman society, 

power was conceived as finite and become highly personalized. Power was 

not shared or delegated from centre to periphery or between leaders.
5
 All 

wealth, power, and administration were under the domain of the king. The 

monarchs enjoyed undifferentiated power and they combined executive and 

judicial functions. Although their rule and authority were absolute in theory, in 

practice they were mitigated by high-level Buddhist monks who often were 

ministers.
6
 This shows that in the history of Burma, power and wealth were 

normally controlled by a single individual or a group of individuals. This is 

reflected even today in the form of authoritarian system control by the 

military.  

 The colonial period in Burma lasted from 1824 to 1948. The British 

ruled both directly and indirectly. Burma was divided into Burma Proper (the 

core of the country), inhabited by the Burmans was directly ruled and the 

peripheral regions (frontier areas) were indirectly administered.
7
 The colonial 

period has been regarded especially by the military, as the root cause of the 

problems face by the country. The civilian government was formed eventually 

                                                         
3
 N. Kipgen. (2016). Democratisation of Myanmar. Routledge: New York. p.26 

4
 Ibid.  

5
 Op cit, D.I. Steinberg. (2010). p.19 

6
 Ibid. p.19 

7
 Ibid. p.29 
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in 1948 when Burma gained its independence from the clutch of British rule. 

However, it was short-lived and lasted for 14 years till the military took over 

in 1962.
8
 During the civilian government, multi-party elections were held 

three times for the Pydaungsu Hluttaw
9
 in 1951-52, 1956 and 1960.

10
 

1.1. Concept of Democratization 

Over the last two centuries or so, many countries underwent democratic 

transitions moving from autocratic, totalitarian, etc. to a more democratic 

regime with broader political participation and greater limits on the exercise of 

political power.
11

 This process of democratic transition from a non-democratic 

political system to a more democratic system is known as democratization. In 

other words, democratization is a process by which democracy expands, 

within a political system or across different parts of the world. It is the process 

of transition from an undemocratic political system to a democratic political 

system.
12

 The notion of democratic transition implies a change of category and 

a dichotomous conception of democracy.
13

 

 The process of democratization can happen in different ways - gradual 

or sudden, violent or peaceful and may range from moderate to absolute. 

Democratization can take place as a top-down process or it can come from 

below and introduce arrangements for genuinely competitive elections.
14

 

Democratization involves a change in the quality and not necessarily the 

outcome. It is a dynamic phenomenon with a series of sequential stages 

                                                         
8
 Ibid. p.40 

9
  Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is a Union Legislative Assembly in Myanmar. It is a bicameral legislature 

consisting of Upper House and Lower House.  
10

 Op cit, N. Kipgen. (2016). p.31 
11

 F. Murtin & R. Wacziarg. (2013). The Democratic Transition. Journal of Economic Growth. 

Vol.19(2). p.141 
12

 W.W. Boyer. (1992). Reflections on Democratization. PS: Political Science and Politics. Vol.25(3). 

p.517 
13

 M. Bogaards. (2010). Measures of Democratization: From Degree to Type to War. Political 

Research Quarterly. Vol.63(2). P.476 
14

 P. Burnell. (2011). Democratization. In P. Burnell., V. Randall. & L. Rakner. (Ed.) Politics in the 

Developing World. Oxford University Press: New York. p.260. 
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running from the liberalization of an old authoritarian regime and the 

emergence of a new democratic system, through the consolidation of that 

democratic regime, to its maturity.
15

  

 Democratization is also defined as a process of a political change that 

moves the political system of any given society towards a system of 

government that ensures peaceful competitive political participation in an 

environment that guarantees political and civil liberties.
16

 Democratization can 

be understood from two perspectives. In the broadest sense, democratization 

refers to any change in the direction of more democracy, no matter how small. 

It refers to a minimal improvement in an authoritarian regime, which may 

refer to as liberalization or completing democracy or democratic deepening. In 

the narrow sense, democratization is synonymous with a democratic 

transition.
17

 The world has witnessed three waves of democratization till date. 

The first wave of democratization began during 1828-1926. The second wave 

was witnessed during 1943-1962. These two waves of democratization were 

followed by a reverse wave.
18

 The first wave began in America in the early 

nineteenth century and culminated at the end of World War I with about 30 

countries having democratic regimes.
19

   

In the second wave, democratization occurred mostly through foreign 

imposition and decolonization. However, these two processes played a less 

significant role in the third wave. The causes of the third wave of 

democratization were mostly external influences but the processes were also 

                                                         
15

 L. Qi. & D.C. Shin. (2011). How Mass Political Attitudes Affect Democratization: Exploring the 

Facilitating Role Critical Democrats Play in the Process. International Political Science Review. 

Vol.32(3). p.257. 
16

 S.W.R.A. Samarasinghe. (1994). Democracy and Democratization in Developing Countries. 

Development Studies Program. Data for Decision Making Project. p.14. 
17

 Op cit, M. Bogaards. (2010). p.476. 
18

 Op cit, P. Burnell. (2011). p.258. 
19

 S.P. Huntington. (1992). How Countries Democratize. Political Science Quarterly. Vol.106(4). 

p.579. 
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overwhelmingly indigenous.
20

 One of the most important political trends in 

the twentieth century is the global democratic revolution where more than 

thirty countries in Southern Europe, Latin America, East Asia and Eastern 

Europe shifted from authoritarian to democratic systems of government 

between 1974 and 1990. Samuel P. Huntington termed this as the third wave 

of democratization.
21

 A wave of democratization is a group of transitions from 

non-democratic to democratic regimes that occurs within a specified period 

and that significantly outnumbers transitions in the opposite direction in the 

same period.
22

  

1.2. Approaches to Democratization 

The third wave of democratization which began in 1974 gave an impetus to 

the new perspective on democratization. The new perspectives on 

democratization focus less on the structures, but more on the process of 

democratic transitions. This led to a corresponding engagement with 

democracy promotion as a foreign policy issue.
23

 There have been two 

arguments on how to promote and nurture democracies - the pre-conditionists 

and the universalists. 

 The pre-conditionists dominated the debate during the 1950s and 1960s 

and they believed that democracy generally emerges from a particular set of 

conditions and experiences. While the universalists claim that it can come 

about in all sorts of ways and settings.
24

 The pre-conditionists stressed the 

importance of various national pre-requisites and deep structural factors such 

as levels of socio-economic development, degrees of socio-economic equality 

and group polarization, patterns of land ownership or agricultural production, 

or the prevalence of certain beliefs or cultural traits. However, universalists 

                                                         
20

 Ibid. p.583. 
21

 Ibid. p.1. 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 T. Carothers. & S. Berman. (2007). How Democracies Emerge. Journal of Democracy. Vol.18. 

No.1. p.29. 
24

 Ibid. p.28. 
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believe that democracy could emerge through diverse paths and flourish in 

diverse circumstances.
25

 

 Apart from the above two, another distinct approach in assisting and 

promoting democracy is the political approach against the developmental 

approach. It is argued that U.S. democracy assistance is basically political 

while European democracy assistance is largely developmental. These two 

arguments are very different in their core approaches and depend largely on 

how they are applied in specific cases.
26

 The political approach emphasizes the 

importance of genuine, competitive elections and sufficient respect for 

political and civil rights to ensure that citizens can participate meaningfully in 

democratic political processes. This approach sees democratization as a 

process of political struggle and democratization advances when political 

actors or democrats gain the upper hand and recedes when they lose out.
27

   

 In contrast, the developmental approach highlights the socio-economic 

concerns and looks beyond political procedures to substantive outcomes such 

as equality, welfare, and justice. This approach tends to see economic and 

social rights as being no less than that of political and civil rights. The 

developmental approach conceives democratization as a slow process with a 

complex causality of socio-economic development. This approach relies on 

the belief that the achievement of basic features of democratic governance 

contributes to further socio-economic development and socio-economic gains 

contribute to democratization.
28

  

 It is evident from the above that different scholars held different 

perceptions on democratization processes, attributing different factors on what 

may have triggered the transition. Several countries have experienced a 

                                                         
25

 Ibid.  
26

 Ibid. p.6f. 
27

 Ibid. p.7. 
28

 Ibid. p.9. 
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democratic transition in different phases of time and what prompted the 

transition have been different from one another. On a similar note, the brief 

democratic transition from 2010 to 2021 in Myanmar have caught the 

attention of many international scholars such as Marco Bunte, Michael Lidaur 

and Stephen McCarthy, etc. N. Kipgen in his Democratisation of Myanmar 

focuses on the different possible democratizing factors that may have changed 

the dynamics of politics in the country.
29

 

 Myanmar‟s road to democracy started to unravel in the post-2010 

general election. Myanmar‟s transition to democracy was imposed by internal 

and external factors but mostly it was indigenous. The process of 

democratization was due to economic stagnation, people‟s power movement 

and most importantly the military‟s desire to draft a new Constitution. The 

people of Myanmar had started pro-democracy movements in the past. For 

example, in the late 1980s, a call for democracy started simmering that has 

virtually shaken the ground of the military regime. The movement for 

democracy in the 1980s failed to transform from military regime to 

democracy. However, the political environment has changed in the post 2010 

general elections. There were various democratizing factors at play, but the 

most important factor was the change of attitude and orientation of the 

military leaders. In Myanmar‟s transition to democracy, Kipgen remarked 

“The role of civil society, elites, external agencies, and institutions are vital, 

but the critical aspect of Myanmar‟s transition is the willingness and the 

ability of the elites to arrive at a negotiated settlement”.
30

 He argued that the 

role of the National League for Democracy (NLD) and its leader Suu Kyi in 

the country‟s democratic transition was insignificant. It was mainly due to the 

role and acceptance of the military elites that transition could happen.
31

 

Students also played an important role in mobilizing civil society 

                                                         
29

 Op cit, N. Kipgen. (2016). p.1 
30

 Ibid. p.150 
31

 Ibid. p.97 
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organizations and protested against a one-party rule in 1962, demanding a 

multi-party system. They led a pro-democracy demonstration which was 

ruthlessly suppressed.      

However, the media did not play a significant role until the 2010 

election due to censorship and restricted coverage. Some scholars opined that 

democratization is closely linked with civil society organizations. M. Ottaway 

argued that civil society is a part of democracy that could be supported with 

limited amounts of aid to provide democracy assistance.
32

 She further claimed 

that civil society meant promoting government by the people and for the 

people.
33

 Linz and Stepan argued that for a democracy to be consolidated, 

there must be a development of a free and lively civil society.
34

 Civil society 

in Myanmar played a limited role in the transition process especially in the 

urban areas because the fundamental principles of civil society such as 

freedom of expression and association were restricted.
35

 However, in some 

parts of the rural areas, civil societies slowly began to emerge especially in the 

ceasefire areas but they were mostly religious and social welfare networks.
36

  

According to P. Burnell, “Regime transformation can also lead to 

intermediate hybrid democracy, prefaced by labels such as „proto‟, „semi‟, 

„quasi‟, „limited‟ „partial‟, „defective‟ and so on”. Other scholars like Collier 

and Levitsky termed it as „democracy with adjectives.‟
37

 Myanmar‟s transition 

to democracy is termed as „disciplined democracy‟ with special privileges 

given to the military personnel. According to L. Jones, Myanmar‟s 

„disciplined democracy‟ is a political system where the elected government 

                                                         
32

 M. Ottaway. (2011). Civil Society. In P. Burnell, V. Randall & L. Rakner. (Ed.) Politics in the 

Developing World. Oxford University Press: New York. p.196 
33

 Ibid. 
34

 J.J. Linz & A. Stepan. (1996). Toward Consolidated Democracies. Journal of Democracy. Vol.7 No. 

2. p.2 
35

 Op cit, N. Kipgen. (2016). p.53 
36

 Ibid. 
37

 Op cit P. Burnell. (2011). p.258 
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exercises some autonomy but only within red lines laid down by the military.
38

 

Burnell argued that the process of democratization consists of political 

liberalization, democratic transition, and democratic consolidation. 

Nonetheless, he claimed that the events may not follow a particular pattern or 

sequence. According to Burnell “Political Liberalization involves a top-down 

process where the political leaders aim to maintain power for themselves; 

whereas democratization comes from below”.
39

 

 He also claimed that political liberalization advances political freedom 

less than civil liberties, while democratization introduces arrangements for 

genuinely competitive elections. In many cases, liberalization may not lead to 

democratization and may even go into reverse. This is evident in the case of 

the first wave (1828-1926) and second wave (1943-1962) of democracy which 

were followed by reverse waves.
40

 Nonetheless, liberalization can also lead to 

a full democratic opening or it may also happen simultaneously. Kipgen 

studied democracy under three different stages – democratization, democratic 

transition, and democratic consolidation. He argued that some form of 

democratization process often begins before the actual transition. He wrote 

“Democratic transition is the stage at which a state transforms or changes from 

its previous regime”
41

 He also claimed that democratic consolidation is the 

stage at which a state consolidates its democratic institutions such as free and 

fair elections, freedom of expression, religion, and inclusive citizenship.
42

 

 Burnell claimed that there can be a transition without establishing 

democratic institutions such as the rule of law, full executive accountability, 

and civil society and he termed it as democratization backward. Similarly, 

there can be a transition negotiated by political elites which he termed as pact 

                                                         
38

 L. Jones. (2015). Myanmar: Still a Disciplined Democracy? Tea Circle Oxford, December 8 2015. 

https://teacircleoxford.com  
39

 Ibid. p.260 
40

 Ibid. p.257 
41

 Op cit, N. Kipgen. (2016). p.2 
42

 Ibid. p.2 

https://teacircleoxford.com/
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transitions. Democratic opening can happen in several different ways. It may 

involve political struggle which may not be violent, it may be peaceful, 

gradual, or sudden. However, democratic transition may not always involve 

democratic consolidation. Democratic Consolidation may mean an expectation 

to regime continuity. It also implies the longevity to democratic deepening or 

qualitative improvements in such indicators as the rule of law, minority rights, 

and gender issues.
43

 It also refers to the ability to withstand shocks, whether 

generated either at home or abroad, it may be directly such as an attempted 

military coup, or indirectly due to economic deterioration.
44

 

 Economic development is believed to lead democratization because the 

well-off and wealthy countries are more conducive to democratic transition. 

On the contrary, Samarasinghe in his Democracy and Democratization in 

Developing Countries argued that economic development does not always 

lead to democracy. He claimed that democratic transition took place in Central 

and Eastern Europe due to economic failure.
45

 Along the same line, the 

democracy movement in Myanmar gained momentum in the late 1980s which 

was mainly due to the economic failure in the country. Unlike Myanmar, 

economic development seems to be more conducive towards democratization 

in some countries of Southeast Asia. For example, Taiwan and South Korea 

started with authoritarian regimes and gradually moved towards democratic 

institutions in the 1980s after experiencing rapid economic growth for over 20 

years and have been developing influential middle class which played an 

important role in the struggle.
46

 

 Similarly, Thailand gradually moved towards a more democratic form 

of government in the mid-1970s after experiencing a rapid growth phase 

                                                         
43

 Op cit, P. Burnell. (2011). p.260f 
44

 Op cit, J.J. Linz & A. Stepan. (1996). p.261 
45

 Op cit, SWR.A. Samarasinghe. (1994). p.14 
46

 J. Mackie. (1998). Development and Democratisation in East and South-east Asia. Journal of 

Policy Analysis and Reform. Vol.5 No.3. p.336 
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during the 1950-60s. Conversely, other Asian countries such as Japan, 

Malaysia, and Singapore though experiencing rapid economic growth do not 

become more democratic or participatory in any sense, as they have grown 

wealthier. Likewise, the rapid economic growth in Indonesia during 1966-97 

strengthened the power and position of the dictator, President Sukarno rather 

than lead on to democracy.
47

 From the 1980s onward, a wave of people power 

movements contributed to democratization in most of the developing world. 

The people power movement in the Philippines in 1986 ousted Ferdinand 

Marcos and contributed to democratization. However, the case was different 

in Myanmar when the people power movement in 1988 and the Saffron 

Revolution in 2007 were violently suppressed by the military regime.
48

  

1.3. Profile of Myanmar 

Burma (present Myanmar) is located in the western part of the mainland 

Southeast Asia. It is bordered by Bangladesh and India to its northwest, China 

to its northeast, Laos and Thailand to its east and southeast; Andaman Sean 

and Bay of Bengal to its south and south west. The early civilizations in 

Burma included the Tibeto-Burman speaking, Pyu city state in Upper Burma 

and the Mon kingdom in Lower Burma. The political history of Burma began 

with the establishment of Pagan kingdom during the 1050s. Since then, 

different rulers had ruled Burma until the country became a British colony 

from 1885 till 1948. Burma was the country‟s official English name under the 

British rule. However, the word „Myanma‟ first appeared in the early 

inscriptions dated around a millennium ago.
49

 In 1989, the military 

government had officially changed the name of the country from „Burma‟ to 

                                                         
47

 Ibid. p.336 
48

 K. Schock. (2011). People Power and Alternative Politics. In P. Burnell, V. Randall & L. Rakner. 

(Ed.) Politics in the Developing World. Oxford University Press: New York. p.208 
49

 T. Myint U. (2019). The Hidden History of Burma: Race, Capitalism and the Crisis of Democracy 

in the 21
st
 Century. Juggernaut Books: New Delhi. p.xv 
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„Myanmar‟. Since then, the names Burma and Myanmar have been used 

interchangeably.  
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Figure 1.1: Political Map of Myanmar  

Prepared by Emanuel Lawmchullova, PhD. Scholar, Department of 

Geography, Mizoram University. 
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1.3.1. Pre-British Era 

Burma has always been the center of different cultures and communities since 

the first millennium. The people spoke different languages related to modern 

Khmer, Vietnamese, Mon, Thai and Lao. The valleys and highlands of 

Myanmar practiced different traditions. The people in the valleys were literate. 

They followed Buddhism as their religion and were greatly inspired by the 

classical Indian culture. They were ruled by different kings in different period 

of time. On the other hand, the people in the highlands ruled themselves either 

by chiefs or village headmen.  They practiced animism, and spoke different 

languages that were not written down.
50

 

 Burma came in contact with the Indian civilization around 300 AD. 

The customary laws of the Hindu were adapted to local conditions and 

customs. The contact with India had a great influence on the history of the 

ancient Burma. Writings were introduced and inscriptions could be found 

from 500 AD. The southern Burma and the seacoast areas were the first to 

receive the Indian culture, art and Buddhism.
51

 In addition, Burma had come 

in contact with China before the tenth century. However, the contact with 

China did not have significant impact.  

 The import of Hindu civilization and Hindu laws began in the tenth 

century AD from the Southern India into Lower Burma. The first law books 

such as the Wagaru, the Damhmavilasa, and the Ko-zaung-kyop were written 

in Burmese and in Pali. These law books started appearing from the eleventh 

century to the sixteenth century AD. The Aungpaya dynasty (1752-1760) 

marked a great revival of Burmese customary laws and consolidation.
52

 The 

early law books were edited and incorporated in the new law book known as 

                                                         
50

 Ibid. p.8 
51

 M. Maung. (1956). Burma: In the Family of Nations. International Publishing House: Amsterdam. 

p.11 
52

 Ibid. p.14 



 15 

Manu Kyay. The Manu Kyay was drawn largely from Buddhist religious 

scripture. The customary laws of the early Burma were the rules of equity and 

common sense. Marriage laws were civil and consensual contract. It 

determined the question of legitimacy of the offspring, inheritance, and also 

established a status. Divorce was obtainable through mutual consent.
53

  

 There was no political organization in the ancient Burma. The family 

was the unit of the society and the village was the basic unit of local 

administration. In case of legal procedure, the court enjoyed both civil and 

criminal jurisdiction. Criminal laws were mixed with civil and family laws. 

The King was considered to be the mighty foundation of justice. Nevertheless, 

he was not above the law. The judges were appointed to the court in 

accordance with the law. Crimes were often punished with fine. Capital 

punishment was rare and was only passed for the most atrocious crimes.
54

 The 

ultimate court of appeal was the Hluttaw (Hluttaw is the Burmese word for 

Legislature, Parliament or Assembly). It enjoyed original jurisdiction in 

important cases. The King was the ex-officio President of the court. In 

practice, the heir or a designated royal prince took over his charge.
55

  

 During the eighteenth century, a new dynasty was formed by 

conquering the valley of Ayeyarwady river by a Burmese speaking king. They 

founded a new port and named it Rangoon (Rangoon means „the enemy is 

vanquished‟). In 1783, King Bodawpaya founded a new capital „Amarapura‟ 

known as the „Immortal city‟. King Bodawpaya and his dynasty called 

themselves „Myanma‟. The Burmese kings then conquered the kingdom of 

Arakan in 1784. The kings of the Arakan were Buddhist and spoke an archaic 
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form of Burmese. The Arakan kingdom was eventually annexed by the 

Burmese armies in 1785.
56

 

 The sources of higher learning during the ancient Burma was India 

especially, Bengal, Orissa and South India. The Burmese derived their ideals 

of kingship, art, architecture, mathematics, science and astronomy from India. 

Pali was the prestige language of the ancient Burma spoken by the educated 

people.
57

 The Burmese came to know about the British in the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. They sought for an anti-British alliance and sent envoys to 

different parts of India such as Punjab, Nepal, Pune and in Delhi. However, no 

such alliance was formed. The Burmese fought three wars against the British 

known as the Anglo-Burmese wars. The first Anglo-Burmese war was fought 

in 1824, followed by the second war in 1852. Subsequently, the third and final 

war was fought in 1885.
58

  

1.3.2. Colonial Era 

The British rule started in Burma as early as 1824 and the whole kingdom of 

Burma was finally annexed by the British in 1885 ending Burma‟s thousand 

years of monarchy. Burma was placed under the British rule and eventually 

incorporated into the British empire. At first, the Upper Burma was made into 

a scheduled district or excluded area and was placed under local officers. 

Subsequently, the whole of Burma was made a province of India under the 

Chief Commissioner. The Indian penal code and other laws were also adopted 

in British Burma. The Chief Commissioner was responsible directly to the 

Governor-General of India. He was expected to keep the peace, collect 

revenue, and preserve the conditions for the working of a laissez-faire 

economy.
59
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 Administrative districts were set up in the Commissioner‟s divisions 

and was placed under the Assistant Commissioner or Deputy Commissioner. 

The basic unit of administration in the district was the village. The officers of 

the district included the village headman, Township Officer, Subdivisional 

Officer, and the Deputy Commissioner. The officers were responsible for 

collecting revenue, the general administration and administering the criminal 

and civil justice. The office of the Chief Commissioner was the highest level 

in the provincial government of British Burma. He was vested with the duties 

and power of the collector, administrator, chief judge and the magistrate. In 

1872, the Judicial Commissioner was appointed to assist in the judicial 

functions. In addition, a Financial Commissioner was also appointed in 1888 

to relieve the Chief Commissioner of financial functions.
60

 

 For administrative purposes, a Chief Secretary and a separate Judicial 

Commissioner were also appointed in the Upper Burma. The basic pattern of 

law and administration was uniform in the Upper and Lower Burma. 

However, the Shan states, the Kachin and Chin hills, and Karenni state were 

kept separately for administrative purposes. In these areas, the British rule was 

imposed only indirectly and were separately administered.
61

 In other words, 

the British had introduced a uniform law and order, and a centralized 

government in Burma. Prior to British annexation, local autonomy was 

enjoyed in the villages under the administration of the kings or chiefs. 

However, the introduction of a centralized state has brought an end to local 

autonomy in Burma. 

1.3.3. Post Independent Era 

The modern political history of Burma is associated with British colonialism. 

In other words, Burma was a colony of Britain starting from 1824 till its 
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independence on 4
th

 January 1948. In the wake of Independence, the major 

problem facing the country was on the ethnic lines. It was felt among the 

leaders that the issue of ethnicity needs to be addressed first since the unity of 

the people was necessary for the formation of the Union of Burma.
62

 

The Union of Burma was formed at the Panglong Conference on 12
th
 

February 1947, which came to be known as the Panglong Agreement
63

 

(discussed in detail in Chapter – II). The main objective of the Panglong 

Agreement was to establish a Union Government where the frontier areas 

would enjoy autonomy within their territory.
64

 In the light of the Panglong 

Agreement, a new constitution was adopted by the Constituent Assembly of 

the interim government of the Union of Burma on 24
th

 September 1947.
65

  

The 1947 Constitution was an attempt to develop a multi-party, 

bicameral and parliamentary democracy in a multi-culture state.
66

 In the 

meantime, there were ideological differences within Burma Proper, one who 

advocated for adopting the socialist model of Eastern Europe while others 

were supporting the model of the Chinese Communist regime.
67

 Nonetheless, 

the new constitution paved the way for securing the independence of Burma 

from Great Britain on 4
th

 January 1948.
68

 The basic principle of Burma‟s 

Constitution was that Burma should rise as an independent sovereign republic 

in which the democratic rights of the citizen shall be safeguarded without 

discrimination and be a Union of people dedicated to democracy and 

socialism.
69

 The principles were unanimously adopted by a Constituent 
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Assembly and several committees were elected to draft the Constitution‟s 

separate chapters. The Constitution finally came into force on 4
th

 January 

1948.
70

  

Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in Asia and has 

suffered internal armed conflict for a long time. The 1947 Constitution defines 

Burma as a sovereign independent Republic to be known as the Union of 

Burma, with sovereignty lies in the people.
71

 Under the 1947 Constitution, 

there were five divisions namely, the Shan state, the Kachin state, the Karenni 

state, the Chin division, and the rest of Burma which form the central region.
72

 

The Constitution contains 234 sections and four schedules and also entails the 

features of federal structure. Power was shared between the Union and the 

states governments. 

Under the 1947 Constitution, The Union Parliament (Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw) was established and it consisted of two Houses. The Lower House 

was called the Chamber of Deputies (Pyithu Hluttaw) and the Upper House 

was known as the Chamber of Nationalities (Amyotha Hluttaw). The Chamber 

of Deputies was composed of members elected based on adult suffrage while 

the Chamber of Nationalities was made up of representatives from the three 

states (Kachin, Karenni, and Shan), from Chin division, and from the 

remaining territories of the Union of Burma. The state legislature was known 

as the State Council and was composed of all the members of Union 

Parliament who represented the state. The constitutional machinery of the 

states was dependent on the Union Parliament. When the Union Parliament 
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gets dissolved, the state legislatures composed of members of the Union 

Parliament also stand dissolved.
73

 

1.4. The Civilian Government (1948-1958, 1960-1962) 

The history of democracy in Burma has ups and downs, in the sense that the 

political system in Burma does not follow liberal democracy consistently since 

1948 till date. In the beginning, Burma started with a constitution based on 

liberal democracy. The Anti-Fascist People‟s Freedom League (AFPFL) 

played a dominant role in Burmese politics during the period between 1947-

1958. The AFPFL was formed by different political parties and ethnic-based 

organizations under the leadership of Aung San who was succeeded by U 

Nu.
74

 The AFPFL was a loose confederation of political parties such as the 

Communist Party of Burma (CPB), the Burma National Army (BNA), the 

People‟s Revolutionary Party (PRP), and local influential leaders. The mass 

organizations of workers‟ association and peasants‟ association such as the 

All-Burma Peasants‟ Organization and All Burma Workers‟ Association were 

also affiliated with the AFPFL.
75

  

In 1947, the first multi-party election was held to form a Constituent 

Assembly that would draft a constitution which was eventually adopted in 

1948. Again, multi-party elections were also held in 1951-52, 1956 and 

1960.
76

 In these four succeeding multi-party elections, the AFPFL won 

overwhelmingly and dominated the scene of Burmese politics until the 

military took over the government in 1962. Since the AFPFL was a loose 

confederation of political parties, power within the party became highly 

personalized with different leaders having different power bases, ranging from 

armed supporters to workers‟ associations and peasants‟ associations. There 
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were dissensions, personal and organizational rivalries among the leaders of 

the party which eventually led to the split of the AFPFL into two factions 

known as the Clean-faction and Stable-faction on 28
th

 April 1958. The Clean-

faction was led by U Nu and Thakin Tin, while the Stable-faction was led by 

Ba Swe and Kyaw Nyein.
77

 

Burma‟s Independence has ushered in many conflicts and tensions in 

the country, especially among the different ethnic groups inhabiting the 

frontier areas. The split in the AFPFL added to the political turmoil in the late 

1950s. The military leaders were convinced that the civilian government was 

incapable of maintaining law and order in the country. As a result, Prime 

Minister U Nu invited the military leader General Ne Win on 26
th
 September 

1958 to form a caretaker government before a fresh election could be held.
78

 

The interest of the military was not only to gain the upper hand but also to 

suppress the simmering tensions and to restore law and order. The civilian 

government was briefly replaced by the interim government of General Ne 

Win between 1958-59, after staying for eighteen months, they voluntarily 

withdrew and allowed for a fresh election and brought back the civilian 

government in 1960.
79

 On 6
th

 February 1960, a general election was held in 

which the Clean-faction of the AFPFL led by U Nu won overwhelmingly.
80

 

1.5. Military Government under Ne Win (1962-1988) 

The caretaker military government in 1958 had boosted the confidence of the 

military leaders that they could manage the Burmese economy and even the 

administration of the whole country. Meanwhile, U Nu‟s administration that 

followed the caretaker government in 1960 became weak, law and order 

deteriorated, tensions heightened and rebellions were increased and even the 
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economy suffered.
81

 As a result, the military became increasingly concerned 

over the administration and economy of the country.  

 Burma‟s democracy was shattered in 1962 when General Ne Win took 

power in a military coup. The military staged a coup for different reasons. The 

military leaders felt increasingly concerned with the economic situation in the 

country. The country‟s economy was weak and stagnant during the years of 

the civilian government and has become one of the reasons that led to the 

military intervention.
82

 The economy was not only weak, but also the political 

situation was tense and bad enough for the military to intervene. Moreover, 

there were internal differences caused by ideological and political differences 

among the leaders of the AFPFL, military and ethnic minorities.
83

 The 

mounting demand of the federal government by the ethnic minorities also 

caused fear among the military leaders.  

 Due to heightened pressure from the leaders of the ethnic minorities to 

grant them autonomy, Prime Minister U Nu was eventually convinced to 

consider the demand of the federal government. This had left fear and 

discontentment among the military elites because federalism for them would 

mean disintegration of the Union of Burma.
84

 As a result, the military led by 

General Ne Win staged a coup that put an abrupt end to civilian government in 

1962. The main objective of the military government was to curtail the 

minorities‟ demand for autonomy and to eliminate foreign dominance by 

strengthening the economy on the basis of socialism.
85

 Parliamentary 

democracy was replaced with a socialist democracy with a rigid one-party 

rule. „The Burmese Way to Socialism‟ was introduced as the State‟s ideology 

on 30
th

 April 1962. The Burmese Way to Socialism was based on socialism, 
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Buddhist doctrine and humanism, and specifically brought forth Buddhist 

religion. The Burmese way to Socialism called for the complete ownership of 

all forms of production, including agriculture by the State and cooperatives. 

The Burma Socialist Program Party (BSPP) was also established on 4
th

 July 

1962 by the Revolutionary Council government.
86

 

 As the coup unfolded, the Constitution of 1947 was effectively 

abolished in March 1962.
87

 As a result, there was an absence of legislature and 

judiciary. Individual rights and freedom were curtailed, civil society groups 

were not allowed to function, commerce and industry were nationalized, 

private sectors and educational institutions came under the direct control of the 

government.
88

 The constitution of 1947 was replaced by a new constitution 

which was finally adopted in 1974.
89

 The new constitution provided for a 

socialist, single-party state run by the BSPP and a unitary state with power at 

the centre. Consequently, the Union of Burma was changed to the Socialist 

Republic of the Union of Burma in 1962.
90

 The country was divided into 

seven states and seven divisions, allocating the seven states to the ethnic 

minorities while the divisions were formed by the Burman groups.
91

    

The era of Ne Win‟s military regime was associated with an economic 

crisis, rampant corruption and political instability. Demonetization in 1987 

acted as a catalyst for the ongoing economic crises across the country. This led 

to a series of protests demanding political liberalization in the 1980s. Students 

protested against the government policies and demanded an end to one-party 

rule. On 23
rd

 July 1988, Ne Win eventually stepped down from his position of 

President and Chairman of the BSPP and proposed a referendum to decide 
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whether the people want a multi-party or single-party system.
92

 However, the 

proposal for a referendum was rejected by the BSPP Congress. The most overt 

protest against the military regime broke out in 1988 which came to be known 

as the 8-8-88 uprising. It was initially led by students from across the country 

and later on joined by Buddhist monks, workers and unemployed. On 8
th
 

August 1988, the protestors were met by the police and the army with 

violence, killing up to 3000 people.
93

 Following the protests and 

demonstrations, a call for democracy soon erupted. On 27
th

 September 1988, 

the NLD (National League for Democracy) was formed with Aung San Suu 

Kyi as the general secretary.
94

 

1.6. Military Regime under SLORC and SPDC (1988-2010) 

In 1988, General Ne Win eventually stepped down from politics. His 

retirement brought an end to the „Burmese Way to Socialism‟ and 

consequently led to the downfall of the BSPP. However, the military regime 

once again reconstituted itself and recaptured power on 18
th

 September 1988.
95

 

The official name of the military government changed from BSPP to State 

Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), led by General Saw Maung.
96

 

On 26
th

 May 1989, the Union of Burma was officially changed to the Union of 

Myanmar.
97

 The change over the name of the country had caused commotion 

among the people. The military‟s justification was that the term „Myanmar‟ 

was more inclusive that incorporated all the country‟s indigenous peoples.
98

 

On the other hand, scholars like L.H. Sakhong argued that the term 

„Myanmar‟ refers to one particular ethnic group in the country i.e., the 

majority Burman-ethnic group, while the term „Burma‟ is more inclusive that 
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comprises of the post-colonial multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and multi-culture 

nation-state of the Union of Burma.
99

 

 Under the new leadership of Saw Maung, a multi-party system was 

once again introduced and private sectors were also established. The SLORC 

government attempted to increase its legitimacy and announced for the multi-

party elections to be held in May 1990.
100

 The NLD led by Aung San Suu Kyi 

won the elections overwhelmingly but the military government failed to honor 

the election results and refused to transfer power to the winning party. Since 

the 1974 constitution was abolished soon after the SLORC government came 

into power, the military leaders were reluctant to hand over power before 

drafting a new constitution. It was decided that new elections will be held 

under a new constitution. As a result, National Convention was proposed to be 

held for drafting a new constitution. The first National Convention for drafting 

a new constitution was held in 1993 but was adjourned in 1996.
101

 

The SLORC was eventually abolished and reorganized as State Peace 

and Development Council (SPDC) on 15
th

 November 1997.
102

 It was led by 

General Than Shwe who succeeded General Saw Maung in 1992. Than Shwe 

moved the city from Yangon to Nay Pyi Taw in 2005. He was inspired by 

former Myanmar kings who ruled the kingdom with absolute power. He was 

also known for his divide-and-rule tactics to weaken the influence of other 

military elites. In 1993, Than Shwe and other military elites formed the Union 

Solidarity and Development Association to promote the policies of the 

military government.
103

 The repressive policies and violent actions by the 

SLORC and SPDC military governments had been condemned worldwide. 

The military‟s violent suppression of the democratic movement spearheaded 
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by the students in 1988, their refusal to hand over power to the winning NLD 

party in the 1990 elections, and the arrest of several politicians and NLD 

workers had proved that democracy failed to flourish in the country during the 

1980s and 1990s.  

In the meantime, the international community did not cease to generate 

pressure on the military government, sanctions were imposed and even press 

releases and resolutions were passed by the United Nations General Assembly 

to pave the way for democracy.
104

 As a result of the mounting domestic and 

international pressures, the military government in August 2003, announced 

the „seven steps roadmap to democracy‟ under which a new constitution was 

proposed to be drafted by the National Convention.
105

 The seven steps 

roadmap to democracy was a draft for transforming Burma into a disciplined 

democracy. It was designed by the SPDC that would give privileges to the 

military by guaranteeing reservation in the legislatures as well as controlling 

the key ministries. The SPDC‟s Seven Steps Roadmap to Democracy included 

- reconvene the National Convention that was adjourned in 1996, 

implementation of a genuine and disciplined democracy, draft a new 

Constitution, hold a national referendum for adopting the Constitution, hold 

free and fair elections, convene the new Union Legislative Assembly, build a 

modern, developed and democratic nation.
106

 

 Subsequently, a National Referendum was held in May 2008 to adopt 

the new Constitution. The 2008 Constitution was designed in such a way that 

the armed forces would remain above the law and be independent of the 

government, to dominate and control the three branches of Government. The 

armed forces control the legislative power at all levels of the government - 
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Union, states and regional assemblies. The 2008 Constitution reserves 25 

percent of the seats in all legislative chambers for the military personnel.
107

 

The military-appointed members play a crucial role in every state, region, and 

national elections. 

1.7. Multi-party Elections under 2008 Constitution (2010, 2015, and 

2020) 

The military government headed by the SPDC announced the elections to be 

held on 7
th

 November 2010. It was the first multi-party election that was held 

under the new Constitution of 2008. The SPDC set certain conditions that 

would exclude candidates having criminal charges from contesting the 

elections so as to ensure their victory. Most of the party members of the NLD 

including the party leader were facing criminal charges at the time of the 

election. The party decided to boycott the 2010 election on the grounds of 

discrimination and undemocratic. The NLD party was eventually disband on 

6
th

 May 2010.
108

 The party leader Suu Kyi remained house arrested at the time 

of the election. Moreover, some of the convicted party members were not 

released from the prison. According to the 2008 Constitution, no prisoner can 

neither contest nor register for the election.
109

 Backed by the military regime, 

the USDP won the 2010 election securing the majority of the seats. The 

election was dismissed as flawed and rigged in favor of the USDP.
110

 

 After five years, Myanmar held a national election on 8
th

 November 

2015. It was the most free and fair election Myanmar had ever witnessed. The 

election was open to all political parties and no party was disqualified or 

disbanded. It was the first multi-party election since 1990. The only difference 

was that the winning party was acknowledged by the military. The NLD won 
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a landslide majority by swooping two-thirds majority. Out of the 440 seats in 

the lower house the NLD won 255 seats. In the upper house, the NLD had 

won 135 seats out of 224 seats.
111

 The new government had elected Htin 

Kyaw as its new President and was sworn in on 30
th

 March 2016.
112

 Despite 

her leadership, Suu Kyi was not elected as the President because of the 

provision of the Constitution. Section 59(f) of the Constitution bars a person 

who owe allegiance to a foreign power from becoming the President.
113

 

Nevertheless, the 2015 election was a milestone in Myanmar‟s growing 

democracy.  

The third general elections as per the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 

were held on 8
th

 November 2020. The elections were held for the Union 

Legislative Assembly as well as states and regions assemblies. In the 2020 

elections, there were 315 seats (out of 440 seats) available in the lower house 

and 161 seats (out of 224 seats) in the upper house. The NLD won the 

elections with a landslide victory by securing a total of 396 seats.
114

 However, 

the military refused to accept the results alleging that there has been 

widespread voters‟ fraud across the country after losing the elections. The 

political transition from authoritarian to democracy in Myanmar that started 

back in 2010 ended and once again the military regime unfolded on 1
st
 

February 2021. 

1.8. Chin State at a glance 

There are seven states in Myanmar namely – Chin state, Mon state, Karen 

state, Shan state, Kachin state, Karenni state, and Rakhine state. The Chin 

state is one of the poorest and the least developed states in the country. 
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Myanmar is a multi-cultural society having multiple ethnic and linguistic 

groups. The Chin alone has 63 sub-tribes.
115

 The inhabitants of the Chin state 

are known by different generic names, speaking different dialects. The 

political power in the traditional Chin state was enjoyed either by the chiefs or 

village headmen. The profile of Chin state is discussed in detail in Chapter – 

II. 

Statement of the Problem 

Myanmar had been placed under the military regime since 1962. It 

experienced a brief transition to democracy in 2010. Multiparty elections have 

been held two times under the Constitution of Myanmar 2008. The 

administration and political decisions have been dominated by the Union 

Government and the concept of „Union‟ only exists nominally. Although the 

Constitution of Myanmar is federal in nature, it is a highly centralized State. 

The Chin state remain one of the poorest and the least developed states in 

Myanmar. The Chin people believed that federalism is the fundamental right 

for the Chin to address their needs. They have experienced the hardships of 

the military regime for nearly five decades. The people of Chin state lack 

basic civic amenities such as electricity, cooking gas, medicines and hospitals. 

Education is a privilege that most of the population could not afford.  

 The participation of the Chin people in elections is also quite low not 

only in national and state-level elections but also in wards and village-level 

elections. They lack political awareness and are not well informed about their 

representatives. The administration and democratic practice of Myanmar does 

not ensure the political rights of the ethnic people in terms of social, cultural, 

traditional and administration. Myanmar‟s democratic transition seems to 

favor only the majority Burmese people where the rest of the ethnic people are 
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being discriminated in different levels of government. The new Constitution is 

also designed in such a way that the military personnel would be given special 

status. 

 Despite the growing problems of the country and especially in Chin 

state, the 2015 National elections of Myanmar gave victory to the National 

League for Democracy (NLD) which gave new hope to the growing 

democracy of Myanmar. Therefore, the study focuses on the country‟s poorest 

and most remote state to examine and analyze the status, position and 

democratic practices in the Chin state under the new Constitution of Myanmar 

2008. In other words, it studies the impact of democratic transition in Chin 

state. The study also focuses on the political process of Myanmar, the 

transition to democracy and the failure of democracy. 

Review of Literature 

The review of literature is arranged thematically: The first part discusses the 

history of Chin and the second part deals with democracy and the process of 

democratization. 

A. Literature related with Chin 

The Structure of Chin Society by F.K. Lehman (1963) mainly deals 

with the history and identity of the Chin as well as the social systems of the 

Chin Hills. The author argues that tribal societies do not depend solely 

upon the intrusion of modern world influences and asserts that the Chin 

were drawn within the orbit of Burman civilization and reacted to it. Their 

involvement and dependence upon the civilization of Burma have not led 

to a convergence of the Burmese model, however, it led to the creation of a 

distinctive cultural style. The author designates the status of the Chin as 

“subnuclear”- falling between an independent tribal estate and a peasantry. 
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Vumson (Undated) in his book, Zo History attempts to clarify the 

origins and history of Zo people, their migration roads to the present 

settlement. The book comprehensively analyses the people mostly known 

as Chin, Asho, Paite, Pawi, Haka, Lusei, etc. The author deals with the 

effect of imposing several names on these groups of people and attempts to 

compromise their differences so that they can be known by the same name. 

The book also highlights the role of British influence and the division of 

Zo country into Burma, India and Bangladesh. 

L. H. Sakhong (2003) in his book, In Search of Chin Identity discusses 

the traditional Chin ways of life and their role in the history of Burma. The 

author also highlights the role of the colonial power, the British annexation 

of the Chin Hills, the Christian Mission and the Chin response. The book is 

an in-depth study on Chin nationalism and Christianity, it also offers 

valuable data in understanding Chin ethnicity. 

The book The Chin Hills Vol. 1 by B.S. Carey and H.N. Tuck (2008) 

made an in-depth study on the history of the Chin Hills and their 

inhabitants during the first years of the occupation of the tract. The book 

deals with the ancient history, manners and customs of the Lushai and 

Chin as well as the history of the sub-tribes inhabiting the Chin Hills. 

Arms, raids and methods of warfare of the Chins are also discussed in the 

book. 

Chin: History, Culture & Identity by K. Robin (2009) includes thirty-

six scholarly research papers on the history, culture and identity of the 

Chins. The book offers illuminating information on the history of the Chin 

and their identity. It also reflects upon the contrasting views held by 

different scholars on the origin of the Chins and focuses on the concept of 

the term Chin‟. 
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The 2008 Constitution and Ethnic Issues: To What Extent Did It Satisfy 

the Aspirations of Various Ethnic Groups? by L.H. Sakhong (2012) made 

an attempt to understand the 2008 Constitution, and the level of 

satisfaction and the aspirations of the various ethnic nationalities in Burma. 

He argues that the major achievement of the 2008 Constitution is the 

adoption of certain elements of a federal system without the adoption of 

state constitution for member states of the Union. He further writes that 

internal self-determination cannot be guaranteed without the adoption of 

the state constitution. The author concludes that the ethnic nationalities in 

Burma are unable to protect, promote and preserve their respective 

languages, cultures, religions, ways of life, homeland and their respective 

ethnic-national identities in the absence of self-determination. 

The work, The State of Local Governance: Trends in Chin by UNDP 

Myanmar (2014) discusses the mapping of local governance in Chin and 

also includes their findings. The paper highlights the effectiveness and 

efficiency in implementing projects and programs, transparency and the 

rule of law, accountability, participation and equity. The findings 

recommended that, for the continuation and acceleration of the 

decentralization process, the capacities of township administration and 

sector developments should be enhanced to respond more adequately to 

specific local development priorities and needs. 

B. Literature related with Myanmar 

Burma: In the Family of Nations by Maung Maung (1956) is a study on 

the emergence of Burma into the family of nations. It also studies the 

Constitution of 1947 and the legal system of Burma. The book deals with 

the history of Burma under the Burmese kings and the foreign relations of 

the Burmese kings and their diplomatic and treaty practice. It emphasizes 
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upon the British legal and administrative system, and also western liberal 

ideas under the British rule. 

Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know by D.I. Steinberg 

(2010) deals with a wide-ranging history of Myanmar from the pre-

colonial to the post-colonial era. The author studies the civilian 

government from 1948 – 1962 and the military regime from 1962 – 1988. 

The book also highlights the provisions of the 2008 Constitution briefly 

deals with the nature of Burmese politics. The author also examines the 

issues of Myanmar‟s future under the new Constitution of 2008. 

In Burma’s Transition to “Disciplined Democracy”: Abdication or 

Institutionalization of Military Rule, M. Bünte. (2011) illustrates the 

gradual decline of military regimes in Myanmar. The military junta of 

State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) has handed over power to 

the newly elected civilian government in 2011. The article brings light to 

the concept of military participation in politics that goes beyond the recent 

emphasis on coup politics. The author uses a gradual concept of military 

involvement whose polar opposites are civilian supremacy/civilian control 

on one side and military control/military rule on the other. He constructs a 

framework that discusses various positive and negative factors for a 

detachment of the military form politics. The article focusses on the direct 

military rule to the military control in Myanmar. it has brought attention to 

the outlier Myanmar which is an example of persistence military control in 

Myanmar. 

Decentralization in Myanmar: A Nascent and Evolving Process by 

N.B. Ninh Kim & M. Arnold. (2016) presents the nascent and evolving 

process of decentralization in Myanmar. The article deals with Myanmar‟s 

historic transition from military rule in the 2010 elections under the 2008 

Constitution. The authors claim that the 2010 elections marked the 
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beginning of the series of decentralization reforms in Myanmar. The 

authors however argue that Myanmar remains a centralized state and 

highlights the primary role of the defense services under the Constitution 

of 2008 which reserves 25 percent of the National and sub-national 

parliamentary seats. 

N. Kipgen (2016) in his book Democratisation of Myanmar studies the 

process democratic transition in Myanmar. The author outlines the factors 

that contributed to the political transition in the country and the 

circumstances in which the transition from military regime to democracy 

took place. The author highlights the role of civil society, the role of elites, 

influence of external agencies and institutional effects in bringing 

democratic transition in Myanmar. The book offers an in-depth study in 

politics and political process, democratization process and democratic 

transitions, international relations and conflict studies that concerned with 

Myanmar. 

The Hidden History of Burma: Race, Capitalism and the Crisis of 

Democracy in the 21
st
 Century by T. Myint U (2019) provides an insightful 

account on Burma‟s road to democracy. He focuses on the complexities of 

the modern Burma that undergone political transformation from the 

military rule to democracy. The author examines the Rohingya crisis, the 

religious and ethnic violence that took place in 2018. The book is 

invaluable as it provides Myanmar‟s journey from democracy and how 

race, identity, and capitalism led to the crisis of democracy in the 21
st
 

century. 

M. Callahan (2021) in her Ghost of Coups Past in Myanmar, analyzes 

the political crisis of Myanmar 2021. The author describes the tensions 

between the military and the civilian government that escalated into a 
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military coup. She delineates how the military coup unfolded and how the 

shadow of the past military coup of 1988 haunted the cities of Myanmar. 

C. Literature related with Democratization 

How Countries Democratize by Samuel P. Huntington (1992) is an 

article drawn from his book The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late 

Twentieth Century. The author analyzes the transition of more than thirty 

nondemocratic regimes to a democratic political system between 1974 and 

1990. The author categorized this period as the third wave of 

democratization which took place mainly in Asia and Latin America. He 

examines the processes of democratization by which transitions take place 

and distinguishes several types of transitions such as transformations, 

replacements, transplacements and interventions. There have been three 

waves of democratization in Huntington‟s study and each wave is distinct 

from one another. 

In his paper Reflections on Democratization, W.W. Boyer (1992) asserts 

that the political systems are becoming more participatory and less 

authoritarian throughout the world and claims that this worldwide 

phenomenon has come to be known as democratization for better and more 

accurate terminology. The author speculates several factors which appear to 

contribute to the timing of the democratization phenomenon during the 1970s. 

He includes intrinsic human nature, consequences of decolonization, impacts 

of science and technology and failures of authoritarian systems to be the 

contributing factors in the third wave of democratization. The author 

highlights the peculiar characteristics of the United States political system and 

how the U.S. has been asked for advice in the worldwide democratization 

phenomenon. The author however claims that the U.S. political system is not a 

model for other societies. 
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Exporting Democracy Rhetoric Vs. Reality by Peter J. Schraeder (2002) 

includes twelve scholarly articles and represents the research network of 

scholars from North America and Europe which was formed in 1966 to 

investigate the efforts to promote democracy by a wide variety of state and 

non-state actors within the international system. The book explores the 

international dimension of the democratization process still unfolding in 

various regions of the world, including Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, the 

Middle East, Oceania, and the Western Hemisphere. It also highlights the role 

of state actors and multilateral and Nongovernmental Organizations in 

promoting democracy. 

Mahfuzul H. Chowdhury (2003) in his Democratization in South Asia 

focuses on the political developments and the problems of democratization in 

South Asian countries. The author elaborates upon the problems of 

authoritarian trends and military rule as well as deviations from democratic 

development. He also stresses the problems of consolidation of democracy and 

democratization processes and focuses mainly on the political sectors such as 

political parties, leaders, parliaments rather than other sectors like 

bureaucracy, economy and civil society. The author claims that the 

experiences of democratization in the South Asian countries have fairly 

demonstrated the fact that the main problems are now in the political sectors. 

He suggests several measures which may contribute positively to the 

democratization processes of these countries. 

In his article, Political Transition in Myanmar: A New Model for 

Democratization Ashley South (2004) examines the social and political 

transition in Myanmar (Burma). The strategies for transition in Myanmar have 

tended to focus on elite-level politics, rather than grassroots democratization 

and social mobilization. This article examines the strategic challenges facing 

ethnic nationalist leaders and communities. It also addresses the roles that 
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foreign aid can play in supporting the re-emergence of civil society in 

Myanmar and advocates a policy of selective or targeted engagement. 

Democracy from Above by Jon C. Pevehouse (2005) discusses the role of 

international factors and regional organizations in the process of 

democratization. The author argues that regional organizations play an 

important role in the transition to democracy and endurance of democracy. 

The author uses evidence from cases such as Hungary, Peru, Greece, 

Paraguay, Guatemala and Turkey to examine the causal processes behind the 

statistical association between regional organizations and democratization. 

In Democracy Assistance: Political Vs Developmental? Thomas Carothers 

(2009) illustrates the two distinct approaches to international democracy 

assistance that have emerged in recent years: the political approach and the 

developmental approach. These two approaches vary with respect to their 

underlying conceptions of democracy and democratization and their methods 

and area of focus. US democracy promotion makes use of both approaches 

while the European democracy assistance favors the developmental approach. 

The author asserts that the division between the political and developmental 

approaches should be understood as part of a larger process of strategic 

diversification that has been somewhat slow to develop in the field of 

democracy aid and needs further strategic refinements.  

Measures of Democratization: From Degree to Type to War by M. 

Bogaards (2010) gives an overview of how democratization has been defined 

and measured. The article presents how scholars have used Freedom House 

and Polity scores to build regime typologies. The author asserts that the global 

spread of democracy has not resulted in scholarly consensus on how to 

conceptualize and measure democratization. The author claims that the recent 

proliferation of hybrid regimes has raised the question of how one can go from 

a degree to type. The author distinguishes the complete and incomplete 
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democratic transition and elucidates the claim that incomplete democratic 

transitions, stopping halfway between dictatorship and democracy increase the 

chance of war. 

The above literatures show that there are immense literature on the origin 

and history of Chin as well as the concept and approaches to democratization. 

However, there are little literature relating to the working of Union 

government and sub-national governments in Myanmar and particularly the 

working of local government in Chin state. Therefore, the scholar studies the 

political process in Myanmar under the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 

focusing on the challenges that hinder the consolidation of democracy. The 

scholar aims to contribute new literature on the body of knowledge relating to 

the political process in Myanmar and the local democracy of Chin state. 

Objectives 

The objectives of the study are as follows: 

1) To examine the political process in Myanmar in general, and 

particularly in Chin state. 

2) To examine the working of local government in Myanmar. 

3) To study the challenges towards the consolidation of democracy in 

Myanmar and in Chin state in particular. 

4) To analyze the role of international institutions in the process of 

democratization in Myanmar. 

Research Questions 

1) What is the political status of Myanmar under the new Constitution? To 

what extent does the Constitution of 2008 fulfill the demands and 

aspirations of the Chin people? 
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2) What is the structure of local government in Myanmar? What are their 

powers and functions? What is the process of local level elections in 

Chin state? 

3) What are the challenges that hinder the consolidation of democracy in 

Chin state, and in Myanmar at large? 

4) What are the roles play by the international institutions in the process 

of democratization in Myanmar? 

Methodology 

The research work is qualitative in nature.  It employs descriptive, analytical 

and historical methods to study the political process in Myanmar, particularly 

the democratization in Chin state. The study uses both primary and secondary 

sources. Primary data is collected through interview method. Interviews were 

conducted with the local people of Chin state and Chin people residing in 

Sagaing region; representative of Pyidaungsu Hluttaw from Kalay Myo, 

Sagaing region; members and party leaders of National League for Democracy 

(NLD) in Chin state; the refugees of the 1988 uprising residing in Delhi and 

the Chin refugees of 2021 residing in Mizoram to get firsthand information. 

The primary sources are analyzed through content analysis. The study of the 

electoral process and local government is conducted in Tedim township, 

Khawmawi village, Tio village and Haimual village in Chin state. Interviews 

were also conducted in Kanan ward, Hmuntha village, Zohmun village and 

Tahan ward in Sagaing region where the Chin people reside. Secondary 

sources include articles in journals, articles in newspapers, books etc. 

Scope of the study 

The study focuses on the political process in Myanmar in general, and 

particularly the democratization in Chin state. The study also highlights the 

recent political development in Chin state especially after the adoption of the 

Myanmar Constitution of 2008. The 2008 Constitution is the third and also the 
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latest Constitution of Myanmar after the adoption of the first Constitution in 

1947. It replaced the Burma Constitution of 1974. In other words, the study 

mainly stresses the National elections and sub-national elections of Myanmar 

from 2010 onwards. The Myanmar National elections of 2010 are significant 

for two reasons; first, it was held for the first time under the new Constitution 

of 2008. Secondly, it was the first contested election since 1990 by allowing 

the participation of opposition parties like Chin National Party (CNP), 

Democratic Party – Myanmar (DPM), Difference and Peace Party (DPP), etc. 

The study covers the working of the Myanmar new government under U Htin 

Kyaw, who took charge on 16
th

 April 2016 along with Aung Sang Suu Kyi, 

the leader of the NLD party. The study deliberates on the recent development 

of the relationship between the Union government and the state/region 

governments. It also examines the recent political crisis of Myanmar that 

followed the 8
th

 November 2020 elections. 

Limitation of the study 

The study initially attempts to cover three districts namely Falam district, 

Haka district and Matupi district in Chin state. The first field study was 

conducted in March 2018. Scheduled interview was conducted with the locals 

of Tedim township (Falam district) in Chin state as well as the Chin people 

residing in Kalay and Kabaw valley in Sagaing region. The study faces 

constraints due to pandemic in the early 2020 and the situation worsened due 

to the violent crackdown of Myanmar‟s military in February 2021. The 

collection of primary data in the other districts as the study intend could not be 

completed. Therefore, the study relies more on secondary sources.  
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Chapterization 

Chapter – I: Introduction 

The first chapter introduces the study. It includes the concept of 

democratization, approaches and factors affecting democratization, profile of 

Myanmar, review of literature, statement of the problem, objectives of the 

study, research questions, methodology, etc. 

Chapter – II: Profile of Chin State 

The second chapter discusses the political history of Chin prior to British 

annexation as well as Chin Hills after the Burmese Independence. It also 

examines the current status of Chin state under the new Constitution of 2008. 

Chapter – III: The Working of Governments in Myanmar 

The third chapter studies the working of Union, states and regions 

governments in Myanmar under three heads, namely – executive, legislature 

and judiciary. It also highlights the working of government offices and 

institutions in Chin state. 

Chapter – IV: The Working of Local Governments in Myanmar 

The fourth chapter examines the structures and functions of local government 

in Myanmar. It also includes the working of local level elections in Chin state. 

Chapter – V: Challenges of Democratization in Myanmar 

The fifth chapter focuses on the challenges towards the consolidation of 

democracy in Myanmar. It also studies the role of international communities 

and other factors as prospect of democratization in Myanmar. 
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Chapter – VI: Summary and Conclusions 

The last chapter summarizes the study and also includes the findings of the 

research.  

 

 

 

 



Chapter – II 

Profile of Chin State 

The present Chin state is located in western Myanmar and is one of the most 

remote places and the least developed state in the country. The Chin state 

(formerly Chin Hills) was made a special division of Myanmar on 4
th

 January 

1948 and became a full-fledged state in 1974.
1
 It shares international borders 

with Bangladesh on the western front and a northern border with India. It is 

also surrounded by Sagaing and Magway regions in the east and Rakhine state 

in the south.
2
 Myanmar is a multi-cultural society having multiple ethnic and 

linguistic groups. Similarly, Chin state resembles Myanmar in the sense that 

there are multiple ethnic groups that settle in the state. In fact, the government 

of Myanmar records that there are 135 races while the Chin alone has 53 

groups (1931 colonial census);
3
 while other scholars claim that there are 63 

sub-groups.
4
  

 The Chin state is the second-lowest population in all the states and 

regions of Myanmar with only 2.2% of the total population of the country 

inhabiting in Chin state. It is estimated that the population of Chin state is 

around 4,78,690 people according to the 2014 census.
5
 The total area of the 

Chin state is 13,906.97 square miles and accounts for only five percent of the 

total landmass of Myanmar.
6
 The Chin state has four districts - Mindat district, 

Haka district, Falam district and Matupi district; and nine townships - 
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Tonzang, Tiddim, Falam, Thantlang, Haka, Paletwa, Matupi, Mindat and 

Kanpalet.
7
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Figure: 2.1: Political Map of Chin State 

 

Prepared by Emanuel Lawmchullova, PhD. Scholar, Department of 

Geography, Mizoram University. 
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2.1. Identity of the Chin 

The inhabitants of the Chin state are ethnically and linguistically diverse. They 

are known by different ethnic names by which different tribal groups chose to 

call themselves. There have been many definitions over the term „ethnic 

identity‟ but there has been no widely agreed upon definition of the term. The 

concept „ethnic identity‟ has been subjected to discussion as to what comprises 

ethnic identity and what are the essential indicators or markers of ethnic 

identity. Several scholars defined on the basis of languages, faith or common 

ancestry. The Canadian Encyclopedia defines ethnic identity as the 

relationship that exists between an individual and a group with whom the 

individual believes that he has common ancestry on shared individual 

characteristics, shared socio-cultural experiences or both.
8
 

According to J.E. Trimble and R. Dickson, ethnic identity can imply 

the sameness of a band or nation of people who share common customs, 

traditions, historical experiences and in some instances geographical 

residence.
9
 They defined ethnic identity as an affiliative construct, where an 

individual is viewed by themselves and by others as belonging to a particular 

ethnic or cultural group. An individual can choose to associate with a group 

especially if other choices are available (i.e., the person is of mixed ethnic or 

racial heritage).
10

 In other words, ethnic identity can mean an affiliation or 

attachment towards a particular ethnic group. 

On a similar note, the term „Chin‟ has been defined and interpreted by 

various scholars differently. There are many definitions of the word „Chin‟. As 

a result, there is a complex ambiguity as to what kind of ethnic people and 

which part of the land is inhabited by the people of „Chin‟. There is no similar 
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name or identity which can represent and include all the people in Chin state. 

It has been defined and interpreted by different scholars. They defined in the 

way they understand and know about the Chin people. As a result, there have 

been many definitions over the word Chin in its etymology and there is a 

complex ambiguity as to what kind of ethnic people and which part of the land 

comes under the term „Chin‟. There have been two arguments levelled against 

the origin of the term Chin; the first argument is that Chin is only a foreign 

name used by the British during the colonial period.
11

 

On the other hand, Chin is based on the Burmese word for basket 

which is merely an insult to the Chins as they used baskets to carry things.
12

 In 

the early eleventh or twelfth century A.D., the „Zo‟ people were called „Chin‟ 

by the Burmans. The term „Chin‟ in Burmese means basket, and the „Zo‟ 

people were called „Chin‟ because of their habit of carrying basket.
13

 However 

this argument is not unanimously accepted. G.H. Luce and F.K. Lehman argue 

that „Chin‟ could mean an ally or friend on Burmese inscriptions.
14

 The 

inhabitants of the Chin State are known by different generic names of Chins 

and Lushais.
15

  

The Chin are ethnically and linguistically diverse and at least six 

primary Chin tribal groups can be identified – 1) Asho 2) Cho or Sho 3) 

Khuami or M‟ro 4) Laimi 5) Mizo (Lushai) 6) Zomi. In his study, In Search of 

Chin identity,  L.H. Sakhong used the term „Chin‟ as an ethnic identity 

synonymous with national identity. He argued that the word „Chin‟ had been 

used from the very beginning not only by themselves but also by neighboring 

people to denote the people who occupied the valley of Chindwin River. He 
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further wrote that the Chin is a group of the same people whose ancestors 

made their settlement in a certain place together.
16

 

 According to A. Shyamkishor, the Chin is a group of people settled in 

and around the tri-junction of India, Bangladesh and Myanmar.
17

 The various 

tribal groups of the Chin have different names by which they call themselves. 

These names usually refer to the geographical areas and the ownership of the 

land. For instance, the primary six tribal groups of Chin may be translated as – 

Asho refers to „plain dwellers‟, Cho means „southerners‟, Khuami as „the 

native people‟ Laimi as „the central people, and Zomi or Mizo stands for the 

„northern people‟. According to L.H. Sakhong, these various tribal groups do 

not necessarily belong to common ancestors or common family ties but they 

are rather a social group of the same ethnic nationality.
18

 

 Carey and Tuck defined the term Chin as the Burmese corruption of the 

Chinese “Jin” or “Yen” meaning man.
19

  More or less on a similar line, E. 

Vahnie also argued that Chin is a corrupted word of the Chinese „Jin‟ or „Ciin‟ 

and the word “Chin”
20

 is synonymous of Ch‟iang. He contends that Ch‟iang is 

one group of the „Jin‟ dynasty that also ruled China from A.D. 265 to 420. He 

further writes that the word „Chinlung‟ is directly derived from the Ch‟iang of 

the Jin or Cin and the word Chin became the identity for the Chin people.
21

 In 

the Burma census report of 1981, Chin ethnology is dismissed with the remark 

that the Chins are a group of hill tribes, all taking various dialects of the same 

Tibeto-Burman speech and calling themselves by various names.
22

 Captain 

Yule, the Secretary to the Envoy of the Court of Ava in 1855 described the 
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inhabitants of the Chin Hills as “Indo-Chinese kindred known as Kukis, 

Nagas, Khyenes and by many more specific names”.
23

 Similarly, Mr. McCabe 

of the Assam Commission designates the Chin-Lushai family as „Indo-

Chinese‟ while Captain Forbes calls the race Tibeto-Burman.
24

 

 According to Chin Hills Regulation Act 1896, Chin includes “Lushai, 

Kuki, Burmans domiciled in the Chin Hills and any persons who have adopted 

the customs and language of the Chin and are habitually resident in the Chin 

Hills.
25

 Chin People can be found not only in Chin state, they also exist in 

minority in some parts of Sagaing region, Magway region, Bago region, 

Mandalay state, Ayeyarwady state, Yangon state and Rakhine state.
26

 As a 

result, the term Chin encompasses several subgroups or tribal groups from 

different religions and practices, dialects, traditions and cultures with different 

geographical backgrounds. H. Touthang observed that the people inhabiting 

the Chin state do not have an undisputed collective name of their own and are 

known by different names in different regions.
27

 According to Lian Uk, the 

term Chin is an official and legal national name that is most inclusive and 

most widely known identity despite the differing nomenclatures like Kuki, 

Mizo, and Naga. He further writes that there is no other name that is as legal 

and inclusive as Chin.
28

 

 According to Vumson, the name Chin has never been used prior to 

British annexation.
29

 This irritated many Zo people and could not accept the 

name Chin. He argued that Chin is the name used by the foreigners to 

designate the Zo people and the term Zo is the indigenous name. However, if 
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the term Zo is used to designate the people in Chin state, some people refused 

to call themselves Zo. For instance, in South Falam and North Haka areas 

people call themselves „Lai‟. Similarly, in Southern Chin state, people call 

themselves „Sho‟ or „Cho‟. In Paletwa people call themselves „Khumi‟ or 

„Khami‟.
30

  

The term „Chin‟ was officially used for the first time in 1896. On 29
th
 

January 1892, Chin-Lushai Conference was held in Calcutta and a new 

resolution was adopted to draft a law to rule the newly occupied Chin 

territory.
31

 The Chin Hills Regulation was drafted by B.S. Carey and was 

approved and adopted by the British government. It was enforced from 13
th
 

August 1896.
32

 The Chin Hills Regulation of 1896 served as Chin territory 

immigration law and no outsiders were allowed to enter the Chin territory 

without permission from the authority.
33

 Under the protection of the Chin 

Hills Regulation, all the Chin tribes share their collective name as Chin.
34

 

 In the modern period, the ethnic identity of the Chin can be studied 

based on religion and culture as well as the political sphere. Eminent scholars 

from the Chin community argue that religion and culture are the two elements 

that together form an important part of Chin society. Before the spread of 

Christianity in the Chin state, the Chin people practiced traditional animism 

for centuries. The first Chin conversion to Christianity was recorded in 1904. 

The new religion gradually evolved and a new identity was adopted in the late 

20
th

 century. Christianity has been accepted by almost the whole population in 
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Chin state and it has become a uniting force for different Chin communities.
35

 

Thus, Christianity became their new religion and a new identity.  

 As mentioned earlier, Chin people also live in different parts of 

Myanmar as an ethnic minority. As a result, political parties and party 

affiliation have also become a uniting factor for the Chin communities that 

exist in minority in different parts of the country. Their political engagement 

gives a guarantee for their language, culture, tradition, identity and 

representative in the democratic system of Myanmar.
36

 Vumson in his book Zo 

History chose to call „Zo‟ as the common name of the people who were 

mostly known as Chin by the Burman because he believed that it is the most 

widely used name. However, he did not insist that „Zo‟ is the proper or right 

designation.
37

  It can be said that the term „Zo‟ can be used as a collective 

name to represent the people of the Tibeto-Burman race inhabiting the Chin 

state and some parts of the country where they exist in minorities. The term 

„Zo‟ without a prefix or suffix of „Mi‟ (which means people), appears to be the 

only inclusive name that brings together all the tribal groups of the Chin 

community irrespective of what they call themselves. 

 Nevertheless, the Zo people prefers to be known as what they call 

themselves. For example, the people in North Haka district and South Falam 

district of Chin state call themselves as „Lai‟ (which means center). They 

refused to be called as „Zo‟ whom they considered uncultured and uncivilized. 

Similarly, the people in Mindat district and Matupi district of Chin state call 

themselves as „She‟ or „Khxou‟. Conversely, the people living in Tedim 

township of Chin state, Falam and South Haka, part of Matupi district, Kale-
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Kabaw valleys of Sagaing region call themselves by different variants of „Zo‟ 

such as Zomi, Yo, Zo, Mizo, Zotung, Laizo, Zokhua.
38

 

 The divisive nature of the Chin identity has created ethnic rivalries 

among themselves. Districts, wards and villages exist based on ethnicity. For 

instance, Zomi settles in Tedim while Lai settles in Haka and Falam. The 

people of Chin chose to vote the one who represent their ethnic identity. Even 

though „Zo‟ has been used alternatively to designate the people of Chin, it is 

not inclusive for all the ethnic group residing in Chin state.  

2.2. Origin and migration pattern of the Chin 

The origin of Chin has been recorded by different scholars differently but 

share more or less a similar story known as the tradition of Chinlung. They 

believed that the Chin people have emerged into the world from the bowels of 

the earth or a cave or rock called „Chinlung‟. This myth has been kept by all 

tribes of the Chin in various ways. The term „Chinlung‟ or „Cinlung‟ is spelled 

differently depending on the specific Chin dialect; nonetheless, the term refers 

to the same meaning which is either cave or rock.
39

 According to some 

scholars, the Chins had their origin in China, where they lived on the Chinlung 

mountain ranges in Central China. During 221 BC – 24 AD, the Chin dynasty 

had been overrun by the Hans and they fled towards the West. C. Kio argued 

that „Chin‟ was not a name given to them in the Chin Hills; it was rather a 

name they had far back in China and had been carrying with them when they 

reached Burma.
40

 

 Carey and Tuck classified the tribes in the Chin Hills – the Soktes, 

Siyins, Tashons, Hakas, Klangklangs and Yokwas.
41

 The Sokte tribes include 
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the Kanhow clan found in both side of the banks of the Manipur river, the 

Siyins are the Tautes and Tauktes of the Manipur and the Tashons include the 

two powerful communities of Yahows and Whenohs formerly known as Pois, 

Poites and Paites. The Shendus on the Chittagong and Arakan frontiers are 

mainly Klangklangs and Hakas.
42

 The Chins were divided into two groups i.e. 

one who settled in the northern part of Chin state and those who settled in the 

southern part of the state. The Northern Chins were again divided and those 

who lived in Hakha, Falam and Matu townships called themselves as „Lai‟ and 

those who proceeded to Tidim and Mizoram called themselves as „Zo‟. The 

Southern Chins who went southward and lived in Mindat, Kanpalet and 

Paletwa townships became to be known as „Cho‟ or „Chu‟.
43

 

 There are certain differences over the migration pattern of the Chin. 

Scholars like Sing Kho Khai and Chawn Kio believed that the Chin ancestors 

are either the Ch‟ing or Ch‟iang in Chinese history. Historians like Than Tun 

and G.H. Luce believed that the Ch‟iang were not just the ancestors of the 

Chin but of the entire Tibeto-Burman group and they “enjoyed a civilization 

as advanced as the Chinese who disturbed them so much that they moved 

south”.
44

 However, anthropologists like Edmund Leach believed that “the 

Hypothesis that the Southeast Asian peoples as known today immigrated from 

the region of China is a pure myth”.
45

 However, both historians and 

anthropologists agree that the ancestors of these various peoples did indeed 

come from the North. It is argued that Chin were the first who settled in the 

Chindwin Valley. This argument is supported by the evidence of the Pagan 

inscriptions dated from the eleventh century onward which refers to the Chin 
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of the Chindwin Valley. G.H. Luce suggested that the Chin settlement in the 

Chindwin Valley began in the middle of the eighth century.
46

 

 The Pagan inscriptions continuously mentioned that the Chins were in 

between the eastern bank of the Upper Chindwin and west of the Irrawaddy 

River until the fall of the Pagan dynasty in 1295. According to L.H. Sakhong, 

the Chin settlement in the Kale Valley began just before the end of the 

thirteenth century AD.
47

 According to the traditional account, the original 

settlement of the Chin in the Chindwin Valley was destroyed by the flood. 

Consequently, the Chin moved over to Upper Chindwin, Pandaung Hills and 

other hills near the western part of the Chindwin River. As a result, the Chin 

people have been divided into different tribes and speak different dialects. 

L.H. Sakhong argued that the Chin lived peacefully in Upper Chindwin of the 

Kale-Kabaw Valley for at least a hundred years and that the Chin settlement in 

present Chin State began only after the founding of Kale-myo in 1395, and 

reached the far-most region of their settlement in the present Manipur state of 

India in about 1554.
48

 

 The different theories and arguments held by various scholars revealed 

the complex identity of the people living in the present Chin state. The idea of 

the origin of the term „Chin‟ differs among the scholars, it might be originated 

in China or even after the British annexation of the Chin Hills. It has often 

been regarded as foreign terminology and an offensive term. Although „Chin‟ 

has been regarded as a derogatory term, the Chin Hills Regulation of 1896 

recognized the Chins as Lushais, Kukis, Burmans domiciled in the Chin Hills 

and any persons who have adopted the customs and language of the Chins 

who are habitually resident in the Chin Hills.
49

 Subsequently, Chin became the 
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only official name that can be used to designate the various tribal groups of Zo 

people in Myanmar. 

2.3. Pre-colonial Chin 

The political history of the Chin Hills before the British annexation is the 

history of tribal chiefs. They were independent people ruled by the tribal 

chiefs. The Chin Hills were divided into various tribal groups and they spoke 

different dialects and were not united under a single political leadership. The 

Chin people were independent from one tribe to another.
50

 The tribal chiefs 

ruled their territory in many principalities following their divine law.
51

 

According to Vumson , the early stages of Chin history were primarily based 

on a homogenous society.
52

 A village was constituted by a group of families 

belonging to one clan. The number of members may range from ten to three 

hundred people. A more complex heterogeneous society developed in the later 

stages. He also argued that a village was an independent unit having a 

government headed by a chief or a headman of the village.
53

  

The chief or headman functioned as the administrator of his village and 

performed similar duties and functions. The powers and functions of the chief 

or headman were similar in all villages. Some villages were ruled by chiefs 

while others were ruled by a headman or a village leader. Generally, one 

village was ruled by one chief, but in some cases several villages were ruled 

by one chief. In the northern part of the Chin Hills, hereditary chieftainships 

were common, whereas in the southern part a village headman ruled the 

village.
54

 The lives of the village people depended on the chief or headman. 

Their responsibilities included land division, disposal, sequestration, and 

redistribution within the village boundary. Taxes and dues were also collected 

                                                         
50

 Op cit, L.H. Sakhong.(2003). p.16 
51

 Op cit, L. Uk. (2009). p.274. 
52

 Op cit, Vumson. p.8 
53

 Ibid. 
54

 Ibid.  



 56 

for the chief. As the owner of the land, he received a certain tax from all 

products of the soil. He also received a flesh tax of wild animals killed by the 

villagers. In some areas where salt was produced, the chief received a salt tax 

as well.
55

 

 The traditional Chin society developed three political systems – the 

Khua-bawi system, Ram-uk system and Tlaisun Democratic Council.
56

 

According to L.H. Sakhong (2003), Khua-bawi means the ruler of the village. 

In the Khua-bawi system, the local chief ruled over an independent village and 

controlled the daily lives of the people. He enjoyed political, religious, social 

and economic powers within his village.
57

 His responsibilities also included 

land division and distribution. He is usually assisted by his councilors in 

performing his duties and responsibilities. The number of councilors was 

determined by the number of houses in the village. Similarly, the Ram-uk 

system is ruled over by the hierarchical tribal chief. Chieftainship was 

hereditary, the youngest or eldest son inherited the position of the father. He 

either ruled the whole tribe or at least more than two villages or the entire 

community. The Ram-uk system is considered to be one of the most important 

and common political systems in traditional Chin society. The tribal chiefs 

enjoyed the same power and duties as that of the chiefs in Khua-bawi 

system.
58

 

 The third political system that existed in the traditional Chin society 

was Tlaisun Democratic Council. Tlaisun was the old name of the present 

Falam. L.H. Sakhong held that the Tlaisun developed such a democratic 

council due to the power struggle between the neighboring villages – the 

Tlaisun, the Sunthla and the Haka.
59

 When the Haka became very powerful 
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during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Sunthla eventually made 

peace with the Haka but the Tlaisun found a new settlement at Falam and 

developed a democratic council with a democratic constitution ruled by the 

council of elders. According to Carey and Tuck, the Tlaisun were unable to 

choose a paramount chief to rule their village because the community was 

composed of different clans.
60

 

 In the past, war between villages was common in the Chin Hills. The 

chiefs conquered neighboring villages and sent their sons to rule over the 

conquered villages. The Chin people chose their village in terms of defensive 

position and availability of water. Vumson argued that the traditional Chin 

society has always practiced a form of socialism within their communities in 

the form of Tlawmngaihna in the Lusei dialect which means „love of less‟. 

Besides chieftainship, they have also practiced some form of capitalism where 

individuals owned land in the central part of the Chin territory. But the overall 

Zo social structure was Communism based on human equality.
61

  

2.4. Chin state: Colonial era 

 The present Chin state was finally annexed by the British in 1896 after 

waging several wars with the chiefs. The Chin Hills was ruled with a single 

law under the Chin Hills Regulation 1896 by the British Empire from 1896 till 

the independence of British Burma in 1948. According to the Chin Hills 

Regulation of 1896, the present Chin state (the then Chin-Lushai country) was 

administratively divided into three districts: the Chin Hills District (East 

Chinram, present Chin state in Myanmar); the Lushai Hills District (West 

Chinram, present Mizoram state in India); and a portion of Southern Chinram 

was attached to the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bengal.
62

 In 1898, the three 
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districts were put under the administration of their respective occupying 

military command.
63

 

 During the colonial rule, the present Chin state was divided into three 

parts for administrative purposes – 1) Tedim, Falam, and Haka were under the 

Chin Hills district 2) Matupi, Mindat, and Kanpalet in the Pakokku district 3) 

Paletwa was in the North Arakan Hills district. Only Falam, Tedim, and Haka 

were under the Chin Hills district. Falam became the headquarter for the Chin 

Hills. Since the Chin Hills was made a part of the Sagaing division, it was 

administered under a Superintendent or a Deputy Commissioner.
64

 The British 

administration recognized the traditional chieftainships and did not interfere 

with the chief‟s powers and functions. The British supported the traditional 

villages organization and local authorities of the chief or headman remained 

the same. During the British rule, the Chin people were allowed to practice 

their traditional customary laws. The village headman or chief exercised 

judicial, political and economic matters within their jurisdiction or village. 

However, the Deputy Commissioner of the district had to settle certain 

important disputes about land, tribal feuds and murder cases.
65

 

 The British had introduced police administration, army, schools, and 

medical treatment. Moreover, the Christian missionaries introduced education 

in the Chin Hills. People attended schools to become clerks, policemen, and 

army officers. The introduction of education created a new class i.e. the 

middle class in the society.
66

 Apart from cultivation and farming, the Chin 

people gradually tend to join military police, Assam Rifles, Burma Rifles, and 

the Chin Hills Battalion. The British recruited them to suppress the rebellions 

of the Haka, Thado, and others that rebel against the British administration. 
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 It can be mentioned here that the British colonialism introduced 

technical advancement in the Chin Hills. New technologies such as telegraph 

communication and postal services were introduced. Houses were built using 

nails and bricks for the first time. The British introduced a new way of life in 

the traditional Chin society. In the pre-British Chin society, wealth was 

measured in terms of production from the soil or the number of cattle they 

owned, but the introduction of money had changed the value of wealth.
67

 The 

most significant change during the British rule was the introduction of 

Christianity which virtually became a new identity of the Chin people. 

Christianity has brought an end to the traditional Chin culture including their 

folklore, folk songs, their ways of life. They were forbidden to perform 

traditional ceremonies, cultural or social functions because the Chin culture 

was regarded as non-Christian.
68

 

During the colonial rule and prior to the British annexation, politics 

was left at the hands of the chiefs or headmen. The people were ignorant of 

political activities and political organizations were unheard of. The first 

political party known as the Chin National Union was formed during the early 

1920‟s. In 1933, the Chin National Union had demanded independence from 

the British government.
69

 However, it was ignored by the British government. 

2.5. Chin state: Post-Independent era 

General Aung San (father of Aung San Suu Kyi) is considered as the father of 

modern Burma since he successfully negotiated Burmese independence with 

the British Government. The negotiation resulted in the Aung San – Atlee 

Agreement on January 27 1947.
70

 The Agreement called for an independence 

within one year. The post-independent Burma began with the problem of 
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ethnic minorities inhabiting the frontier areas, whether they would join the 

independent Burma or separated as an independent nation. The Agreement 

stated that the frontier areas (Chin Hills, Kachin Hills, Karen Hills, Kaya 

Chieftainships, and the Shan territory) must join the independent Burma with 

their free consent.
71

 These frontier areas were independent before the British 

annexation. General Aung San was determined to persuade the frontier areas 

to join the independent Burma. 

The origin of the Union of Burma lies in the Panglong Conference, 

1947 under the leadership of General Aung San. The Panglong Agreement 

was reached in Panglong, Shan state between the Burmese government under 

Aung San and the Shan, Kachin and Chin people on 12
th

 February 1947. The 

Panglong Conference united the Chin Hills, the Kachin Hills, the Shan states 

and the Burma Proper as the Union of Burma. These four former colonies had 

their own constitutions and were separately occupied by the British as 

independent nations in different periods and had applied different 

administrative systems as per the different constitutions that the colonial 

power had promulgated for them.
72

 The Panglong Agreement represented a 

joint vision for the future of the pre-colonial independent people of the Chin, 

Kachin, Shan and the interim Burmese government (Burma Proper). It was led 

by Aung San, the Chief Minister of the interim Burmese government who 

came into power in August 1946 according to the Burma Act of 1935. The 

Burma Proper also included the non-Burman ethnic nationalities such as Mon, 

Rakhine (Arakan) and Karen.
73

 

 The Panglong Agreement is viewed as an agreement for a new 

sovereign, independent nation-state between people from pre-colonial 

                                                         
71

 Op cit, Vumson. p.187. 
72

 L.H. Sakhong. (2012)(b). The 2008 Constitution and Ethnic Issues: To What Extent Did It Satisfy 

the Aspirations of Various Ethnic Groups? Analysis Paper No.1. Burma Centre for Ethnic Studies. 

p.2. 
73

 Ibid.  



 61 

independent nations of Chin Hills, Kachin Hills and Shan state. The essence of 

the Agreement was not only to unite the ethnic people‟s search for freedom 

but also to establish a new multi-national state of the Union of Burma.
74

 It was 

an agreement between the Chin, Kachin, Shan state and Burma Proper to form 

their own respective nation-states. They promised to give the right to exercise 

administrative, judiciary and legislative powers in their respective autonomous 

nation-states. Consequently, a new constitution was adopted by the 

Constituent Assembly of the interim government of the Union of Burma on 

24
th

 September 1947. The new constitution paved the way for securing the 

independence of Burma from Great Britain on 4
th

 January 1948.
75

 

 On 20
th

 February 1948, the Chin people abolished the power of 

traditional chieftainship and adopted the „virtue of self-determination‟ and the 

„General will‟ of the people, which is associated with a political system called 

„representative government‟.
76

 The Chin royal families believed that the 

hereditary aristocratic system of ruling the territory was no longer relevant in 

the new era of Burmese Independence. During the transition period in Burma, 

Aung San (leader of the Anti-Fascist People‟s Freedom League) was 

unfortunately assassinated on 19
th

 July 1947 which led to political instability 

in Burma.
77

 Aung San was succeeded by U Nu who became the leader of 

AFPFL. Under the new leadership, the essence of the Panglong Agreement 

was reversed. The principle of the Federal Union that was envisaged in the 

Agreement was never fulfilled. The promises that were made available to the 

non-Burman ethnic communities were crushed at the hands of the new 

government. 
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  In 1949, ethnic armed conflict in the form of a „state formation 

conflict‟ broke out in the Union of Burma. It was due to the „made-up‟ of the 

Union which was not inclusive to all ethnic communities. Burma did not 

become a federal union that was envisaged in 1947 at the Panglong 

Conference. It however established a quasi-federal State with strong features 

of a unitary state where a single ethnic group (the Burman/Myanmar people) 

controlled all state powers and governing systems of a multi-ethnic plural 

society of the Union of Burma.
78

 Since the Burmese Independence in 1948, 

the successive governments of various leaders – U Nu, Ne Win, Saw Maung, 

and Than Shwe aimed to create a homogenous nation based on the notion of 

„one ethnicity, one language and one religion‟.
79

 The attempt to create a 

homogenous nation was virtually confirmed in 1989 when the country name 

was changed from Burma to Myanmar. It virtually ruled out the rest of the 

ethnic communities that exist in Arakan (Rakhine), Chin, Kachin, Karen, 

Karenni, Mon and Shan. These ethnic communities decided to take up arms 

(armed struggle and insurgency) and fight against the government‟s decision 

of one ethnicity, one religion and one language.
80

 

 The armed struggle did not solve the political crisis but suffered a 

backlash of conflicts and civil war for over sixty years. The heightened 

pressure and growing conflicts in the country has left peripheral areas like 

Chin state more vulnerable where poverty is rampant and development is 

neglected. The demands and aspirations of the Chin were the right to self-

determination, the right to govern themselves and to have their own 

constitution as promised in the Panglong Agreement. But the promises were 

broken when General Aung San was assassinated. As a consequence, ethnic 

armed organizations  such as Karen National Defence Organization (KNDO), 

Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), Shan State Army (SSA), Kachin 
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Defence Army (KDA) and Chin National Army (CAN) were formed and 

insurgency broke out in the Chin Hills and other ethnic areas. Moreover, 

different ethnic based political parties were established in the Chin Hills. 

Some major political parties in Chin state are Chin League for Democracy 

(1989), Chin National Democratic Party (2010), Chin Progressive Party 

(2010), Zomi Congress for Democracy (1988), Mro Party (1988), Ethnic 

Nationality Development Party (2010), etc.
81

 

 The Constitution of Myanmar 2008 does not include the protection of 

ethnic minorities. Section 22 (c) of the Constitution provides the promotion of 

socio-economic development including education, health, economy, 

transportation and communication for the less-developed National races.
82

 

However, the less-developed National races or the ethnic minorities are not 

given special concessions or reservation in the Constitution for the promotion 

of their well-being. Although, the new Constitution of 2008 is federal in 

nature, Myanmar remains a centralized State where the administration and 

political decisions have been dominated by the Union Government. The 

interpretation of federalism among the Chin people and the Chin political 

parties is very diverse. The Chin youth believe that federalism is the 

fundamental right for Chin society to address their own needs, sovereignty, 

governing body, and common philosophy in Chin state. Different Chin 

political parties have also opined that federalism is a political system and it 

should not be demanded but should be created among Chin and Myanmar 

society.
83

 

 Federalism is also regarded by some Chin people as self-determination 

and self-administration to promote the life of Chin people for sustainable 
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development. For some people federalism means isolation from the Union of 

Myanmar.
84

 The Chin people believed that their rights, culture and identity 

need to be protected as an ethnic minority. According to Salai Mang, CEO of 

Chin World Media “The federal system wished by Chin people is to be drawn 

up and achieved based on the equity with other national people”.
85

 As the 

interpretation of federalism differs, many different ethnic based political 

parties emerged in the state with their own views and policies to achieve the 

right to self-determination as envisaged in the Panglong Agreement. However, 

the existence of different ethnic parties has created confusion among the 

various tribes of the Chin people within the Chin state and outside of the state. 

The people chose to vote on the basis of their own ethnic identity. This has led 

to unnecessary rivalries among the Chin people themselves.  

 Moreover, the position of the National Races Affairs Minister that was 

created under the 2008 Constitution is also a divisive factor that brings 

disunity rather than unity among the Chin people. For instance, an ethnic 

minority that has a population of 0.1 percent and above of the national 

population can elect their own National Races Affairs Minister. This means 

the Chin people who are residing in other state or region such as Sagaing 

region, Rakhine state, Magwe region or Yangon, can elect their ethnic 

representative if their population meet the required population. Since there are 

different ethnic tribes of Chin, selecting a candidate to represent the Chin 

become a difficult task and often leads to conflict. 

 Similarly, the people of Chin state vote along ethnic lines in the Union 

and state elections. The candidates usually contested from where their ethnic 

tribes are in majority. Ethnic based politics have been embedded in the minds 

of the Chin people and has sought ethnic rivalries among them. It has been 
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affecting the lives of the people and is detrimental to the growth and 

development of Chin state. 

2.6. Working of governments in Chin state 

The Chin state of Myanmar is a home of many different ethnic races having 

different languages. There are four districts in Chin state namely – Falam, 

Haka, Mindat and Matupi. These four districts are further categorized into 

nine townships – Tonzang, Tedim, Falam, Haka, Thantlang, Matupi, Kanpalet, 

Paletwa and Mindat and ten sub-townships – Rihkhawdar, Webulah, Khai 

Kam, Cikha, Surkhua, Hnaring, Rezua, Lailenpi, Samee and Makui Innu.
86

 

Haka is the capital and the headquarter of the state. 

2.6.1. The State Executive 

The head of the state government is called the Chief Minister. The state 

government is formed by the Chief Minister of the state, the ministers and the 

Attorney General of the state. Lian Luai, a member of National League for 

Democracy (NLD) was appointed as the Chief Minister of Chin state in 2016. 

He contested in the 2015 election and won the election from Falam township 

in the state hluttaw.
87

 He headed the cabinet of Chin state government in 2016 

which had six cabinet ministers. The different portfolios of the state cabinet 

include Security and Border Affairs, Project and Finance, Agriculture, 

Forestry and Mines, Road and Transportation, Municipal Affairs, Electricity 

and Industry and Social Welfare.
88
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2.6.1.1. Powers of the State Executive 

The state executive enjoys the power to make laws in administrative matters 

of the state in accordance with the provisions of the Constitution. The 

executive power of the state also extends to the matters which the state 

government is permitted to perform by any Union Law. The state government 

has the responsibility to assist the Union Government in maintaining 

community peace, tranquillity, law and order and stability of the Union.  

The state government also enjoys the power to implement projects that 

are to be undertaken in the state in accordance with the policies adopted by the 

Union Government and Union Laws, and with the approval of the state 

hluttaw concerned. The state government is empowered to submit the state 

budget bill based on the annual Union Budget to the state hluttaw.
89

 

2.6.2. Legislature 

The Chin state has a unicameral legislature which is known as the Chin state 

hluttaw. The session of the Chin state hluttaw is presided over by the Speaker. 

The state hluttaw has 24 constituencies in total. There are eighteen 

constituencies that are available for election to be represented by the civilians. 

These eighteen constituencies are represented by two elected civilians from 

each of the existing nine townships. The remaining six seats are reserved for 

the Defense Services which is one-third of the total number of the elected 

hluttaw representatives. The state also has twenty one constituencies in 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, twelve constituencies in Amyotha Hluttaw (Upper 

House) and nine constituencies in Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower House).  
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Figure 2.2 : Chin state hluttaw. 

 

Source: Drawn by the scholar. 

In the last elections conducted in 2015, the NLD swept 12 seats out of 

the 18 constituencies while the Union Solidarity Party (USDP) managed to 

secure four seats; and the remaining two seats were bagged by the Zomi 

Congress for Democracy (ZCD). In the same year, the NLD secured nine seats 

in Amyotha Hluttaw and also secured seven seats in Pyithu Hluttaw. The ZCD 

secured two seats each in both the Hluttaw while the USDP could manage to 

secure only one seat in the Amyotha Hluttaw.
90

 

 

 

                                                         
90

 State/Region Hluttaw Results 2015. Myanmar Times: www.mmtimes.com (7 November 2015). 

(Retrieved 14/04/2021) 

 

Chin state hluttaw 

(24 constituencies) 

Elected civilian 

(18 constituencies) 

Military appointees 

(6 constituencies) 

http://www.mmtimes.com/


 68 

2.6.3. Judiciary 

The High Court of the Chin state is situated in the state capital Haka. It is 

headed by the Chief Justice who is assisted by other judges. Chief Justice Win 

Myint Kyaw has been appointed as the Chief Justice of the High Court of 

Chin state since March 2011.
91

 According to Section 308 (a)(i) of the 2008 

Constitution, the number of judges of the High Court of the state or region 

including the Chief Justice of the High Court of the state or region consisted 

of three to seven.
92

 The Chief Justice and other judges of the High Court are 

appointed by the President in coordination with the Chief Justice of the Union 

and Chief Minister of the state concerned, and with the approval of the state 

hluttaw.
93

 

 At present, there is an absence of Executive, Legislative and Judiciary 

due to the political crisis of Myanmar in 2021. All the executive, legislative 

and judiciary functions have been transferred to the Commander-in-Chief. 

2.7. Government Offices and Institutions in Chin state 

Chin state has been one of the poorest and the most backward states in 

Myanmar. There are allegations for rampant corruption among the 

government officials and widespread violation of human rights in the state, the 

privileged stay privileged and the oppressed remain oppressed. The state 

began to see a light of the day in the post-2015 election when the NLD rose to 

power. Under the new government, several initiatives in the field of education 

and transportation were taken up. Some important departments like education, 

transportation, health care, electricity are discussed below. 
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2.7.1. Education 

Education is very important in every society because it helps people become 

better citizens, broaden their views, get a better-paid job, understand the 

difference between good and bad, rational and irrational etc. It also assists the 

people to grow and develop and shape a better society to live in by knowing 

and respecting their rights, constitution, laws and regulation. The focus of the 

Chin state government on education is not up to the mark and people are not 

satisfied with it. 

One of the villagers in Rih Sub-township, Chin state, narrated that there 

was only one school in her village with one or two teachers. It was not 

affordable for most of the villagers even though it was a government-funded 

school. The teachers did not get their salary regularly from the military 

government which would eventually lead to the burden of the parents as they 

had to pay school fees.
94

 Most of the time, the post of the school teachers 

remains vacant for a long time. The village elders and headmen had to arrange 

for private teachers. School fees vary from one village to another. Fees were 

paid around 10000/- Myanmar Kyat which is approximately around 400/- to 

500/- Indian Rupees. In some smaller villages, fees were paid in the form of 

rice or firewood. A lot of families could not afford all these as their lives 

depended on their daily small income. They ended up letting their children 

stay at home to help with their household chores.
95

 Education was a privilege 

only the rich or well-off family could afford and enjoy. It was virtually 

impossible for the poor family to send their children at school. 

 This was the situation in the department of education before the 

formation of a new government in Myanmar by the NLD in 2015. The new 

government revived the system of education by appointing new teachers in the 
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school in most of the villages. During the military regime, classes were 

opened up to middle school in most of the villages. The new government has 

also set up new quarters for the school teachers. School fees were no longer a 

burden for the parents and education became inclusive to all. School supplies 

like textbooks and uniforms were given among the students free of cost.
96

 

According to the 2014 census, the literacy rate of people who attain the age of 

15 and above was 79.4 percent.
97

 

2.7.2. Road transportation and linkages 

There was no proper transportation or linkages between the villages and towns 

within the Chin state before the NLD rose to power. Road transportation was 

nearly impossible by vehicles or either by two-wheelers. People had to travel 

by foot to another town or village. In an interview with one of the locals at Tio 

village, has mentioned that whenever a military official came to visit their 

village, one member of each household needed to volunteer with an axe to 

pave way for the officials' vehicles, failure to comply had to face a penalty.
98

  

 Landslides were rampant during rainy season resulting in the loss of 

lives and properties. During a rainy season, there used to be a massive delay in 

the journey. A two hours journey became a one-night journey even with no 

landslides on the road.
99

 The Chin state government‟s statistics have recorded 

that at least 768 landslides occurred across Chin state between 21 August and 

11 September 2013.
100

 In Chin state, most of the roads and linkages 
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connecting villages are constructed and maintained by local communities by 

generating funds through contributions collected from the local people.
101

 

2.7.3. Health Care 

The overall health care system is extremely poor in Chin state. There has been 

a lack of proper health facilities, health workers, nurses and doctors across the 

state. There is only one hospital equipped with specialist services with only 

150 beds. Apart from that, there are nine general public hospitals with a total 

of 314 beds and twelve other health stations with a total of 192 beds.
102

 The 

numbers of hospitals and beds are significantly low to cater to the growing 

population of 4,78,801 (2014 census).  

 The condition of health care facilities and the treatment they get from 

the town civil hospital have been moderately improved under the NLD 

government. One of the locals at Rihkhawdar, Chin state said that the situation 

was far worst under the military regime. He said that many incidents happened 

that involved loss of life due to doctors‟ negligence and refusal to treat the 

patients in case of emergencies.
103

 The doctors used to demand extra payment 

in cash or other materials for their service which are nominally free. This 

became common practice across the state. It was remotely impossible for the 

poor to get treatment or other facilities from the hospitals. 

 It has been recorded that most doctors across the state used to charge a 

heavy amount of money for issuing birth certificates which are supposed to be 

free. In 2014, in Matupi district a southern part of Chin state, one doctor was 

allegedly accused of demanding 30,000/- Kyat (approximately 1400/- Indian 

Rupees) for the issuance of a birth certificate.
104

 Another incident happened at 
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Matupi district in June 2104, where a newly born baby was dumped in a 

dustbin by a doctor who presumed the baby to be dead. The baby was however 

recovered but died after twenty minutes of breathing.
105

 These kinds of 

incidents occurred very often across the hospitals in Chin state especially in 

remote places where the patients are either falsely or excessively charged for 

their treatment despite getting poor treatment from the doctors. 

2.7.4. Arbitrary taxation by Government officials 

Government officials across the state have been reportedly accused of 

misusing their power to subdue the villagers by forcing them to pay illegal 

taxes or have them work for their benefit. In Paletwa township, the General 

Administration Officer was reported to have overcharged the villagers for the 

interest rate of the government loan for poverty reduction and rural 

development. He was allegedly accused of charging ten percent of the interest 

rate although the government had already set the interest rate at four percent. 

He was also accused of charging 5000 Kyats from the cattle owners who were 

unable to tend their cattle grazing in the field.
106

  

 On several occasions, the government officials would manoeuvre their 

ways to extort money from the villagers. In 2013, on the occasion of President 

Thein Sein‟s visit to Chin state, the Administrative Officer of Rihkhawdar 

sub-township had forcibly collected 5000 Kyats from the heads of the village 

administrative council.
107

 Corruptions in the state are raging and remain 

largely unchecked.  The budget for poverty alleviation and rural development 

that comes from the state government or the Union is likely to end up in the 

pockets of the Administrative Officers.  
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 The same corrupt practice or illegal tax collection can be found at the 

Indo-Myanmar border where the Immigration officials of Myanmar collected 

money from the travellers from their own country. The Immigration officials 

are posted at Tio village under two categories: State Immigration and 

Township Immigration. State Immigration officials collect 1000/- Kyats for 

passing the Indo-Myanmar bridge, the Township Immigration officials also 

collect an extra 1000 Kyats between Tedim township (Chin state) and 

Kalaymyo (Sagaing region).
108

 Within Chin state, several check gates 

collected toll taxes from the vehicles traveling between Chin state and Sagaing 

region. Apart from the toll taxes, they also pay 40,000/- Kyat as a labor 

charge. In total, they ended up paying an excessive amount of 80,000/- Kyat 

which is approximately 3,785/- Indian Rupees.
109

 As the number of check 

gates rises, the charges of the transport vehicles rise to cope with the toll taxes 

extorted by the officials. 

2.7.5. Electricity 

According to the 2014 census, the population of Chin state that uses electricity 

as the main source of energy for cooking was 0.8 percent of the population. 

93.7 percent of the population relied on firewood as their main source for 

cooking. Most of the villages in Chin state do not have access to electricity. 

Within Chin state, only 15.4 percent of the population has access to electricity 

for lighting purposes. The rest of the population uses conventional sources 

such as kerosene, candle, solar system while some people relied on batteries, 

generators and private water mills.
110

 

 Similarly, the Chin people living in the Kabaw valley, Sagaing region 

do not have an access to electricity. They relied on a water mill for lighting 

which can be used only at night. The water mill was constructed and funded 
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by the local people by collecting fees from every household.
111

 The border 

villages of Chin state located near the friendship bridge of Indo-Myanmar 

namely – Tio, Khawmawi and Rihkhawdar have the advantage of accessing 

the electricity from India across the bridge at a price of around Rupees 15/- 

per unit. 

 On a similar note, people at the Indian border heavily relied on India 

for their basic civic amenities such as cooking gas, electricity and telephone 

networks. It is often seen that most of the families at the border villages have 

an access to India‟s gas cylinders as they are easier to acquire through the 

black market. The 2014 census recorded that only 0.1 percent of the 

population uses Myanmar‟s LPG as the main source for cooking. 

 Under the military rule, the Chin state has been politically and 

economically neglected for over five decades. As a result, it remains the 

poorest state in the country. There are no proper transportations or link roads 

between villages. Village link roads had to be constructed by the villagers with 

their own contribution. Soon after Myanmar transitioned to a more democratic 

government in 2010, the Chin state has been relying on three major road links 

– Pakokku-Mindat-Matupi in southern Chin state, Kalay-Kankhaw-Haka-

Thantlang in central part of Chin state and Kalay-Kankhaw-Falam-Tedim-

Tonzang in the northern Chin state
 
.
112

 Under the new government of NLD 

that came to power in 2015, the conditions of Chin state have improved 

substantially. However, the democratic experience of Chin state was too short. 

Chin state started experiencing democratic transition in in 2010, and it lasted 

for only ten years when the elected civilian government was subdued by the 

military government in 2021.  
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Chapter – III 

The Working of Governments in Myanmar 

The third chapter studies the structure of governments in Myanmar. It focuses 

on the working of union, states and regions governments in Myanmar. The 

Constitution established seven states and seven regions with one Union 

Territory, Nay Pyi Taw as the capital of the Union.
1
 The state and region 

governments enjoy equivalent power and position under the 2008 

Constitution. The states consisted of areas with large ethnic minority 

populations and are generally located along the borders; whereas the areas 

inhabited by majority Burmans are known as regions.
2
 The 2008 Constitution 

of Myanmar stipulates that the three branches of sovereign power i.e., 

legislative power, executive power and judicial power are shared among the 

Union, regions, states and self-administered areas.
3
  

3.1. The Union Government 

The Union Government is composed of the President, Vice Presidents, 

Ministers of the Union, and the Attorney General of the Union.
4
 Myanmar is 

an independent sovereign nation known as the Republic of the Union of 

Myanmar. It is a home to multi-national races where sovereignty is derived 

from the citizens. The Union practices a „genuine, disciplined multi-party 

democratic system.
5
 In fact, Myanmar practices a form of democratic 

government where the military enjoys reservation in every legislature. This 

type of political system was used according to the Constitution of Myanmar 

2008 till the military took over the country on February 2021. 
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3.1.1. The Union Executive 

The President is the Executive head of the Union Government. Both the 

President and the two Vice-Presidents represent the Union Government. The 

executive power of the Union is distributed among the Union, regions and 

states. Section 59 (a) to (g) of the Constitution 2008 enumerates the 

qualifications of the President. Section 59 (f) specifically states that the 

President himself, or one of his parents, one of his children, or his spouse shall 

not owe allegiance to a foreign power.
6
 This section basically ruled out the 

chances of Aung San Suu Kyi to become the President.  

3.1.1.1. Elections of the President 

The term of office of the President or the Vice Presidents is five years. The 

President shall not be a representative of any Hluttaw or the Civil Services 

Personnel. They must resign from their offices if they are elected. Section 60 

(a) to (f) of the Constitution deals with the elections of the President and the 

Vice Presidents. The President is elected through the Presidential Electoral 

College formed with three groups by the elected representatives and the 

nominated military personnel of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw – 1) a group of 

Pyithu Hluttaw elected representatives (Lower House) 2) a group of Amyotha 

Hluttaw elected representatives (Upper House) 3) a group formed with the 

Defense Services Personnel (nominated military representatives of both the 

houses).
7
 

 Each group shall select one candidate from among themselves. This 

means that there will be one candidate from the lower house, one candidate 

from the upper house and one from the Defense Services Personnel. The three 

selected candidates from each group became the Presidential candidates. The 

Presidential Electoral College shall elect the President by voting one of the 
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three candidates. The candidate with the highest vote become the President. 

The candidate securing the second highest vote become the first Vice 

President and candidate with the lowest vote become the second Vice 

President.
8
 

 The fascinating part about the Myanmar Presidential election is that the 

President and the Vice presidents are elected simultaneously by one vote. 

Moreover, in case a civilian is elected as the President, the military candidate 

is ought to become the first Vice president. This is inevitable because of how 

the Electoral College works. For instance, in the 2015 general elections, the 

NLD won a landslide victory with 390 seats out of the 498 available seats. 

However, the total strength of both the houses including the nominated 

military personnel is 664. The smaller ethnic parties won around 50 to 60 

seats. There was a possibility that all the ethnic parties may or may not vote 

for the military candidate.
9
 

 As a majority party, the candidates from both the houses were the 

representatives of the NLD. However, the total votes of the NLD could not be 

split into equal halves. If so, the military candidate would become the 

President. One among the two civilian candidates must secure at least two-

third of the NLD votes to become the President. The remaining NLD votes 

went to the other civilian candidate. As a result, the military candidate become 

the first Vice President.  

3.1.1.2. Powers of the President of Myanmar vis-á-vis the President of 

India 

The powers and functions of the President of Myanmar may be analyzed with 

regard to the position of the President of India. In India, the President is the 
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executive Head of the State and all executive powers are vested in him. 

However, he is bound by certain Constitutional limitations in performing these 

powers. Firstly, Article 75(1) of the Constitution of India provides that the 

President may appoint the Union ministers only on the advice of the Prime 

Minister.
10

 He cannot act in his own discretion to appoint any person outside 

the list submitted by the Prime Minister. 

 Secondly, Article 74(1) proves that the President of India is not a real 

Head but a Constitutional Head (as amended in the 42
nd

 Amendment Act, 

1976).
11

 The Constitution of India limits the exercise of the President‟s 

functions in such a way that he is bound to act according to the advice of the 

Council of Ministers with the Prime Minister at the head. Along the same line, 

the position of the President of Myanmar is more or less akin to the position of 

the President of India. The Constitution of Myanmar does not necessarily limit 

the powers of the President while exercising his functions. However, Section 

202 of the Constitution of Myanmar states that the president shall take the 

approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw in the appointment of the Union 

ministers. With the approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, he may appoint the 

Ministers, designate the number of the Union Ministers, and may increase or 

decrease the number.
12

 

 The Constitution of India makes it obligatory for the President to act on 

the advice of the Council of Ministers, and does not vest the President with 

any discretionary power during the Emergency or even normal times.
13

 

Conversely, Section 218 of the Constitution of Myanmar vested the President 

the right to issue necessary rules on matters (other than those matters 

conferred on him by the Constitution to perform in his own discretion) to be 
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performed by the Union Government on allocation of the said matters to the 

Ministries of the Union Government and on allocation to the person 

responsible to act under any law. Unlike his Indian counterpart, the President 

of Myanmar is not bound by the advice of the Council of Ministers. However, 

he is responsible to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw and is bound by the law 

established by the Constitution. Nevertheless, he is not answerable to any 

Hluttaw or any Court for the exercise of the powers and functions of his 

office.
14

  

3.1.1.3. Functions of the President of Myanmar vis-á-vis the President of 

India 

The President of Myanmar and the President of India perform more or less 

similar executive functions. The juxtaposition of both the President of 

Myanmar and India can be further examined by analyzing the executive 

functions performed by them. To do so, one must comprehend the 

comprehensive expression of executive functions. The Supreme Court of India 

explained that – “The executive function comprises both the determination of 

the policy as well as carrying it into execution, the maintenance of order, the 

promotion of social and economic welfare, the direction of foreign policy, in 

fact, the carrying on or supervision of the general administration of the 

State.”
15

 The executive functions and powers performed by both the Presidents 

can be analyzed under the following heads: 

1. Administrative Power: The President of India is the formal head of the 

administration and all executive action of the Union is taken in the 

name of the President. Although he has the power to appoint and 

remove the high dignitaries of the State, he is required by the 
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Constitution to consult the council of ministers as well as other persons 

like the Chief Justice of India.
16

 

Coming to the provisions of the Constitution of Myanmar, the 

executive power of the Union is vested in the President of Myanmar. 

He has the right to designate the Ministries of the Union Government 

with the approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Constitution also 

granted the President the right to appoint and dismiss Heads of the 

Bodies of Civil Services in accordance with the law.
17

 

2. Military power: The Constitution of India has vested the President of 

India the power to declare war or peace, or employment of the Defense 

Forces but in practice, the Parliament regulates and controls the 

exercise of such powers.
18

 

 The President of Myanmar enjoys the right to take appropriate military 

action in case of aggression against the Union, in co-ordination with the 

National Defense and Security Council. However, he is bound to 

submit the action taken for the approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw; 

and with the assent of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw he may declare war or 

make peace.
19

 

3. Diplomatic power: The President of India represents the State in 

international affairs and has the power to appoint Indian representatives 

to other countries, negotiate treaties and agreements with other 

countries on the advice of his Ministers.
20

 

  The Constitution of Myanmar vested the President the power to 

establish or sever diplomatic relations with foreign countries with the 

approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. However, he may co-ordinates 

with the National Defense and Security Council in situation which 
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requires immediate action. He enjoys the power to appoint and recall 

the diplomats of its country in accordance with the law.
21

 

4. Legislative power: The Constitution of India vested the President with 

numerous legislative powers. He is a component part of the Union 

Parliament and has the power to summon both the Houses and to 

dissolve the lower House. He is empowered to nominate 12 members in 

the Upper House and two members in the Lower House from the 

Anglo-Indian community. A Bill becomes an Act only after receiving 

the assent from the President. The President may give his assent to the 

Bill, or he may return the Bill (except in the case of Money Bill) for 

reconsideration of the Houses. However, the President is obliged to 

give his assent if the Bill is passed again by both Houses of the 

Parliament with or without amendment.
22

 

  Like the President of India, the President of Myanmar is 

responsible to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. He has the right to occasionally 

deliver an address or send a message to the session of the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw or the Amyotha Hluttaw or to the entire country relating to the 

policies and general situation of the Union.
23

 The Bill approved by the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw becomes a law after the consent of the President. 

He may sign or send it back to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw with his 

comments. If the Bill is sent back to the President with or without 

amendments, the President is obliged to sign the Bill and promulgated 

it as law within seven days after receiving the Bill back.
24

 

The Constitution of Myanmar has vested the President of Myanmar with 

enormous powers and functions. According to Section 16 of the Constitution 

of Myanmar, the President is the head of the Union Government as well as the 

                                                         
21

 Op cit, Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. (2008). p.77 
22

 Op cit, D.D. Basu.(2010). p.184ff 
23

 Op cit, Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. (2008). p.77 
24

 Ibid. p.38 



 82 

head of the State.  However, certain responsibilities such as defence, security 

and border administration of the Union Government, states and regions 

government and even Union Territory and Self-Administered Areas have been 

kept in the hands of the Defence Services personnel nominated by the 

Commander-in-Chief.
25

 In Myanmar, the Commander-in-Chief is a military-

personnel appointed by the President. At the time of national emergency, the 

President of Myanmar may transfer the legislative, executive and judicial 

powers to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence Services.
26

 

3.2. The Union Legislature 

The legislative power of the Union is vested in the Union Legislature known 

as the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw consists of two chambers 

namely – People‟s Assembly
27

, known as the Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower House) 

and Nationalities Assembly
28

 known as Amyotha Hluttaw (Upper House).
29

 

The term of the Pyithu Hluttaw is five years form the day of its 

commencement, and the term of the Amyotha Hluttaw expires on the day of 

the expiry of the Amyotha Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is headed by the 

Head and Deputy Head known as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Speaker and the Deputy Speaker of the Amyotha 

Hluttaw serve as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

for two and a half years i.e., 30 months from the day of its commencement. 

The Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyithu Hluttaw will also serve as the 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for the remaining 

term.
30

 In short, each Speaker and Deputy Speaker of both Hluttaws serve as 

the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for 30 months 

each.  
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 The Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw supervises the sessions of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. He may invite the President if he is intimated of the 

President‟s desire to address the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. He may also invite 

organizations or persons representing any of the Union level organizations 

formed under the Constitution to attend the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw sessions. He 

may convene the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw regular session at least once a year. He 

may also convene a special session or an emergency session if necessary or 

upon the request of the President.
31

 

 A Bill initiated either in the Pyithu Hluttaw or the Amyotha Hluttaw is 

approved by both Hluttaws, it is deemed that the Bill is approved by the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. If there is a disagreement between the Pyithu Hluttaw 

and the Amyotha Hluttaw concerning a Bill, the Bill is discussed and resolved 

in the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The legislative power is vested in the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw to other matters that are not listed in the Legislative List of the Union, 

regions or states, and self-administered division leading body or self-

administered zone leading body. It also enjoys the right to enact laws for the 

entire or any part of the Union related to matters prescribed in Schedule One 

of the Union Legislative List. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw may also enact the 

required laws for the Union Territories as it deemed necessary. 
32

 

 The President submit the Union Budget Bill on behalf of the Union 

Government. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw may discuss the matters included in the 

Union Budget Bill and may approve, refuse or curtail the expenditures by the 

consent of the majority. However, it cannot refuse or curtail the expenditure of 

the salary and allowance of Heads and members of the Union level 

organizations formed under the Constitution and the expenditure of such 

organizations; debts for which the Union is liable and expenses relating to the 

debts and other expenses relating to the loans taken out by the Union; 
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expenditures required to satisfy judgement, order, decree of any Court or 

Tribunal; and other expenditures which are to be charged by any existing law 

or any international treaty. The Union Government performs as necessary in 

accordance with the Union Budget Law enacted by the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw.
33

 

3.2.1. Pyithu Hluttaw 

Pyithu Hluttaw (People‟s Assembly) is the Lower House of the Union 

Legislative Assembly of Myanmar (Pyidaungsu Hluttaw). The Constitution of 

Myanmar provides for the formation of the Pyithu Hluttaw under Section 109. 

The maximum strength of the Pyithu Hluttaw is 440. Out of the total strength, 

330 seats are for the civilians and not more than 110 seats are reserved for the 

Defense Services personnel who are nominated by the Commander-in-Chief 

of the Defense Services. In other words, the Pyithu Hluttaw shall consist of 

not more than 330 elected representatives who represent the existing 325 

townships in the country.
34

 

These elected representatives are elected on the basis of township and 

population. Each township can send one representative each. The Constitution 

also stipulates that if there are more than 330 townships, then the newly 

formed township will be merged with an appropriate township. The Pyithu 

Hluttaw is presided by the Speaker elected from among themselves. In the 

absence of the Speaker, the Deputy Speaker may perform his duties 

temporarily. The tenure of the Pyithu Hluttaw is five years from the day of its 

first session.
35

  

 3.2.1.1. Functions of Pyithu Hluttaw 

The sessions of the Pyithu Hluttaw are supervises by the Speaker of the Pyithu 

Hluttaw. The Pyithu Hluttaw has the right to form Bill Committee, Public 
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Accounts Committee, Hluttaw Rights Committee, Government‟s Guarantees, 

Pledges and Undertakings Vetting Committee with the representatives. It may 

also form Defence and Security Committee with the representatives of the 

Pyithu Hluttaw who are the Defence Services Personnel and if necessary, it 

may include the elected representatives. It determines the number of members, 

duties, powers, rights and term of such Committees.
36

 

 The functions of the Pyithu Hluttaw include recording the address 

delivered by the President; reading and recording the message sent by the 

President and other messages permitted by the Speaker; submitting, discussing 

and resolving on a Bill; discussing and resolving on the matters to be 

undertaken by the Pyithu Hluttaw in accordance; discussing, resolving and 

recording the reports submitted to the Pyithu Hluttaw; submitting proposals, 

raising questions and replying; performing matters approved by the Speaker of 

the Pyithu Hluttaw.
37

 

 Bills concerning the matters prescribed in Schedule One of the Union 

Legislative List has to be submitted and exclusively passed by the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw. Bills relating to other matters except matters concerning the Union 

Legislative List can be initiated in the Pyithu Hluttaw in accordance with the 

prescribed procedures. Any disagreement between the Pyithu Hluttaw and the 

Amyotha Hluttaw to annul or amend any rule, regulation or by-law has to be 

submitted to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw.
38

  

3.2.2. Amyotha Hluttaw 

Amyotha Hluttaw (Nationalities Assembly) is the Upper House of the Union 

Legislative Assembly of Myanmar. According to Section 141 of the 

Constitution of Myanmar, the Amyotha Hluttaw consists of elected and 
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nominated representatives. The total strength is 224, out of which 168 are 

elected and 56 are nominated from the Defense Services personnel. The 

Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services nominated four representatives 

in each region and state. The elected representatives cannot exceed the 

strength of 168. The seven states and seven regions have an equal 

representation and can send 12 representatives from each region or state.
39

  

The Amyotha Hluttaw is also presided by the Speaker, and the Deputy 

Speaker may perform his duties during his absence. The Speaker and Deputy 

Speaker are also elected from among the representatives. The term of the 

Amyotha Hluttaw expires on the day of the expiry of the Pyithu Hluttaw.
40

 The 

elections to both the Hluttaws are held simultaneously. In case of certain 

matters to be studied by both Pyithu Hluttaw and Amyotha Hluttaw, the 

speakers of both the Hluttaws may coordinate to form a Joint Committee 

comprising of an equal number of representatives from both the Hluttaws.
41

  

3.2.2.2. Functions of the Amyotha Hluttaw 

The Amyotha Hluttaw shares similar functions with that of the Pyithu Hluttaw. 

It also enjoys the right to form Committees, Commissions and Bodies with the 

representatives. Bills relating to other matters except for the matters prescribed 

in the Union Legislative List can be initiated in the Amyotha Hluttaw in 

accordance with the prescribed procedures.  

 Overall, the functions of the Pyithu Hluttaw and Amyotha Hluttaw are 

quite similar. Bills can be initiated separately in both the Hluttaws, but the 

Bills concerning matters prescribed in Schedule One of the Union Legislative 

List have to be submitted and passed exclusively by the joint session of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw including the financial matters. The term of the Pyithu 
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Hluttaw is five years form the day of its first session whereas, the term of the 

Amyotha Hluttaw depends on the term of the Pyithu Hluttaw. In short, the 

Amyotha Hluttaw stands dissolved with the dissolution of the Pyithu Hluttaw. 

Figure 3.1: Structure of Union Legislative Assembly (Pyidaungsu Hluttaw) in 

Myanmar. 

 

 

Source: Drawn by the scholar. 
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3.3. The Region/State Legislature 

A unicameral hluttaw is formed in each of the seven states and seven regions. 

A state or region hluttaw is constituted by electing two representatives from 

each township in the regions or the states. Apart from the representatives 

elected from the townships, there are also representatives nominated from the 

Defense personnel and also elected representatives from ethnic minority. The 

national race that does not obtain their own state or region or self-administered 

zones are eligible to elect their representative in their respective state or region 

hluttaw, providing their population is 0.1 percent and above with respect to the 

population of the country.
42

  

However, this provision does not apply to national race having the 

required population but has already obtained a respective state or region or 

self-administered areas. For instance, the Chin people residing outside of Chin 

state are entitled to elect their own race representative in their respective state 

or region Hluttaw, providing their population is 0.1 percent or above of the 

population of the Union. The sessions of the state or region Hluttaw are 

supervised by the Speaker or the Deputy Speaker in his absence. The term of 

the state or region Hluttaw expires on the day of the expiry of the Pyithu 

Hluttaw.  

 The Constitution of Myanmar 2008 provides the right for the region or 

state hluttaw to enact laws for the entire or any part of the region or state in 

accordance with Schedule Two of the Region or State Legislative List under 

Section 188. The region or state hluttaw is authorizes to issue rules, orders, 

notifications, regulations, by-laws, directives and procedures to any region or 

state level organization or authority formed under the Constitution.
43

 

According to Schedule Two of the Region and State Legislative List, a region 
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or a state is empowered to legislate on eight different subjects – 1) Finance 

and Planning Sector 2) Economic Sector 3) Agriculture and Livestock 

Breeding Sector 4) Energy, Electricity, Mining and Forestry Sector 5) 

Industrial Sector 6) Transport, Communication and Construction Sector 7) 

Social Sector and 8) Management Sector.
44

 

 The region or state level organizations formed under the Constitution 

have the right to submit Bills relating to the matters they administered with the 

proviso that they are included in Schedule Two of the Constitution. The region 

or state government reserves the right to submit Bills relating to regional or 

state plans, annual budgets and taxation of the region or state to the concerned 

hluttaw.
45

 The region or state budget including finance received from the 

Union Fund under the Union Budget Law or Supplementary Appropriation 

Law are to be discussed by the concerned hluttaw, with the recommendation 

of the Chief Minister. The concerned hluttaw may carry out and approve the 

bill, refuse and curtail the bill with majority consent as it deemed necessary. 

Bills relating to other matters that did not find its place in the Constitution are 

to be submitted exclusively by the representatives of the state or region 

hluttaw.
46

 

 The Chief Minister is the Head of the concerned region or state. The 

Chief Minister of a state or a region is handpicked by the President among the 

members of the concerned hluttaw. The President prepared a list of the eligible 

members to be appointed as the Chief Minister. The list is then submitted to 

the concerned state or region hluttaw for its approval. Upon the approval of 

the concerned region or state hluttaw, the President may appoint the approved 

person as the Chief Minister of the state or region.
47

 In case the President is a 

military-personnel, the Chief Minister of a state or a region could be the 
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nominated member of the military. In practice, the hluttaw never refuses the 

appointment of the Chief Minister by the President.  

The appointment of the ministers of the state or region is made by the 

Chief Minister by selecting suitable persons among the representatives of the 

concerned hluttaw. Moreover, he has to consider the list of suitable military 

personnel nominated by the Commander-in-Chief. In addition, he has to 

consider the list of Chairpersons of Leading Bodies of Self-Administered 

Zone or Self-Administered Division within the state or region concerned, as 

well as the representative for the affairs of the National races in the concerned 

state or region. The list is then submitted to the concerned hluttaw for its 

approval. The Chief Minister is usually assisted by a cabinet of nine members. 

However, the size of the cabinet has been streamlined down to five - six 

ministers under the NLD government.
48

 

3.4. Judiciary 

The Constitution establishes various courts in Myanmar according to Section 

293. There is one Supreme Court of the Union which is the highest court of 

the country. High Courts are also established in states and regions. Besides the 

Supreme Court and High Courts, there also exist District Courts, Township 

Courts, Courts of the self-administered zone and self-administered division, 

Courts-Martial and Constitutional Tribunal of the Union.
49

 

3.4.1. Supreme Court 

The Supreme Court of Myanmar enjoys original jurisdiction and is the court 

of final appeal. The Chief Justice is the head of the Supreme Court. He is 

appointed by the President upon the approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. He 

is assisted by several other judges. The number of the judges may range from 
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a minimum of seven to eleven. The Chief Justice and other judges are 

appointed by the President with the approval of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. In 

practice, the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw has no right to refuse the persons nominated 

by the President for the appointment of the Chief Justice and judges of the 

Supreme Court of the Union unless it can be proved that the persons 

concerned do not possess the prescribed qualifications.
50

 

 The Supreme Court of the Union decides matters related to bilateral 

treaties concluded by the Union. It resolves the disputes between the Union 

and state or region governments, among the regions and states, between the 

region and state, and between the Union Territory and the region or state 

government. It also decides other matters as prescribed by law, except the 

Constitutional disputes. The judgements of the Supreme Court are considered 

final and conclusive.
51

  

The judgements of the Supreme Court cannot be challenged and have 

no right of appeal in the lower courts. However, the Supreme Court of the 

Union also enjoys appellate jurisdiction. It decides judgements that have been 

passed by the High Courts, District Courts or any other lower courts in the 

states or regions. Besides the original and appellate jurisdiction, the Supreme 

Court has the power to issue six writs, namely – Writ of Habeas Corpus; Writ 

of Mandamus; Writ of Prohibition; Writ of Quo Warranto; and Writ of 

Certiorari.
52

 

3.4.2. High Courts 

The Constitution of Myanmar provides for the High Courts to be established 

in the regions and states (Section 305). The High Courts are established in 

every state and region, except for Mandalay region. According to Section 307 
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(a) of the Constitution, High Courts may be shared between the region and 

Union territory for the purpose of judicial administration. At present, the High 

court of Mandalay region is shared between Mandalay region and the Union 

territory of Nay Pyi Taw.
53

 There are 14 High Courts in Myanmar. The head 

of the High court is called the Chief Justice of the High Court of the region or 

the Chief Justice of the High Court of the state.
54

 

 The High Courts of the region or state enjoy jurisdictions of 

adjudicating on original case, revision case, appeal case and matters 

prescribed by any law. The High Court of the region or state may adjudicate 

on cases by a judge or a bench consisting of more than one judge as 

determined by the Chief Justice of the region or state. The High Courts do not 

take original criminal cases unless there is a special reason. The High Court of 

the region or state has the jurisdiction to adjudicate on a case transferred to it 

by its own decision within its jurisdiction of the state or region. The High 

Court can also adjudicate on transfer of a case from any court to any other 

court within its jurisdiction.
55

 

 The High Courts of the region or state consist of Chief Justice and other 

judges, the number may range from a minimum of three to seven. The Chief 

Justice of the High Court and the other judges are nominated by the President 

in coordination with the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the Union and 

the Chief Minister of the region or state concerned. The nominated persons are 

sent to the concerned region or state hluttaw for approval. Upon the approval 

of the concerned hluttaw, the President appoint the persons as the Chief 

Justice and judges of the High Court of the region or state.
56
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 There are several lower courts that exist under the supervision of the 

High Court of the region or the High Court of the state. There are District 

Courts and Township Courts within the Union Territory, as well as within the 

states and regions where there are no self-administered areas. A region or a 

state having self-administered areas consists of Court of Self-Administered 

Zone or Court of Self-Administered Division and Township Courts. Apart 

from these lower Courts, other Courts may also be constituted by law.
57

 

3.4.3. District Courts and Township Courts 

The District Courts, Courts of the self-administered division and Courts of the 

self-administered zone enjoy jurisdictions relating to original criminal cases, 

original civil cases, appeal cases, revision cases, or other matters that are 

prescribed by law. The jurisdiction of the Township Courts includes original 

criminal cases, original civil cases or any other matters prescribed by law. The 

High Court of the concerned region or state supervises the appointment of the 

Judges of the District Courts, Courts of the Self-Administered areas and the 

Township Courts.
58

 

3.4.4. Courts-Martial 

The Constitution permits the military for a Courts-Martial. The Courts-Martial 

is the Court for trying members of the Defence Services for crimes committed 

against military law. The Courts – Martial is constituted under Article 293 (b) 

and adjudicates Defence Services personnel only.
59

 The military personnel 

cannot be tried in a civilian court if they violate civilian laws. The power of 

the Courts-Martial is not affected by the Supreme Court. 
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3.4.5. Constitutional Tribunal of the Union 

There is a Constitutional Tribunal of the Union of Myanmar according to 

Section 320 of the Constitution. It consists of nine members including the 

Chairperson. The list of nine persons is submitted by the President to be 

approved by the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The nine members are chosen by the 

President, Speakers of the Amyotha Hluttaw and Pyithu Hluttaw. The duty of 

the Constitutional Tribunal of the Union is to interpret the provisions of the 

Constitution. It investigates the validity of the law promulgated by the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, region hluttaw, the state hluttaw, and the Self-

Administered Division and Self-Administered Zone Leading Body.
60

  

The Constitutional Tribunal of the Union decides constitutional 

disputes between the Union and a region, between the Union and a state, 

between a region and state, among the states and among the regions, between 

a region or a state and a self-administered area and among the self-

administered areas. It also decides disputes arising out of the rights and duties 

of the Union and a region, a state or a self-administered area in implementing 

the Union Law. The disputes and matters of the Union Territory are also 

decided by the Constitutional Tribunal of the Union upon the request of the 

President.
61

 

3.5. Distribution of Legislative powers between the Union and 

Regions/States Government 

The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw has the right to enact laws for the entire or any part 

of the Union related to matters prescribed in Schedule One of the Union 

Legislative List.
62

 Schedule One of the Constitution of Myanmar deals with 

the Union Legislative list while the States and regions Legislative List are 
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provided in Schedule Two of the Constitution. The Union Legislative List 

consists of twelve subjects on different matters relating to Union Defense, 

Foreign affairs, Finance and planning while the States and Regions Legislative 

List consists of eight subjects. The Constitution also vested the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw with the right to legislate other maters not enumerated in any of the 

Legislative List.
63

 

 The Union Government mediate and if necessary, decide on disputes 

over territorial re-delineation and administration between region and state or 

among regions and among states.
64

According to Section 188 of the 

Constitution, the region or state Hluttaw have the right to enact laws for the 

entire or any part of the region or state related to matters prescribed in 

Schedule Two of the Regions and States Legislative List.
65

 All Bills relating to 

national plans, annual budgets and taxation are to be submitted by the Union 

Government. The region or state government has the right to submit region or 

state plans, annual budget and taxation within their region or state.
66

 

3.6. Distribution of Financial powers between the Union and 

Regions/States Government 

According to Section 229 (a) to (b) of the Constitution, a Financial 

Commission is formed with the President as the Chairperson. The other 

members of the Commission include the Vice-Presidents, the Attorney-

General of the Union, the Auditor-General of the Union, Chief Ministers of 

the regions and states, the Nay Pyi Taw Council Chairperson and the Minister 

of Finance of the Union.
67

 The management of public finances in Myanmar 

has been reformed repeatedly. At first, the Ministry of National Planning was 

formed soon after the independence of Burma. The main role of the ministry 
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was to draw plans in each field relating to the country‟s socio-economic. The 

Ministry of National Planning was associated with Ministry of Industry, 

Ministry of Religious and Culture, and Ministry of Defence. The Ministry of 

Finance and Revenue was also established which included Union Minister‟s 

Office and Account Offices (Audit). Prior to 1972, these two ministries were 

organized separately.
68

 

 In 1972 under the administration of General Ne Win, the Ministry of 

National Planning and the Ministry of Finance and Revenue were combined 

together under one ministry known as the Ministry of Planning and Finance. 

In 1993, the Ministry of Planning and Finance were divided into two 

ministries namely – Ministry of National Planning and Economics 

Development and Ministry of Finance and Revenue. In 2013, the Ministry of 

Finance and Revenue changed its name to Ministry of Finance.
69

 Under the 

NLD-led government in 2016, the planning and budgeting which was headed 

by the military has been moved to the Ministry of Finance and Ministry of 

Planning and Economic Development, and these two ministries have been 

merged into one single Ministry of Finance and Planning.
70

  

The duties and functions of the Financial Commission are enumerated 

under Section 230 (a) to (e) of the Constitution. The budgets of the Union 

Ministries, Union level organizations, states and regions budgets are submitted 

to the Financial Commission after a thorough investigation by the Vice-

Presidents. The Financial Commission submit the Union Budget to the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw with its recommendation. The Union Budget includes the 

expenditure of the Union Territory, a supplementary finance as suitable to the 

regions or states from the Union Fund, and may give grants and permit loans. 

It is the duty of the Financial Commission to advise on financial matters that 
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should be undertaken. It gives grants and permit loans to the regions or states 

from the Union Fund. The Commission also bears the responsibility of the Bill 

of Union Budget and submit to the President with its recommendation. The 

Bill of Union Budget includes the Union Budget, the distribution of suitable 

funds to the regions or states from the Union Fund accounts to regions or 

states, the provisions or funds as a special case and disbursing of necessary 

loans for submission to Pyidaungsu Hluttaw.
71

 

 Schedule Five of the Constitution listed the taxes and revenues that are 

to be collected by the region or state government which includes land revenue, 

excise revenue, toll fees, water tax and embankment tax and so forth.
72

 The 

region or state government has the right to collect these taxes listed in 

Schedule Five and deposit them in the region or state fund. All other taxes 

with the exception of the taxes and revenues listed in Schedule Five are to be 

collected by the Union Government and deposit them in the Union Fund.
73

 

The 2008 Constitution has brought significant reforms in the financial 

relations between the Union Government and that of the state and regions.  

The Constitution has provisions for the expenditure assignments and 

revenue sources specifically for the states and regions governments which are 

included in Schedule Two and Schedule Five respectively. The Chief Minister 

of the states and regions are directly responsible for the collection of a number 

of revenue items. The Schedule Two (expenditure assignments) and Schedule 

Five (revenue sources) of the Constitution have separated the states and 

regions budget from the Union budget. However, the Union budget continues 

to include significant transfers to states and regions budget.
74

 While states and 

regions governments have been able to participate in the preparation of the 

budget, their composition and priorities are still limited and remained 
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centralized. Although the sates and regions have their own sources of revenue 

and a distinct budget, but a large majority of fiscal resources are retained in 

the budget of Union line ministries, and the responsibilities and budget 

assigned to the states and regions remain small.
75

 The states and regions 

governments are not fully devolved since they are unable to spend the budget 

according to their choice. This is because the states and regions budgets are 

subjected to review by the Union Commission led by the President. 
76

 

 In practice, the states and regions budget is a mere proposal. Each 

department at the state and region level draft a proposal which is finally 

integrated into Union Budget after making necessary alterations. The Union 

Finance Commission has to give its final approval for the allocation of each 

department. The states or regions governments have few controls over the 

components of the budget, such as locally raised revenue and a cross-sectional 

Poverty Reduction Fund.
77

 

3.7. National Defense and Security Council 

The National and Defense Security Council is formed to enable it to discharge 

the duties assigned by the Constitution or any law. The body consists of 

eleven members with the President as the Chairperson.
78

 The Constitution of 

Myanmar gives precedence to the Defense Services. It enables the Defense 

Services to be able to participate in the National political leadership role of the 

State.
79

 According to the provisions of Section 338 of the Constitution, all the 

armed forces in the Union are under the command of the Defense Services. 

The Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services is appointed by the 
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President with the proposal and approval of the National Defense and Security 

Council.
80

  

  The Defense Services have reservation in every legislature be it in the 

Union, regions or states. As mentioned before, out of the total strength of 224 

in Amyotha Hluttaw, 56 seats are reserved for the Defense Services which is 

twenty five percent of the total seats. Similarly, the total strength of the Pyithu 

Hluttaw is 440, and 110 seats are reserved for the Defense Services which also 

stands at twenty five percent of the total seats. The provisions of Section 436 

(a)(b) states that the Constitution can be amended only by a vote of more than 

seventy five percent of all the representatives of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw.
81

  

 Since the Defense Services hold twenty five percent reservations in the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, the Constitution of Myanmar cannot be amended 

without the approval of the Defense Services. Furthermore, the provisions of 

Section 40(c) vested the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services the 

right to take over and exercise State sovereign power in case of emergency.
82

 

It is evident that the consolidation of democracy is still a far cry in Myanmar 

given the commanding position or influence of the Defense Services.  

3.8. The Union Election Commission (UEC) 

The Union Election Commission (UEC) was formed by the State Peace and 

Development Council in March 2010. It was formed in accordance with the 

provisions of Section 443 of the Constitution and Section 3 of the Union 

Election Commission Law 2010.
83

 The Commission consists of 17 members 

appointed by the military government. The main function of the UEC is to 

conduct elections in free and fair manner. It manages the electoral process and 

                                                         
80

 Ibid. p.148 
81

 Ibid. p.174 
82

 Ibid. p.11 
83

 Burma News International (2011). Hobson’s Choice: Burma’s 2010 Election. Burma News 

International: Thailand. p.23 



 100 

act as a judge as well as jury in matters concerning the elections.
84

 The 

decision of the UEC is final and conclusive. There is no provision for recourse 

to any other institution or different authority.
85

 

3.8.1. Duties and Functions of the Union Election Commission (UEC) 

The formation, duties and functions of the Union Election Commission is 

highlighted in Section 398 – 403 of the Constitution.
86

 The qualifications for a 

person to become a member of the UEC include a minimum age of 50 years, a 

well-reputed person with dignity and integrity, well-experienced and loyal to 

the State and the citizens. According to the Constitution, the Chairman or 

members of the UEC must have served in the position of Chief Justice or 

Judge of the Supreme Court or Judge of the High Court for a minimum of five 

years; or served in the position of the judicial officer or law officer for a 

period of ten years; or served as a practicing lawyer for a minimum of twenty 

years as an Advocate. The members of the Commission must not hold any 

public office or be a member of a political party. The main function of the 

UEC is to supervise the Hluttaw elections and the formation of political 

parties in Myanmar. The UEC has the authority to create sub-commissions for 

carrying out its duties. It also has the power to delineate constituencies, 

compile voting lists and certify election results. The UEC also acts as election 

courts to hear electoral disputes. In case of any electoral disputes, the decision 

of the UEC is final and cannot be appealed in any judicial courts of the 

country.
87

 

 The UEC issued a list of electoral rolls for the eligible voters. The 

electoral rolls are displayed on notice-boards at the respective wards and 
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village tracts. Votes are casted using ballot papers. The candidates and their 

representatives, polling booth agents and assistant agents are allowed to enter 

the polling stations.
88

 Each polling can accommodate only 300 voters. This 

means that only 300 voters are allowed in one polling station. The UEC set up 

around 90,000 polling stations across the country. The counting of ballots are 

conducted in the presence of polling officers, representatives of political 

parties, polling agents and the public. The results are then sent to the 

respective township election commission.
89

 The UEC does not entertain 

foreign journalists and reporters to observe the elections. According to the 

UEC, the local reporters representing foreign media and the diplomats 

representing their respective countries are capable to monitor the elections.
90

 

3.8.2. Registration of Political Parties 

Political Parties can be formed in Myanmar under Section 404 – 406 of the 

Constitution. A political party is required to set the objective of non-

disintegration of the Union, non-disintegration of national solidarity and 

perpetuation of sovereignty and to be loyal to the state. Every political party 

must accept and practice a genuine and discipline-flourishing multi-party 

democratic system. A political party is allowed to organize freely in 

accordance with the law as well as to participate and contest in the elections.
91

 

All political parties are required to register with the Union Election 

Commission. The political parties seeking for registration must have a 

minimum of 15 members as per the provisions of the Political Parties 

Registration Law of 2010.
92

  

However, the law also required that a party must submit a list of 1000 

party members if it intends to contest in every state and region of Myanmar. 
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Likewise, if a party wishes to contest in the states or regions elections, it must 

submit a list of 500 party members.
93

 The registration includes the party‟s 

official name, flag, seal, party constitution and regulations, party program and 

ideology, and detailed information of the party leadership. The registered 

political party is ought to safeguard and maintain the integrity, peace and 

tranquility of the nation, abide the Constitution and the laws.
94

 

 The Political Parties Registration Law prohibited all political parties 

from using money, buildings, vehicles and property owned by the State, 

governments, religious organizations or other organizations of foreign 

countries. Political parties must refrain from any form of abuse of religion for 

political purposes. The law also provides the qualifications for a person to 

become a member of a political party. A person must attain a minimum age of 

18 years to join a political party. He must be a Burmese citizen and can be a 

member of one political party at a time. However, members of religious orders 

and religious leaders, civil servants, persons serving prison terms, and persons 

with foreign citizenship are prohibited from joining any political party. The 

UEC has the power to de-register the political parties and to audit the financial 

records of any political parties.
95

 

 The above discussion shows that the 2008 Constitution has brought 

significant changes and reforms in terms of administration and financial 

decentralization. However, the states and regions governments are still bound 

by certain limitations and restrictions. The administrative responsibilities of 

the states and regions governments are still limited and the budgets are not 

fully devolved yet, the states and regions governments are incapable of 

spending according to their choice. In addition, important services like 

education and health are still under the control of the Union Ministries. In 
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short, the Constitution provisions for the states and regions are quite limited. 

As such, Myanmar remain a highly centralized State 



Chapter – IV 

The Working of Local Governments in Myanmar  

Local government is  the management of local affairs and forms a sub-system 

of the political system at the state and national levels. It is defined as a public 

organization authorized to decide and administer a limited range of public 

policies within a relatively small territory which is a sub-division of a regional 

or national government.
1
 Local government as a form of government has 

divided scholars into two schools of thought. One school of thought is justified 

within the context of some democratic theories and the other school perceives 

it as a means of providing efficient services at the local level.
2
 J.S. Mill, De 

Tocque Ville and Lord Bryce called local government a school for democracy, 

where citizens are imparted political and popular education regarding issues of 

local and national importance.
3
 

 The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences defined local 

government as “a public organization authorized to decide and administer a 

limited range of public policies within a relatively small territory which is a 

sub-division of a regional or national government”.
4
 It lies at the bottom level 

in the pyramidal structure of governmental institutions, with the national 

government at the apex and the intermediate government such as states, 

regions, or provinces occupying the middle level.
5
 

 The term „governance‟ can be defined as the process by which public 

institutions conduct public affairs, manage public resources and guarantee the 
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realization of human rights.
6
 Therefore, local governance would imply the 

concept of self-government and the administration of the locality. It 

guarantees the right and responsibility to the inhabitants of a given area to 

make decisions on those issues that affect them most directly.
7
 The 

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) lists 

out the challenges for local governance around the world such as delivering 

fundamental social services, urbanization or the movement of people from 

rural areas to cities and the pressures on the environment and on the 

governmental capacity that this migration brings, economic vitality or creating 

opportunities for jobs and prosperity in a global marketplace, and fostering 

social peace in increasingly diverse social settings.
8
 

4.1. Local Government in Myanmar 

In Myanmar, local government is considered as an extension of superordinate 

tiers of Union Government and states or regions governments. The structure of 

local government in Myanmar is characterized by uncertainty and confusion. 

This is because the British legacy and military of the top-down chain of 

command system prevails, but at the same time the local government has also 

been affected by the growing demands for elements of representation, 

downward accountability and public participation.
9
  

4.1.1. Local Government in the Pre-British Burma 

Local autonomy was largely enjoyed in the villages and in the districts before 

the arrival of the British. However, local autonomy soon vanished at the hands 
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of the British and was replaced by a centralized government. Nonetheless, the 

adoption of a centralized government brought stability and certainty in the 

country.
10

 The centralized form of government and the absence of local 

autonomy in the villages have become the legacy of the British rule in 

Myanmar. 

In the pre-British Burma, society was loose-knit and there was a natural 

tendency towards local autonomy. Burma was ruled under an absolute and 

autocratic power of the monarch. At the same time, the people showed strong 

individualism and resisted regimentation. Despite the authoritarian power of 

the king, the villages enjoyed their autonomy. The village was the basic unit of 

the local administration. It was the most stable element in the entire structure 

of government.
11

 Before the British annexation, the village and local 

organization was administered by the Burmese Kings. The Burmese Kings 

administered the country through a strong village and local organization. In 

each village, the King appointed an official who was in charge of the civil, 

criminal and fiscal administration of their respective villages. They were 

commonly known as Thugyi or by different names in different parts of the 

country.
12

 In other words, each village was headed by a Thugyi (headman). 

The Thugyi was assisted by some officials in performing his duties.  

As a headman of one village, the Thugyi exercised several powers 

within his jurisdiction. The Thugyi was responsible for collecting revenue and 

maintaining peace and order in his village. In matters of civil disputes, the 

Thugyi acted as an arbitrator and judge. He has the power of policing in the 

village regarding the investigation of cases and the arrest of the offenders. It 

can be mentioned here that the local governments that existed under the 
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Burmese Kings differed in their arrangements and lacked uniformity in 

different districts. This was partly due to the fact that there was no uniformity 

in set rules.
13

 

The tax-collector known as the Myosa or „Eater of the Township‟ 

visited the villages within his jurisdiction after harvesting season, usually 

during the months of March and April. The posts of Myosa and local 

governors were not hereditary but were appointed by the king. The village 

headmen, the tax collectors and the governors served the king by maintaining 

peace between the king and his audience. On behalf of the king, they collected 

taxes and raised levies in times of war.
14

 A system of higher administration 

existed in some places of the country. In the lower or southern part of 

Myanmar, some villages were grouped and administered as one unit. In this 

level of administration, several villages and their headmen were grouped 

under a superior headman known as Myothugyi. The post of the Myothugyi 

was hereditary vested with enormous powers and functions. He acted as the 

chief constable and magistrate within his jurisdiction. In several cases, the 

Myothugyi  often appointed or confirmed the succession to the post of Thugyi 

in villages under him.
15

 

4.1.2. Local Government during the Colonial Period 

The British ruled Burma for about 123 years (1824-1947). The colonization 

began in different parts of Burma at different stages. It began as early as 1824 

in some parts of Burma, while the other parts were annexed in 1852 and the 

whole country was finally annexed in 1885 that lasted until 1947. Burma was 

initially administered as a part of British India until 1937 when it became a 

province of the British Empire. The Government of Burma Act 1935 served as 
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Constitution for the whole province.
16

 During the colonial era, the British 

applied bureaucratic administrative system in the core areas of the British 

Burma. The frontier areas were left with the traditional forms of governance 

ruled by the local chiefs. The administrative system in Burma was based on 

territorial divisions. The traditional Burmese village system was replaced by 

the British bureaucratic-administrative system. It expanded throughout the 

core areas in the lowlands of British Burma, but the frontier areas were left to 

their traditional forms of village system.
17

  

The Burmese administrative system under British rule was categorized 

into divisions, districts, sub-divisions and townships headed by the 

Commissioners, Deputy Commissioners, Sub-divisional Officers and 

Township Officers respectively.
18

 These officials became the local 

representatives of the central government. They were responsible for general 

administration within their jurisdiction. Their primary function was to 

maintain law and order within their respective area of jurisdiction. The main 

duty of the Deputy Commissioner and his subordinate officials was to promote 

the welfare of the district. Due to their enormous duties and responsibilities, 

the task of promoting the welfare of the district was handed down to wards 

and village tracts.
19

 

 The institutions of Village Tract and Ward Administrations were 

established under the Village Tract and Ward Act of 1907 known as the 

Village Act. The Village Act did not provide for local self-government. The 

provisions were rather a variety of measures that exerted strict control over the 

local population. The village headmen were not elected by the people but were 

appointed by the central government. They also served as the Chairman of the 
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Village Committee. Besides the village headmen, the central government also 

appointed village policemen.
20

 

The village headmen were empowered with extensive duties and 

functions. They were responsible for the overall welfare of their villages. The 

main duties of the headmen were to carry out birth and death registration, to 

take measures for the cure or prevention of contagious diseases. The headmen 

were to investigate and report anything or anyone suspicious in the village. 

They were also responsible for the peace and security in the village. He also 

enjoyed the power to search and arrest any person who acted against the 

central authority.
21

  

The village headmen were also responsible to collect and furnish 

guides, porters, supplies of food, carriage and means of transport for any 

troops, police or government officials travelling on duty. The order made 

under the Village Act was final and was not liable to be contested except for a 

possibility to appeal to the central government. During the British rule, the 

position of the headmen remained an unchallenged authority as no complaint 

could be filed against him under any court, unless by the central government.
22

 

The British introduced a system of „rule from the top‟. This means that the 

executive order would be transmitted from the Secretariat to the 

Commissioner who would pass on the order to the Deputy Commissioner, and 

from the Deputy Commissioner to the Sub-divisional Officer and then to the 

Township Officer, and eventually reached the headmen who would carry out 

the order.
23

  

During the colonial era, there was no local autonomy. The village 

headmen were unelected and remain unchallenged authority in the village. The 
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village headmen report to the Township Officers, who then report to the Sub-

Divisional Officers, and then to the Deputy Commissioners to the Chief 

Commissioner as a single chain of command and authority. Local government 

during the British era did not mean local autonomy, but an extension of central 

authorities in villages.
24

 However, the appointment of the village headmen 

experienced a little change after 1924. The villagers were given a certain voice 

in the appointment of the village headmen. A small committee was also 

created that will assist the village headmen in the trial of petty cases.
25

 

4.1.3. Local Government in Post – Independent Burma 

In post-Independent Burma, the plan for democratization of local 

administration was advanced under the Constitution of the Union of Burma, 

1947. A National Welfare Conference was held in 1952 where plans were 

devised for the devolution of powers, democratization of local administration, 

nationalization of the agricultural land and rural development, economic 

development, for the frontier areas, housing, transport and communications, 

education, medical aid and for public health. The Democratic Local 

Government Act was adopted in 1953. The Act was designed to transform the 

manner of representation at the township and district levels. However, the 

arrangements for the urban areas were reformed through the Municipal Acts of 

1951, 1953 and 1954 respectively. The Democratic Local Government Act 

1953 introduced the system of elected representatives at the local bodies.
26

  

The Act established a Village Council in rural areas and Urban Council 

in urban areas. In each village, a Village Council of five members were 

elected, and each ward in a town elected a Ward Committee of three to five 

members. Each Ward Committee can send representatives to the Urban 

Council. These Village Council and Urban Council were brought under the 
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purview of the Township Councils comprising one representative of each 

council. The Village and Urban Councils were made an independent entity.
27

 

Above the Township Council, District Council was also established at 

the district level. Each Township Council was represented by four to eight 

members of the District Council. Unlike the Village and Urban Councils, they 

were made subordinate to the Ministry of Local Government and entity of the 

central government.
28

 However, it has been observed that the new framework 

for the democratization of local administration was never fully implemented. 

The Act was enforced on an experimental basis in a few districts.  

The effort of the plan under the Democratic Local Government Act was 

to promote  „bottom-up‟ planning. According to the plan, a Township Welfare 

Committee was to be set up in each township with the Township Officer as the 

Chairman. The members of the Township Welfare Committee would include 

representatives of the special services from the police, public works, co-

operative, agriculture, veterinary, land records, education, medical and fire 

services. an additional four members would be appointed by the ruling Anti-

Fascist People‟s Freedom League (AFPFL) to represent the public.
29

 

Above the Township Welfare Committee, a District Welfare 

Committee and a Division Welfare Committee were to be set up with the 

Divisional Commissioner as Chairman. The Act was designed to promote 

local autonomy by giving power to the people to conduct their own affairs. 

The villages and townships were to elect their own Councils to manage and 

conduct the affairs of the villages. The plan was to put an end to the „top-

down‟ planning of the British administration.  
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However, the new legislative framework for democratization was too 

challenging for the newly independent Burma. During the 1950s, Burma was 

facing an unsettled political situation which led to power struggle within the 

ruling and dominant party AFPFL that eventually split into two rival factions 

(discussed in detail in Chapter-I). The Democratic Local Government Act 

could be enforced only in a few experimental districts around the country. 

Nevertheless, the Act was considered to be a thorough transformation of the 

system of local governance in Burma. The Act could have brought the newly 

independent Burma at the forefront among the Asian countries in terms of 

democratization of local government.
30

 

The 1947 Constitution of the Union of Burma was suspended in 1962 

when the military coup took over the government. As a result, the Democratic 

Local Government Act of 1953 was removed and replaced by the 1961 and 

1964 Democratic Local Government Suspension Act. At the local level, 

Security and Administrative Committees (SACs) were established, headed by 

the regional military Commander at the divisional level. The Union level was 

headed by the Ministry of Home Affairs. The local governance was therefore 

placed under military control during the 1960s. The local bodies were headed 

by the regional military commander.
31

 

 A new Constitution was subsequently adopted in 1974 which 

introduced elected People‟s Councils at all levels of government 

administrations. The Constitution also introduced the concept of states and 

divisions that shares equivalent status, institutional structures, legislative and 

administrative arrangements in terms of their relations with the Union 

Government. The states and divisions did not enjoy political and 

administrative sovereignty and autonomy. The Constitution also adopted a 

new concept of „central leadership and local management‟ by promoting 
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„democratic centralism‟ and „socialist democracy‟. The People‟s Council were 

established at the states, divisions, townships, wards and village tracts (village 

tracts were formed by grouping several villages) under the new Constitution. 

Although the People‟s Council was an elected body, only the candidates who 

were screened and approved by the ruling Burma Socialist Programme Party 

(BSSP) could contest the elections.
32

  

In practice, the party unit selected the candidates for each position to be 

filled and they were subsequently approved by the Central Executive 

Committee. The elections were merely a choice of either accepting or 

rejecting the party‟s nominee. The People‟s Councils were mere extensions of 

the central authority. They acted as participatory bodies at the township and 

village levels. The People‟s Council at the township level performed three 

functions – controlling the population, assisting the activities of the party and 

mass organizations, and participation in the party with frequent meetings and 

campaigns. Their functions also included urban services, infrastructure, water, 

and market services.
33

 

As the military rule continued, the State Law and Order Restoration 

Council (SLORC) was formed in 1988 to assume the responsibilities of the 

State. As a result, elections to local bodies were suspended and all positions to 

local government were appointed and held by the military officials. In 1993, 

the military regime established Union Solidarity and Development 

Association (USDA). The main objective of the USDA was to rebuild direct 

links with citizens and it acted as the main channel of communication between 

the Union, sub-national governments and down to the lowest levels of society. 

The USDA was also responsible for providing social services and organizing 

community affairs, participating in the rallies and demonstrations organized 

by the military regime. It was the largest State-sponsored mass organization 
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set up in every township, village tract and wards. The USDA continued till 

2010 when it was transformed into a new political party known as the Union 

Solidarity and Development Party (USDP).
34

  

The local government in Myanmar has undergone several reforms since 

the colonial era. Before the British rule, local autonomy was enjoyed by the 

villages. Village affairs were left at the hands of the local chiefs. The tribal 

chiefs were the rulers of their own respective villages. Each village enjoyed 

local democracy during the reign of the Burmese Kings. The courts of the 

Burmese kingdom had little influence on the daily lives of the people. During 

the colonial period, local autonomy was replaced by the centrally appointed 

village headmen whose authority was unchallenged even by the courts. The 

British introduced a „top-down‟ administration of local governance which was 

an extensions of the central authority. The independence of Burma came along 

with a new Constitution and brought reforms in local government. The 

Democratic Local Government Act was a mere experiment and could not be 

fully implemented due to persistent conflict within the ruling party. The 

People‟s Council established during the 1960s introduced an elected body of 

local government. However, the elections of the People‟s Council were not 

free and fair due to the interference of the military. The local government in 

the post-independent Burma lacked accountability and transparency. 

4.2. Structure of Sub-National Governments in Myanmar 

The basic framework of local government in Myanmar began in 2011 under 

the leadership of the then president Thein Sein. The Thein Sein government of 

2011 was termed as „quasi-civilian rule‟ which was dominated by the military-

backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). A more democratic 

form of government came into being when the National League for 
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Democracy (NLD) swept the Myanmar national elections 2015 under the 

leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi.
35

  

Although the new government of 2011 under the new Constitution has 

been emphasizing the process of decentralization and focusing on the 

improvement of local government, Myanmar seems to remain a centralized 

country. Myanmar‟s administrative structure consists of seven states and 

seven regions. These states/regions are sub-divided into districts (Khayaing). 

Districts are a conglomeration of townships grouped together. Townships 

(Myone) are the lowest levels of government offices and are made of urban 

wards (yatkuat) in urban or town areas and village tracts (ouq-su) in rural 

areas. Village tracts are formed by grouping several villages and the smallest 

administrative unit is the village (chi-zua).
36

  

Besides the seven states and seven regions, there are 76 Districts, 330 

Townships, 84 Sub-Townships, 413 Towns, 3133 wards, 13620 Village tracts 

and 63938 Villages in Myanmar.
37

 Local government is the basic part of 

democracy. It forms an integral part of Myanmar‟s transition to democracy. 

Local governance ensures the democratic rights of the citizens and is crucial to 

the development of democracy. Myanmar‟s transition to democracy has 

become increasingly important in the wider process of democratization. Local 

government has become one of the key priority areas of reform since 2011 

under the government of Thein Sein.  
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Figure 4.1: Administrative structure of Myanmar. 

 

 

(Source: H. Nixon, et al. 2013) 

However, even after the adoption of the new Constitution in 2008, the 

administration at the local level in the form of districts, townships, wards, 

village tracts and villages has been retained.
38

 Local democracy and its 

elections have become an important step towards the consolidation of 

democracy in Myanmar. The main issue of local governance in Myanmar is 

the absence of administrative decentralization which is kept under the control 

of the Union Ministry of Home Affairs until 2019.  
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The Secretary of the state or region governments, district 

administration and township administration are the officers of the General 

Administration Department (GAD) under the Union Ministry of Home 

Affairs. Districts have a supervisory role of the townships. There is no actual 

service delivery at the district level and there are few departments located at 

the district level. Districts and townships are administered by centrally 

appointed bureaucrats from the GAD, which is the central institution for 

public administration in Myanmar. These GAD officials are known as District 

Administrator and Township Administrator respectively. The state and region 

governments work with the GAD since it is the cornerstone of Myanmar‟s 

hierarchical structure of administrations.
39

 The administrations of townships 

and districts are headed by senior officials and do not have elected 

representatives.
40

 

The GAD plays a dominant role in the working of local government in 

Myanmar. The GAD is responsible for providing basic administrative and 

coordination functions for each state and region government, the state and 

region hluttaw as well as Union Ministries and departments at the state or 

region level. The post of an executive secretary of a state or a region is 

reserved for a senior GAD administrator. The states and regions governments 

are working with the GAD which is the central institution for public 

administration in Myanmar.
41

 

The GAD acts as a backbone that oversees the local levels. As the 

central institution for public administration, the GAD connects every state and 

region, district and township, and down to the wards and village tracts. Its core 

function is to manage the country‟s basic units of administration – districts 

and townships, wards and villages. The duties of the GAD also include 
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assortment and general administrative tasks ranging from excise, taxation, 

land management, and to collecting demographic data.
42

 

Furthermore, the GAD provides administrative support for state and 

region governments and their hluttaw. It also plays as a key role in co-

ordinating and managing proliferating needs in districts, townships and village 

tracts. The GAD is responsible for the administration and development in sub-

national governance. As mentioned before, the GAD is part of the Ministry of 

Home Affairs usually led by a military general. Not only the local levels, the 

states and regions governments are still controlled by the Union Ministries. 

Although Schedule Two and Schedule Five of the Constitution have outlined 

the lists of legislative and tax collection of the state or region, the tasks remain 

at the hands of the centrally appointed bureaucrats working in the state or 

region governments. The state or region governments do not have their 

dedicated bureaucrats to manage their affairs independently. Likewise, the 

wards and village tracts administrations have been managed by and operated 

from the township level headed by a centrally appointed GAD administrator.
43

  

The township level is an important body for Myanmar‟s administration 

since many key functions of government takes place such as - land 

registration, population registration, and tax collection. Despite its 

significance, all the administrations at the township are headed  by the 

centrally appointed GAD administrators. This suggests that all the elected 

officials such as the representative of the state or the region hluttaw, and the 

administrators of the wards and village tracts remain subservient  to the 

centrally appointed bureaucrats. As a result, the sub-national governments 

cannot function independently from the Union Ministries. 
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Aside from the wards and village tracts local bodies, there is another 

other local body that operates independently from the Union Ministry known 

as the Development Affairs Organizations (DAOs). They do not have a 

mother ministry at the Union. The DAOs are municipal offices and are the 

only government agency that are fully decentralized. The DAOs are 

established in each township. They manage the municipal governance needs 

and local services such as sanitation, local infrastructure and economic 

governance services like issuing construction permits and business licences.
44

 

The DAOs have no connection with the Union Ministry and only report 

to the concerned state or region governments. They are supervised by the 

concerned state or region‟s Minister of Development Affairs. They are formed 

under the state or region law enacted by the concerned hluttaw. The DAOs 

generate their funds through the collection of local taxes and fees, and 

revenues collected from the township.
45

 Although, the DAOs represent a 

significant role in the sub-national governance, its role has been neglected and 

overseen by the authority. 

The administration of districts, townships, wards and village tracts in 

Myanmar was dominated by the Union Ministry till 2019. During the time, all 

the elected officials such as the representative of the state or region hluttaw, 

and the administrators of the wards and village tracts remain subservient to the 

centrally appointed bureaucrats. As a result, the sub-national governments 

such as the state or region government, local government cannot function 

independently from the Union Ministries. In fact, the state or region 

government did not manage the functions and operations of the local 

government. At the same time, Myanmar has moved towards greater local 

democracy since December 2019. The elected officials that were kept under 

the purview of the Union Ministry of Home Affairs have been replaced and 
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kept under the supervision of the state or region government headed by the 

Chief Minister.
46

 

4.3. Local Government in Myanmar under the 2008 Constitution 

The 1947 Constitution was more specific than the 2008 Constitution in its 

provisions relating to local government but it was short-lived. Under Article 

91 of the 1947 Constitution, the local government enjoyed specified powers in 

administrative, cultural and economic matters.
47

 In 1953, the parliament of 

Burma adopted a Democratic Local Government Act. The Act dealt with 

elections to the village councils, ward committees and urban councils.
48

  

 The role of the District Council as a level of administration was 

abolished in 1972. However, villages, village tracts and wards, towns and 

townships remained as the basic units of administration. Under the 1974 

Constitution, the State structure was organized under the concept of central 

leadership and socialist democracy.
49

 The Constitution of 1974 also introduced 

elected People‟s Council at all levels of government administration.
50

 This 

implies that elections were held at all the states and divisions, townships and 

villages. The roles and functions of the People‟s Councils varied across the 

levels of administration. The 2008 Myanmar Constitution deals briefly with 

the administration of district, township, ward and village tract. However, it is 

silent about the elections, roles and functions of the sub-national governments. 

According to Section 288, the Constitution has assigned the administration of 

district and township level to the Civil Services personnel.
51

 Likewise under 

Section 289 of the Constitution,  the administration of Ward or Village tract 
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has been assigned in accord with the law to a person whose integrity is 

respected by the community.
52

  

The 2008 Constitution lays the foundation for a developed structure of 

government, establishing seven states and seven regions with elected 

legislatures and governments. It can be said that little attention has been given 

to the lower levels of governance such as districts, townships, wards and 

village tracts. Moreover, the Constitution is silent on the establishment of 

elected bodies at the local level. The Ward or Village Tract Administration 

Law was however enacted by the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw in 2012. It replaced the 

Village Tract and Ward Act of 1907 enacted during the British rule. The Ward 

or Village Tract Administration Law of 2012 introduced the election to the 

wards and village tract administrators at the local level.
53

  

The discernible difference between the Village Tract and Ward Act of 

1907 and the Ward or Village Administration Law of 2012 is that the former 

provided for non-elected local bodies while the latter provides for elected local 

bodies. Another significant change of the 2012 law was the exclusion of the 

100 household heads. Till 2012, the local administrators were assisted by the 

100 households head and the ten household heads. In rural areas, the position 

of the 100 households heads held administrative authority and continue to 

exist in some areas. They acted as village leaders in rural areas and as the key 

assistants of the Ward and Village Tract Administrators.
54

 

The Ward or Village Tract Administration Law deals with the 

formation and election of wards or village tracts, qualifications to be fulfilled 

in the ward or village tract administrator, the appointment of the supervisory 

board. It also states that the Township Administrator shall select five members 
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who are elders and respected persons in the ward or village known as ya mi ya 

pha and assign duty as a Supervisory Board who are to supervise the elections 

of the ward and village tract administrators.
55

  

The Ward or Village Administration Tract Law required certain 

qualifications to be fulfilled by the ward or village tract administrator which 

included – a citizen who has attained the minimum age of 25 years, having a 

fair education with sufficient income for living, a resident of the respective 

ward or village tract consecutively for ten years, a person with dignity and is 

respected by the society.
56

 According to the Ward or Village Tract 

Administration Law, each ward or village tract is grouped into a cluster of ten 

households. The ten households heads are to be elected using secret ballot by 

the household heads from each cluster of the ten households. The elected 

representatives of the ten households will nominate or elect among themselves 

the ward or village tract administrator. The person with the highest number of 

votes will be subsequently appointed as the Ward or Village Tract 

Administrator with the approval of the District Administrator.
57

 

The 2012 law also stipulates the functions and duties of the 

administrator and ethics to be obeyed and upheld. It also assigns 32 functions 

and duties to the ward and village tract administrators. The key roles of the 

ward and village tract administrators are development, law and order, dispute 

resolution and land administration. The duties and functions of the ward or 

village tract administrator include maintaining peace and security, rural 

development and poverty reduction, prevention of contagious diseases, 

registration of birth and death, maintaining irrigation canal embankments, 
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rivers, water courses, administration of land cultivation, and prevention of 

natural disasters.
58

 

The ward or village tract administrator is also responsible for 

coordinating and assisting the functions and duties of  department 

organizations at the ward or village level. He is also assigned by the law to 

carry out the functions and duties assigned by the Township Administrator or 

by any existing law. He is responsible to safeguard the rights of people 

residing in the ward or village tract such as the rights relating to property, 

literature and culture, education and health, religion and economic 

development.
59

 The ward and village tract administrators play key roles in 

local development, law and order, dispute resolution, and land administration. 

The first election to the Ward and Village Tract Administrator was held 

in the late 2012 and early 2013 across Myanmar. The election followed the 

Ward and Village Tract Administration Law of 2012 that introduced the local 

level elections. Prior to 2012, the local administrators were appointed by the 

military government. In the 2012/2013 local level elections, the GAD 

appointed the supervisory board of five members the ya mi ya pha who 

supervised the elections in each ward and village tract across the country. 

Each ward or village tract is divided into a cluster of ten household units. The 

heads of each household then elected the leader of ten households from their 

respective cluster or group.
60

 

The names of the elected ten households were collected by the 

supervisory boards who became the candidates for the Ward or Village Tract 

Administrator. At the final stage, the ten households heads elected their 

preferred Ward or Village Tract Administrator. The candidates with the 
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highest votes were declared the winner. The Township Administrator then 

appointed the candidate who secured the maximum votes as the Ward or 

Village Tract Administrator. In the 2012/2013 local level elections, there was 

limited information about the elections. The GAD did not conduct voter 

awareness among the voters. The voters were left with little or no knowledge 

about the election process.
61

 

Although instructions about the elections were given, but the GAD 

handed out the instructions only to the supervisory boards and the existing 

ward or village tract administrators. The task of disseminating information and 

instructions about the elections was left at the few hands of the supervisory 

boards within a limited time. From the 2012/2013 ward and village tract 

administrator elections, it was evident that due importance was not given  to 

the local level elections. It was largely ignored by the media, political parties, 

civil society and international agencies. The government of Myanmar dealt 

with the local level elections as a bureaucratic exercise rather than a political 

exercise.
62

 In most of the areas, there was limited involvement of political 

parties. In addition, there was hardly any election campaign among the voters, 

candidates, or from political parties. It was mainly due to the lack of 

awareness and apathy among the voters since it was their first experience in 

local level elections.  

The next elections for the Wards and Village Tracts Administrators 

were held in January 2016. The Myanmar Times has defined the 2016 

elections as one of the largest and most important democratic election 

processes Myanmar has ever faced.
63

 There were around 1,00,000 candidates 

contested for 16,785 seats as ward and village tract administrators across the 
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country.
64

 The historic elections to the ward and village tract administrators in 

2016 marked an important landmark in the development of democracy in 

Myanmar. It indicated a potential trait for a bottom-up process of  

democratization in Myanmar. Nonetheless, the ward and village tract 

administrators remained accountable to the unelected body of township 

administration until 2019. 
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Figure 4.2 : Levels of local government in Myanmar. 

 

 

Source: Drawn by the scholar 
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Local administration is very important for the democratization in 

Myanmar since it is the primary contact between the state/region and the 

citizens. However, little attention has been given to the issue of local 

administration and its elections by the government and also by the 

Constitution of 2008. The role and responsibilities of the Ward and Village 

Tract Administrators have become increasingly important in the everyday 

lives of the citizens for service delivery and basic civic amenities. The lack of 

voters education and awareness need to be addressed to further facilitate voter 

participation in the local level elections. The top-down approach of 

democratization in Myanmar has failed miserably with the overthrow of 

democracy in the country in February 2021. The promotion of local 

democracy in wards and villages is an essential key to democratic 

consolidation in Myanmar. Local level elections are necessary not only in the 

wards and villages tracts, but also at the township level. The bureaucratic 

township officials need to be replaced by elected officials. 

4.4. Local government in Chin state 

The elections to the ward and village tract administrators and how they govern 

is essential to the process of democratization in Myanmar. The formation of 

local government is uniform all over the country. However, the number of 

wards and village tracts may differ depending on the size of the concerned 

state or region. The GAD indirectly supervises the elections to the local 

government by appointing a Supervisory Board comprised of five elders and 

respected persons. Elections to the ward and village tract administrators are 

indirect and are not based on universal adult suffrage. Every eligible member 

of the village is not entitled to cast his vote. The head of the household cast his 

vote on behalf of his family. In other words, one member from a family cast 

his vote. In short, one household represents one vote. 
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They are indirect in the sense that the ward or village tract 

administrator is elected by ten household leaders. One vote represents one 

household irrespective of the number of eligible voters in the house. The first 

step in the elections of the ward and village tract administrators is the election 

to the head of ten households. Among the clusters of ten houses, one person is 

elected through a secret ballot to represent ten houses. In other words, each 

ward and village tract are divided into a cluster of ten households. The heads 

of each household then elect one person to represent the ten houses (one 

cluster) known as the head of ten households (seh-ein-hmu).
65

  

The next step is the election to the heads of 100 households (Although 

the 100 household heads have been excluded by the 2012 law, they still 

continue in some areas). The elected ten household heads again elected one 

person to represent the clusters of 100 households known as the head of 100 

households (ya-ein-hmu). These elected representatives of the 100 households 

became the final candidates for the elections of the ward and village tract 

administrators. Among these final candidates, one person is elected to become 

the ward administrator or village tract administrator (yatkuat-ye-hmu or ouq-

chouq-ye-hmu).
66

 

 There are four districts in Chin state namley – Falam, Haka, Mindat 

and Matupi. These four districts are further categorized into nine townships – 

Tonzang, Tedim, Falam, Haka, Thantlang, Matupi, Kanpalet, Paletwa and 

Mindat and ten sub-townships – Rihkhawdar, Webulah, Khai Kam, Cikha, 

Surkhua, Hnaring, Rezua, Lailenpi, Samee and Makui Innu. Besides the 

districts and townships, there are 40 wards, 470 village tracts and 1346 
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villages in Chin state.
67

 The townships and sub-townships are again divided 

into villages in rural areas and wards in town areas. Under Falam District there 

are three townships – Falam, Tedim and Tonzang. Tedim township consists of 

132 villages and four wards – Lawibual, Leilum, Myoma and Sakollam. For 

example, the case of Lawibual ward has 590-600 households. These 590-600 

households are divided into a cluster of ten households having one 

representative each. This means that there were 60 clusters comprising of 10 

households. 

In other words, there were 60 elected representatives known as the 

heads of ten households or seh-ein-hmu. The heads of 10 households were 

elected on the basis of one vote per household. The election of 10 household 

heads is followed by the election of 100 households heads. Lawibual ward was 

again divided into six clusters comprising of 100 households each. The 100 

households heads were elected from the 60 heads of ten households, one 

person from each cluster comprising of 100 households, who became the 

candidates for the post of ward administrator. In the case of Lawibual ward, 

there were six candidates and out of these, one person was elected among 

themselves as the ward administrator or yatkuat-ye-hmu.
68

 

The process of elections to the village tract administrator remain the 

same as the ward administrator. As mentioned before, a village tract is the 

lowest unit of government administration in Myanmar. If two or more villages 

are grouped together, they are known as village tracts. Each village tract can 

elect one administrator at a time known as ouq-chouq-ye-hmu. For example, 

Tuidil village tract  is under Tedim township with a population of around 300 

households. Tuidil village along with two other villages namely – New 

Haimual and Old Haimual are grouped into one village tract. Each household 
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in these villages represents one vote as only one member of a household has 

the right to vote. Each village is divided into a cluster of ten households who 

elected their representatives. In other words, there were 30 elected 

representatives representing the 10 households. The villages are further 

divided into a cluster of 100 households. This means that there were three 

clusters and each cluster was comprised of 100 households.
69

  

The representatives of the 100 households are then elected by the 30 

elected representatives of the ten households. The final candidates of the 

village tract administrators are the elected representatives of the 100 

households. In the case of Tuidil Village Tract, there were three final 

candidates representing the three clusters of 100 households.
70

 Among the 

final candidates, one candidate is elected among themselves as the village tract 

administrator or ouq-chouq-ye-hmu. 
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Figure 4.3 : Elections of Ward and Village Tract Administrator at the local 

levels in Chin state. 

 

Source: Drawn by the scholar. 
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In Chin state, less attention is given in local level elections. The people 

participated more in the national elections rather than in local level elections. 

This is due to lack of public information and voters awareness. The township 

GAD officials are to be held responsible for the poor handling of the local 

government elections not only in Chin state but across the country. The local 

level elections are usually held within a short time from the day of its 

announcement. The timeframe for organizing the elections are very short. As a 

result, there is hardly any time for preparation, campaign or disseminating 

information among the public. The instructions regarding the elections are not 

directly given to the public but to the local leaders and elders. 

However, they play a key role in the daily lives of the citizens residing 

in the ward or in village tract. Their roles and functions could not be 

neglected. The recommendation letter of the ward or village tract 

administrator is required for securing a job, making a land transaction, 

securing national registration card, birth certificate and so on. The 2008 

Myanmar Constitution did not assign specific functions and duties to the local 

bodies and the administrators. However, their roles, functions and duties are 

backed by the Ward or Village Administration Law of 2012. The village tract 

and ward administrators have been vested with considerable powers in local 

development, law and order, dispute resolution and land administration.  

Despite their significant role, there were instances of corruption and 

misuse of power among the local administrators. Till 2012, the local 

administrators were deprived of monthly salaries, they in turn resort to misuse 

of power by extorting money from the citizens, forced labour for their own 

interest and imposing illegal fines and illegal transactions. Under the 2012 

law, the GAD has set aside a monthly subsidy for the local administrators. The 

budget for office expenses has also been increased and even provided salary 
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for a clerk who assist the local administrators with their administrative duties. 

The Ward and Village Administration Law 2012 was a response to curb the 

corruption and abuse of power by the local administrators.
71

 

The local administrators act as a channel of communication between 

the citizens and the state. The standard and practice of local government in 

Myanmar is quite promising for a more structural transition to democracy. The 

local government plays an important role in the process of democratization. 

The transition from non-elected to elected local bodies have also indicated a 

bottom-up approach of democratization. 

Despite its importance, the exercise of local democracy in Myanmar 

has been overlooked and ignored by the media, academic, local and 

international organizations. The local election in Myanmar still lack the basic 

elements of democracy. The elections to the Ward and Village Tract 

Administrators are not based on universal suffrage. Voting is limited to only 

one person aged 18 or above per household. The heads of the family are the 

only one who is eligible to elect and participate in the elections. As a result, 

women and young people have been virtually excluded to exercise the right to 

vote. The local level elections are held on the basis of one vote per household 

while the national elections are held on the basis of one vote per citizen. In 

addition, the election is indirect since the Ward or Village Tract Administrator 

are elected by the heads of 100 households. 

The workshop report on Myanmar Ward and Village Tract 

Administrators Elections 2016 conducted by Norwegian People‟s Aid 

concluded that the position of local administrators has become more 

democratized than in the past since the centrally appointed local 

administrators have been replaced by elected administrators.
72

 Moreover, it 
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has been observed that the role of political parties and party affiliation in local 

elections have been increased in the 2016 elections as compared to the 2013 

local elections. However, there was no evidence of using party slogans, 

branding, or poster by the candidates, and no broader campaign was organized 

by the party.
73

 

The local government in Myanmar had been operating under the 

purview of the township administrators appointed by the Union Government 

till 2019. The administrations of the local government under the Union 

Ministry of Home Affairs did not function as local government in its entirety 

since the elected officials were held accountable and responsible to the non-

elected officials of the townships. However, the NLD-led government has 

brought significant changes in local democracy in December 2019. The local 

government was brought under the purview of the Chief Minister of the 

concerned states and regions. 

Local government is crucial for democratization in Chin state. Under 

the NLD-led government in 2015, Chin state has undergone consequential 

changes in terms of education, transportation and health. The state has 

undoubtedly experienced local democracy under the NLD government for a 

short period of time. The NLD-led government was ousted by the military 

regime in February 2021. As a consequence, the beginning phase of 

democratization in Chin state came to a halt in 2021. 

 The remnants of the British top-down administration still lingers in 

Myanmar‟s political leaders. M. Maung has rightfully observed that, “If a tree 

in one village needs to be cut down, the authority will be passed on from the 

Secretariat to the Commissioner, and carried on to the Deputy Commissioner, 

passed on to the Sub-Divisional Officer and down to the Village Headman 
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who would eventually carry out the order”.
74

 The local affairs in Myanmar 

remain largely at the hands of the central authority. Regardless of the 

provisions of the Ward and Village Tract Administration Law of 2012, the 

local affairs and initiatives taken at the local level need to be approved by the 

central authority. 
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Chapter – V 

Challenges of Democratization in Myanmar 

The nascent democracy of Myanmar was subdued by the military led by 

General Min Aung Hlaing on 1
st
 February 2021. Aung San Suu Kyi, the State 

Councilor and the leader of the pro-democratic party, National League for 

Democracy (NLD) was arrested while General Min Aung Hlaing, 

Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Forces took over the country. Myanmar‟s 

political transition that began in 2010 has proved to be short-lived and 

Myanmar once again has been placed under a military regime for one year. 

After years of hurdles and pro-democratic movements, Myanmar had 

undergone its first multi-party elections in 2010 after the adoption of the 2008 

Constitution. The election paved the way towards democratic consolidation. 

However, the recent military coup has shattered the core of the nascent 

democracy to which the country might succumb.  

 It can be noted here that it would be politically incorrect to say that 

Myanmar never made a political transition. Myanmar had been moving 

towards democracy since 2010. However, the 2010 election though claimed to 

be a multi-party election was not inclusive as the NLD was not allowed to 

participate. The Constitution that was ostensibly designed for democracy and 

federalism became the device for staging the recent military coup. The 

wobbling democracy in Myanmar is due to the failure of the Constitution. The 

provisions of the Constitution enabled the military to secure key positions in 

national politics. Even if a civilian government is formed by free and fair 

elections, there are still 25 percent unelected military personnel present both in 

the houses of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw and even in the state or region hluttaw. 

It is important to remember here that even if people want to do away with the 

provisions of the military privileges, it would require a Constitutional 

amendment. The amendment of the Constitution is possible but it will be very 
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difficult because the Constitution required to get the support of more than 

seventy-five percent of all the representatives of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw.
1
 

This means that it would require the consent of the military to keep the 

military away from holding key positions in national politics. The military had 

designed the Constitution in such a way that there will never be a full 

transition to democracy and that the military will always be in power. 

Democratic consolidation is still a far cry in Myanmar.  

5.1. Challenges of Democratization in Myanmar 

The problem in Myanmar is not just a change in leadership but a change in a 

more democratic system. It can be mentioned here that since the 2020 

November 8 elections, tensions loomed in Nay Pyi Taw between the winning 

party NLD and the military leaders. By January 2021, the tensions had 

escalated into a power struggle and fraught negotiations between the leader of 

NLD, Aung San Suu Kyi and General Min Aung Hlaing.
2
 On 1

st
 February 

2021, the first session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw was scheduled to be held to 

endorse the election results thereby approving the new government.
3
 However, 

the military after losing the elections refused to accept the results alleging that 

there has been widespread voters‟ fraud across the country. They blamed the 

Union Election Commission (UEC) for mishandling the 2020 elections and 

accused the UEC to have been siding with the NLD.  

The military-owned True News Information Team claimed that there 

had been 10.5 million irregularities on voter lists which were double or triple 

entries for single names or national registration card numbers, dead people and 
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underage voters.
4
 The claims made by the military on grounds of electoral 

misconduct, dishonesty and inconsistencies neither have any proof of evidence 

nor the accusation made against the NLD in rigging votes was definite.  

On 11
th

 January 2021, the military called on the civilian elected 

President U Win Myint and the Speaker to convene a special session of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw to address the election disputes. However, the President 

declined to convene a session asserting that disputes concerning elections are 

the responsibility of the Election Commission.
5
 The military claims that the 

refusal to convene a special session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is the basis for 

a declaration of emergency under the 2008 Constitution.
6
 

  By late January 2021, tensions heightened when General Min Aung 

Hlaing threatened to annul the Constitution due to the Government‟s abuse of 

it. Talks and negotiations between the two rivalries abruptly came to an end on 

31
st
 January 2021. On 1

st
 February 2021, the military coup unfolded when the 

military detained Aung San Suu Kyi, other political leaders and civil society 

activists.
7
 The new military junta named itself the State Administration 

Council and began establishing sub-national councils.
8
 

5.1.1. Military Coup or Constitutional Emergency 

The military claimed that the control of power is Constitutional and refused to 

call it a military coup. According to the military spokesman Brigadier General 

Zaw Min Tun, the military seized power in accordance with the Constitution. 

General Min Aung Hlaing asserted that the Constitutional Emergency was 

justified by voter fraud. He assured that free and fair multi-party elections will 

                                                         
4
 Op, cit, M. Callahan. (2021). 

5
 M. Crouch. (2021)(a). The Illegality of Myanmar‟s Coup. Melissa Crouch: www.melissacrouch.com 

(Retrieved 12
th
 July 2021). 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 Op cit, M. Callahan. (2021). (Retrieved 07/02 2021.) 

8
 Ibid. 

http://www.melissacrouch.com/


 139 

be held according to the Constitution after the task of the emergency period is 

completed.
9
 

 The military has made several claims regarding the declaration of the 

Constitutional Emergency and the legal sanctions behind it. On the contrary, 

the international media and observers have been accusing the military of their 

illegal power grab as a military coup. The tenet of the military‟s declaration of 

emergency was the President‟s refusal to convene a special session to address 

what they claimed to be „election fraud‟. The President nor the Speaker was 

under no obligation to convene such a session. Even though the military has 

filed nearly 200 complaints to the Supreme Court, the UEC has rejected the 

military‟s allegations of electoral fraud. The UEC claimed that there were no 

major errors to affect the credibility of the vote.
10

 

 According to Section 82 and Section 83 of the 2008 Constitution, a 

special session or emergency session can be convened by the Speaker when 

informed by the President. Section 211 of the Constitution also provides that if 

the President deemed necessary to convene a special session or emergency 

session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, he may intimate the Speaker to convene 

such session.
11

 The President‟s refusal to convene a special session for 

election disputes is in line with the provisions of the Constitution. Section 399 

(g) of the Constitution states that the duties of the Union Election Commission 

(UEC) shall be constituting election tribunals for the trial of disputes relating 

to the election in accord with the law.
12

  

 Furthermore, Section 81(c) states that a special session can be 

convened to discuss matters that require urgent action in the interest of the 
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public.
13

 Furthermore, the President has left the election disputes at the hands 

of the UEC and refused to address the matter. The President‟s failure to 

address the election disputes and his refusal to convene a special session has 

irked the sentiments of the military. It became a device for staging a military 

coup. On a similar note, the military has also claimed that the declaration of 

Constitutional Emergency was under the provisions of Section 417 and 

Section 418 of the Constitution.
14

 However, the provisions of Section 417 and 

Section 418 did not justify the military claims of Emergency.  

According to the provisions of Section 417, only the President has the 

power to declare an emergency after consulting with the National Defense and 

Security Council (NDSC).  It also states that an emergency could be declared 

when there is sufficient reason that may disintegrate the Union or national 

solidarity or cause the loss of sovereignty of the Union by insurgency, 

violence and wrongful forcible means.
15

 In case of emergency under Sections 

417 and 418, the President is required to submit the matter of transferring the 

sovereign power to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services either to 

a regular session if the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is in session, or to an emergency 

session if the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is not in session.
16

 it can be noted that from 

the day of the declaration of emergency, all Hluttaw i.e. Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, 

states and regions hluttaw, Leading Bodies of Self-Administered Division are 

automatically dissolved.
17

  

 There is no legal sanction behind the claims made by the military for 

declaring the State of Emergency. It was a planned military coup to subdue the 

elected civilian government. First, there was no transfer of sovereign power 

between the President and the Commander-in-Chief as per the Constitution. 
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This can be justified by the fact that the President had refused to convene a 

special session and no such session was convened. Moreover, the first session 

of the new Pyidaungsu Hluttaw could not be convened since the newly elected 

representatives of the NLD were arrested and detained by the military armed 

forces on the same day. 

 Second, the military had used unconstitutional means of transferring 

power from the President to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services. 

On 1
st
 February, the military had detained President Win Myint including Suu 

Kyi and other NLD leaders.
18

 Meanwhile, the military had appointed the first 

Vice-President
19

 Myint Swe, a former general as the acting President via the 

military-owned Myawady TV.
20

 The sovereign power was then handed over to 

the Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing.
21

 

 Third, the appointment of the First Vice President as the acting 

President is unconstitutional. The Constitution allowed the President to resign 

voluntarily before the expiry of the term of office.
22

 However, the President 

neither resigned nor left his office willingly, rather he was detained 

wrongfully by the military. The President can be removed from his office only 

through impeachment proceedings laid down by the Constitution under 

Section 71 (a) to (g).
23

 There was no impeachment proceeding to be heard 

against the President but rather he was illegally replaced by the first Vice 

President. In addition, Section 73(a) of the Constitution provides that the first 

Vice President is allowed to serve as the Acting President only if the office of 

the President falls vacant due to his resignation, death, permanent disability or 
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any other cause.
24

 The term „any other cause‟ is questionable as it could mean 

anything.  

According to S. Choudhry and A. Welikala, the interpretation of „any 

other cause‟ should exclude the illegal removal of the President.
25

 

Furthermore, Section 215 of the Constitution mandates that the President is 

not answerable to either any Hluttaw or any Court for the exercise of the 

powers and functions of his office or for any act done or purported to be done 

by him in the exercise of these powers and functions in accord with the 

Constitution or any law.
26

 

 The military had illegally seized power from the democratically elected 

civilian government by staging a military coup. The Constitutional Emergency 

as the military had claimed is unconstitutional and unjustifiable. The 

Constitution does not guarantee the appointment of the First Vice President as 

the Acting President unless the office of the President falls vacant due to the 

reasons listed in Section 73(a) of the Constitution. The appointment of the 

Acting President took place on the same day the President was arrested and 

detained by the military. It is possible that the coup was planned to be 

unfolded on the day of the first session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw which 

insinuates the beginning of a new government. M. Crouch argued that the 

coup was undertaken at a calculated moment in political history as it suggests 

the seats of the military are still valid.
27

 

5.1.2. Reasons behind the Military Coup 

The main motive of the military for staging the military coup remains unclear. 

It is open for interpretation. International news and observers have come with 
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different views and speculations. The military leaders have said the coup was 

in response to alleged electoral fraud.
28

 There have been many speculations 

among the observers that may or may not attribute to the reasons for the coup. 

 The Commander-in-Chief, Min Aung Hlaing was due to retire in July 

2021, and there are speculations that the coup was to extend his further 

influence. N. Kipgen argued that the coup indefinitely extended the tenure of 

Min Aung Hlaing that may even ascend his position to become the President.
29

 

On the same note, M. Crouch argued that the end goal of Min Aung Hlaing 

was to go beyond the office of Commander-in-Chief.
30

 She further alleged that 

if the military‟s intention was focused on the continuity of Min Aung Hlaing‟s 

tenure, they could have amended the law to extend the age limit of 65 years.
31

 

 With a landslide victory in the 2020 elections, the NLD has gained 

popularity across the nation. Another reason that may have triggered the coup 

was the immense popularity of Aung San Suu Kyi as a democratic icon. The 

growing power of the NLD may have instilled fear in the minds of the military 

whose position become more vulnerable as the NLD rise to power. The 

military may have feared that Suu Kyi and the NLD might be able to change 

the Constitution and diminish the power of the armed forces.
32

 Other 

suggestions that may have set off the coup include the crushing defeat of the 

military-backed USDP in the last election, the unpopularity of the military 

leadership, the strong support for the NLD and a genuine democratic system 
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of government or even the military‟s tactic to preserve their enormous 

economic power.
33

 

 Apart from all these speculations, the main motive of the military as it 

appeared was to stay in power despite their heavy defeat in the 2020 elections. 

As a result, they infamously claimed massive electoral fraud and demanded a 

special session to convene. After several talks and negotiations, their attempt 

to overturn the election results did not bear fruit. The only possible way the 

military could stay in power was to employ undemocratic means. The coup 

eventually unfolded at their last attempt. The allegation of electoral fraud with 

no substantial evidence was the core of the military coup. 

5.1.3. State Administrative Council 

On 2
nd

 February 2021, the new junta set up a State Administration Council 

(SAC) and began establishing sub-national councils.
34

 The military claimed 

that the State Administrative Council with 11 members was formed including 

Chairman General Min Aung Hlaing as per the provisions of Section 419 of 

the Constitution.
35

 Out of the eleven members, there are three civilian 

members and the other eight members are from the military.
36

 The members of 

the SAC increased by eight totaling 19 members by the end of March 2021.
37

 

The SAC has now included ten civilians and nine military members. Most of 

the civilian members are from ethnic national parties such as Kayin People‟s 

Party (KPP), New National Democracy (NNDP), National Democratic Force 
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(NDF), Arakan National Party (ANP), Kayah State Democratic Party 

(KySDP) and Mon Unity Party (MUP).
38

 

 The inclusion of the civilian members which comprised more than half 

of the total members of the SAC is quite intriguing. The military‟s approach in 

the formation of the SAC is ambiguous. In their article, Buttressing the Anti-

NLD Project Data on the Civilian Members of Myanmar's State 

Administration Council Junta, H.M. Min Tun, M. Thuzar and M. Montesano 

(2021) argued that the SAC is an anti-NLD project.
39

 The argument is valid 

since most of the civilian members who joined the SAC have suffered 

electoral defeat at the hands of the NLD candidates. 

 Amidst the violence and nationwide protests across the country, the 

SAC has been reformed as the caretaker government. General Min Aung 

Hlaing became the new Prime Minister of the newly formed caretaker 

government on 1
st
 August 2021. Min Aung Hlaing has reiterated that elections 

will be held by 2023. He has also mentioned that his administration will work 

within the framework of ASEAN and will cooperate with the ASEAN Special 

Envoy in Myanmar.
40

 The emergency may be extended for another two years 

until new elections are held in 2023. 

 Since the military takeover in February, there have been unrest protests 

and strikes against the military authorities across the country. The Assistance 

Association for Political Prisoners activist group has reported in March 2021 

that 939 anti-coup protestors have lost their lives and 6,990 people have been 

arrested by the military authorities.
41

 A recent update on 8
th

 April 2022 by the 

Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (Burma) has reported that the 

                                                         
38

 Ibid. p.3f 
39

 Ibid. p.11 
40

 K. Johnson., C. Cushing. & F. Kerry. (2021). Myanmar Army Ruler Takes Prime Minister Role, 

Again Pledges Election. Reuters: www.reuters.com (Retrieved 02/09/2021) 
41

 Daily Briefing in Relation to the Military Coup. Assistance Association for Political Prisoners 

Burma. (13
 
September 2021).  https://aappb.org (Retrieved 13/09/2021). 

http://www.reuters.com/
https://aappb.org/


 146 

military junta had sealed off at least 547 houses and buildings, the death toll 

rises up to 1735 and a total of 10131 people have been detained, out of which 

100 people have been sentenced to death by the military.
42

 The numbers of 

these charges are still rising till date. 

The ousted NLD leader, Aung San Suu Kyi has been facing four 

charges. She has been accused of possessing illegally imported walkie-talkies 

and of violating the country‟s natural disaster management law by breaching 

coronavirus restrictions.
43

 She has also been charged under 

telecommunications law and has been further accused of causing “fear or 

alarm to the public”.
44

 If Suu Kyi is convicted of these charges, the military 

will likely prevent her from contesting in future elections. 

 The State Administrative Council became the fourth military junta in 

the history of Myanmar politics. The first junta known as the Revolutionary 

Council was formed right after the military coup of 1962. In the wake of the 

1988 military coup, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) 

was formed which became the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) 

in 1997. It can be mentioned here that Myanmar had its first parliamentary 

elections in 2010 after a long gap of almost two decades (discussed in detail in 

Chapter I). 

 Although Min Aung Hlaing has promised new elections by 2023, the 

chances of holding new elections are quite slim given the conditions of the 

past regime. There is a possibility that elections may be postponed for a 

decade or more like the past regime. New laws may be introduced in the 

interest of the military that may prevent candidates having criminal charges 

from running elections. Since the coup unfolded, at least 100 elected leaders, 
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ministers and prominent members of the NLD have been charged with high 

treason, corruption and incitement.
45

 

5.2. Prospects of Democratization in Myanmar 

It is very difficult to predict what is going to happen in the future of 

Myanmar‟s democracy. Although the international communities call for 

restrictions and sanctions against Myanmar, the military refused to back down. 

Moreover, the promise of holding multi-party elections after one year was not 

kept as one year has already passed since the military took over the country. 

Even if elections were conducted, it might not be free and fair.  First, the 

election could have been heavily rigged in favor of the military. Second, the 

history of the 1990 elections could have been repeated by refusing to accept 

the election results. In that case, the military may prolong their reign 

indefinitely.  

 The restoration of democracy may occur gradually or suddenly with the 

assistance of external influences or due to domestic pressure. But restoring 

democracy may not last long and may even go into reverse if the military 

personnel still dominate the national politics. Democratic transition from 

above without establishing the rule of law or accountability of the executive 

often go back into reverse. In the late 2010, there was a series of pro-

democracy protests in the Arab world which came to be known as the Arab 

Spring. It began in Tunisia and spread to other countries such as – Lybia, 

Yemen, Egypt, Syria and Bahrain. The revolution was successful which 

resulted in the overthrow of the oppressive military regimes. In Tunisia, Zine 

El Abidine Ben Ali was ousted by the pro-democracy protesters, Hosni 

Mubarak in Egypt, Muammar Qaddafi in Libya and Ali Abdullah Saleh in 
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Yemen.
46

 However, the revolution did not lead to democratic transition except 

in Tunisia.  

5.2.1. Role of ASEAN 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) held a summit in 

Jakarta, Indonesia on 24
th

 April 2021 to which Myanmar also attended. It was 

a special summit which was held to address the crisis in Myanmar. Myanmar 

had been a member state of ASEAN for over two decades since 1997. The 

acceptance of Myanmar‟s representatives at the ASEAN summit has angered 

the people of Myanmar. They accused ASEAN of conferring legitimacy on 

the military government.
47

 On the contrary, the state media of Myanmar 

portrayed Min Aung Hlaing‟s attendance at the summit as a diplomatic 

triumph.
48

  

Myanmar‟s Commander-in-Chief was reported to be receptive in the 

summit. However, he did not discuss in detail the crisis of Myanmar. He 

dwelled on his support in sustainable regional development and seek to 

achieve the goals of the ASEAN Charter.
49

 Member states of ASEAN had a 

divergent response at the beginning of the coup. Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Singapore and the Philippines had expressed concern over the coup and called 

for a peaceful resolution.
50

 While two member states Thailand and Cambodia 

dismissed the coup as internal affairs to be resolved by the people 

themselves.
51
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The ASEAN leaders have reached a five-point consensus which was 

agreed upon by Myanmar‟s Military Chief during the summit. The five-point 

consensus calls for an immediate cessation of violence, constructive dialogue 

among all parties, mediation of the dialogue process by a special envoy of the 

ASEAN Chair, humanitarian assistance, special envoy and delegation to visit 

Myanmar.
52

 The agreement reached between the ASEAN leaders and the 

Commander in Chief Min Aung Hlaing can be viewed as a positive step in 

restoring democracy in Myanmar. On the contrary, the people of Myanmar 

viewed otherwise. They asserted that the agreement fell short of restoring 

democracy and did not hold the army accountable for killing hundreds of 

civilians.
53

 The five-point consensus did not meet the expectations of the 

people of Myanmar. It was specifically designed for restoring peace in 

Myanmar while no proposal was made for restoring democracy in the country.  

 On 18
th

 June 2021, the United Nations General Assembly voted for a 

resolution that called for a return to democracy in Myanmar and urged all 

states to prevent the flow of arms into the country.
54

 Yet again, ASEAN 

member states were divided in their response. Four member states Brunei, 

Cambodia, Laos and Thailand did not vote and were abstained. However, six 

member states Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Vietnam and 

Myanmar itself voted in favor of the resolution.
55

 This shows that ASEAN 

member countries failed to take a unified stand. It adheres to the practices of 

non-interference and refrains from using forces to pressure the military 

government. The ASEAN summit has virtually no tangible progress. Four 

months after the summit, ASEAN has appointed Erywan Yusof, Brunei‟s 

second minister for foreign affairs as the special envoy to Myanmar.
56

 K. 
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Chongkittavorn a senior fellow at Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, 

Thailand, opined that ASEAN‟s relevance and centrality role will be tested 

based on the performance of its envoy.
57

  

The ASEAN needs to tackle the issues of Myanmar‟s economic, social 

and public health system. Not only does the economy of the country collapses, 

but the overall public health is also deteriorating due to the pandemic. Several 

months have passed since the summit, but the talks of restoring peace in the 

country have grown feeble. The idea of restoring peace was left at the summit 

and the five-point consensus has never been implemented. The ongoing crisis 

continued where civilians suffered and lost their lives at the hands of the army. 

The people of Myanmar expect and wish that ASEAN should take a decisive 

step to the ongoing crisis in Myanmar by recognizing the National Unity 

Government (NUG)
58

 as the legitimate government. 

Almost after ten months, China hosted a virtual summit on 22
nd

 

November 2021 with leaders from ASEAN and has invited General Min Aung 

Hlaing to attend the meeting. The meeting went without a representative from 

Myanmar since China‟s attempt to include Min Aung Hlaing was rejected by 

the members of ASEAN. China‟s bid to include Min Aung Hlaing as the 

representative of Myanmar has been strongly condemned by the members of 

ASEAN and expressed their preference for a non-political representative from 

Myanmar.
59

 M. Davies an expert on ASEAN affairs have argued that ASEAN 

is more concerned with creating a unified position against external pressure 

than on developing a single policy towards Myanmar. However, Myanmar 
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political reforms and their transition to a quasi-democratic system in 2010 can 

be attributed to the engagement efforts of ASEAN.
60

  

5.2.2. The National Unity Government (NUG) 

The National Unity Government (NUG) is a parallel government of Myanmar 

in exile comprising of pro-democracy figures, remnants of Aung San Suu 

Kyi‟s overthrown administration and representatives of armed ethnic groups.
61

 

It was formed on 16
th
 April 2021 by the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw (CRPH). The President of the NUG is Win Myint and the State 

Counsellor is Aung San Suu Kyi. Since President Win Myint is being detained 

by the military junta, the Vice President Duwa Lashi La has become the acting 

President.
62

 The NUG maintained that the military junta should hold its 

promises and urged ASEAN to follow up its decision in restoring democracy 

in Myanmar.
63

 This was expressed by the Five-Point consensus reached by 

ASEAN on 24
th

 April 2021. Sasa, a spokesman for the NUG insisted that the 

NUG needed recognition from Washington as the sole legitimate government 

of Myanmar. The NUG is trying to gain access to one billion dollars in 

Myanmar government funds frozen in the United States since the military took 

power. He also asserted that the NUG is operating without any steady revenue 

and is merely a volunteer shadow government.
64

 

 It is important for the NUG to be recognized by the Biden 

administration so that it would pave the way for the NUG to obtain financial 

support from international institutions and humanitarian organizations. 

Furthermore, it is crucial for the NUG to gain access to Myanmar government 
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funds for its operation. Washington has already attempted to recognize the 

NUG as the legitimate government of Myanmar. However, it did not pass the 

Congress with some members opposing the issue of recognition until the NUG 

redresses the Rohingya crisis of 2017.
65

 

 The NUG urged the Biden administration to further extend the 

sanctions against Chevron and Total. Chevron and Total are the two large 

energy companies operating in Myanmar. These two companies are the main 

sources of the military‟s funds. Sasa affirmed that the military have been 

hoarding weapons from Russia and China with the funds they obtained from 

these companies. He further insisted to put a complete halt on the flow of 

finances to the military junta that will further hinder the flow of weapons from 

Russia and China. He believed that the blockage of the military‟s fund is one 

way to overthrow the military junta. If the military is stripped off from their 

finances, the flow of weapons will come to an end, paying off their soldiers 

will be an obstacle and they will eventually defect from the junta.
66

 

 The NUG aims to separate the military from the economy. The NUG‟s 

call for sanctions focuses on military-owned and military-linked businesses, 

entities and individuals in order to deprive the income of the military junta and 

to subject the military to full civilian control. The NUG has been urging the 

international community to implement stronger, tougher, and coordinated 

measures targeting the military‟s economic interests. According to the NUG 

Sanctions Policy, the military‟s income streams can be targeted by broadening 

sanctions to wider number of State-owned enterprises that has come under the 

control of the military since the coup such as Myanmar Economic Holding 

Limited (MEHL), Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC) and Myanmar Oil 
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and Gas Enterprise (MOGE). The military has been using the revenues that 

comes from the State-owned enterprise to fund its war against the civilians.
67

 

 The NUG has also listed three priorities for the international 

community to impose sanctions and targeting the military‟s economic interest. 

The first priority is the Oil and Gas companies that has been a large and steady 

revenues of the junta. The second priority is mining in which the military has a 

large share. The profit of the mining sector directly flows to the military and 

their associates. The third is Banking that will prevent transactions involving 

the military from purchasing weapons and for their personal gain.
68

 

5.2.3. Formation of the Committee of the Representative of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

On 5
th

 February 2021, a Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

(CRPH) was formed by an elected members of NLD at an emergency 

parliamentary session. The CRPH represents 380 members of parliaments 

(Pyidaungsu Hluttaw) elected on the 8
th

 November 2020 General Elections. 

The members of the CRPH are directly elected by the people of Myanmar and 

are mandated by the people to represent the democratic will of the people and 

carry out the duties in accordance with the Constitution of the Republic of the 

Union of Myanmar.
69

 

 The CRPH vows to engage with international community, the United 

Nations and other international organizations to bring justice in accordance 

with the international law against the responsible personnel and the military 

council.
70

 Since the CRPH represents the elected members of the Pyidaungsu 
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Hluttaw, they considered itself as the legitimate government of Myanmar and 

has urge the international community to recognize as the same. 

 The CRPH has been formed to perform the necessary activities and 

duties entrusted upon them by the people of Myanmar, to ensure the release of 

the arbitrarily detained and to conduct the regular functions of the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw. The heads of the CRPH include Win Myint as the President, Aung 

San Suu Kyi as the State Counsellor, Duwa Lashi La as the Vice President, 

and Mahn Win Khaing Than as the Prime Minister. The heads of the CRPH 

are assisted by 13 cabinet ministers.
71

 Both the CRPH and the NUG are 

composed of the elected NLD members ousted on the February 2021 military 

coup. The CRPH was formed immediately after the military coup to carry out 

the duties of the dissolved Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The CRPH did not approve 

the authority of the military junta and as a result the Committee formed the 

NUG on 16
th

 April 2021 to run as a parallel government of Myanmar. 

In addition, the prospects of democracy in Myanmar will include a 

legitimate government by elected civilian leaders with no reservation for the 

military personnel, free and fair elections where citizens from any community 

can contest the elections, and the introduction of local democracy based on 

universal adult suffrage and an indirect election. 

5.4. Role of International Communities 

The United Nations as well as other international communities have been 

vocal in their calls for restoring peace and democracy in Myanmar. They have 

been closely monitoring the continuing violence and atrocities across the 

country. Sanctions have been imposed that will target the direct and stable 

flow of military‟s revenue. Since the coup, all State-owned companies and 

enterprises have come under the control of the military. The revenues from 
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these big companies have become a stable income for the junta to fund their 

wars against their own people  

 The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has expressed deep 

concern at the ongoing violence across Myanmar and called for an immediate 

cessation of violence and to ensure the safety of the civilians. The UNSC has 

reiterated their full support for ASEAN‟s positive and constructive role in 

facilitating a peaceful solution in the interest of the people of Myanmar and 

their livelihoods. They urge for the release of all arbitrarily detained including 

President Win Myint and State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi. They expressed 

their full support for Myanmar‟s democratic institutions and processes, with 

full respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms as well as rule of 

law.
72

 

 The two big companies that have been the stable source of revenues for 

the military junta, Total Energies and Chevron have withdrew their support for 

the junta in January 2022.
73

 The European Union has also released new 

sanctions on 22
nd

 February 2022 targeting 22 additional individuals who are 

the members of State Administrative Council (SAC) and military appointed 

members of the Union Election Commission, and four other entities – 

Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), No. 1 Mining Enterprise (ME1), 

International Group of Entrepreneur (IGE) and Htoo Group of Companies.
74

 

 Other international communities such as the US, UK, and Canada have 

also imposed new coordinated sanctions against the military economic 

interest. The NUG firmly believed that these sanctions would eventually put 

an end to the military regime. Among the neighboring States of Myanmar, 
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India‟s reaction remains circumspect. Although, India has expressed concern 

for its support for Myanmar democratic transition, yet it opposed the sanctions 

imposed by the international community. India is being cautious of overtly 

condemning the military actions owing to its economic interests in 

Myanmar.
75

 India shared a security relationship with the armed forces of 

Myanmar. Myanmar is the only ASEAN country that shares border with India. 

ASEAN is central to India‟s Act East Policy and its vision for the wider Indo 

Pacific.
76

 Moreover, India and Myanmar have been cooperating on 

counterinsurgency and border management along the north-eastern border of 

India. India is being subtle with its response towards the crisis in Myanmar 

and is reluctant to make an apparent statement over the military actions that 

might affect its bilateral relations with Myanmar. It is important for India to 

maintain its security toes with Myanmar regardless of who is in power. Due to 

its economic interest in Myanmar, India has adopted a pragmatic approach to 

its relationship with Myanmar, regardless of who is in power.
77

 It is imperative 

for India to further facilitate its relations with Myanmar. 

 Along the same line, Bangladesh has also been hosting nearly one 

million Rohingya refugees and has been expecting a resolution that allows for 

the voluntary repatriation of the refugees. The other neighboring State 

includes China who has been sharing friendly relationship and has been a 

close economic partner with Myanmar. China is also being vocal on restoring 

peace in the country. However, it has been offering material support to 

Myanmar to further facilitate its relationship. China has been one of the 

biggest investors in Myanmar and has been downplaying the current crisis in 

in the country. The China Daily, one of the Chinese press termed it as 
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„government reshuffle‟.
78

 China‟s response has been determined by the 

information fabricated by the military of Myanmar. China believed the claims 

made by the military that they are the glue holding the country together and 

they alone can resolve the political crisis.
79
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Chapter – VI 

Summary and Conclusions 

Myanmar (former Burma) officially known as the Republic of the Union of 

Myanmar is the largest country in mainland South East Asia. The political 

history of Myanmar can be divided into three parts – pre-British, British 

period and post-Independent period. Before the arrival of the British, Burma 

was ruled by the Burman kings. Burma was administered separately as – 

Burma Proper inhabited by ethnic Burman groups and the frontier areas 

inhabited by different ethnic nationalities. The Burma Proper was ruled by the 

Burman kings and the frontier areas such as Shan, Kachin and Chin were ruled 

by their chiefs. The kingdom of Central Burma exercised nominal authority 

over the frontier areas. In the traditional Burman society, power was 

conceived as finite and become highly personalized. Power was not shared or 

delegated from centre to periphery or between leaders. All wealth, power, and 

administration were under the domain of the king. The monarchs enjoyed 

undifferentiated power and they combined executive and judicial functions. 

Although their rule and authority were absolute in theory, in practice they 

were mitigated by high-level Buddhist monks who often were ministers. 

 The colonial period in Burma lasted from 1824 to 1948. The British 

ruled Burma both directly and indirectly. Burma was divided into Burma 

Proper (the core of the country), inhabited by the Burmans was directly ruled 

by the British; and the peripheral regions (frontier areas) were indirectly 

administered. The colonial period has been regarded especially by the military, 

as the root cause of the problems facing the country. Burma was briefly ruled 

by Japan in 1942 until 1
st
 August 1943. During the Japanese rule, Burma 

Independence Army (BIA) was formed and led by its leader Aung San. The 

civilian government was formed eventually in 1948 when Burma gained its 

independence from the clutch of the British rule. However, it was short-lived 
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and lasted till the military took over in 1962. During the civilian government, 

multi-party elections were held three times in 1951-52, 1956 and 1960. 

Burma came to be known as Myanmar in July 1989. At present, there 

are seven states, seven regions and one Union Territory in Myanmar. Nay Pyi 

Taw is the capital and the only Union Territory in the country. The seven 

regions are  Ayeyarwady region, Bago region, Magway region, Mandalay 

region, Sagaing region, Tanintharyi region, and Yangon region. The seven 

states include Chin state, Kachin state, Kayah state, Kayin state, Shan state, 

Mon state, and Rakhine state. The state and region governments enjoy 

equivalent power and position under the 2008 Constitution. The states 

consisted of areas with large ethnic minority populations and are generally 

located along the borders; whereas the areas inhabited by majority Burmans 

are known as regions. Since its independence in 1948, Myanmar had adopted 

three Constitutions in 1948, 1974 and 2008. The country started off with a 

parliamentary government in 1948 and lasted till 1962. From 1962 onwards, 

the country was placed under a military regime for over five decades. Under 

the new Constitution of 2008, Myanmar experienced a brief transition to 

democracy in 2010. 

During the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century, many countries in Europe, Africa, 

Latin America and Asia underwent democratic transitions moving from 

autocratic, totalitarian, etc. to a more democratic regime with broader political 

participation and greater limits on the exercise of political power. This process 

of democratic transition from a non-democratic political system to a more 

democratic system is known as democratization. In other words, 

democratization is a process by which democracy expands, within a political 

system or across different parts of the world. It is the process of transition 

from an undemocratic political system to a democratic political system. The 

notion of democratic transition implies a change of category and a 
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dichotomous conception of democracy. The process of democratization can 

happen in different ways - gradual or sudden, violent or peaceful and may 

range from moderate to absolute. Democratization can take place as a top-

down process or it can come from below and introduce arrangements for 

genuinely competitive elections. 

 Democratization involves a change in the quality and not necessarily 

the outcome. Democratization can be backward in the sense that free elections 

are introduced without first establishing the rule of law, full executive 

accountability and the flourishing civil society that are important to 

democracy. In this case, liberalization can become stalled rather than lead to 

democratization and may go into reverse. Democratization from below 

involves political struggle, although not necessarily violent. This can happen 

in the form of people’s power movements or pact transitions negotiated by the 

political elites. It is a dynamic phenomenon with a series of sequential stages 

running from the liberalization of an old authoritarian regime and the 

emergence of a new democratic system, through the consolidation of that 

democratic regime, to its maturity. 

Democratization is also defined as a process of a political change that 

moves the political system of any given society towards a system of 

government that ensures peaceful competitive political participation in an 

environment that guarantees political and civil liberties. Democratization can 

be understood from two perspectives. In the broadest sense, democratization 

refers to any change in the direction of more democracy, no matter how small. 

It refers to a minimal improvement in an authoritarian regime, which may 

refer to as liberalization or completing democracy or democratic deepening. In 

the narrow sense, democratization is synonymous with a democratic transition. 

The world has witnessed three waves of democratization till date. The first 

wave of democratization began during 1828-1926. The second wave was 
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witnessed during 1943-1962. These two waves of democratization were 

followed by a reverse wave. The first wave began in America in the early 

nineteenth century and culminated at the end of World War I with about 30 

countries having democratic regimes. 

In the second wave, democratization occurred mostly through foreign 

imposition and decolonization. However, these two processes played a less 

significant role in the third wave. The causes of the third wave of 

democratization were mostly external influences but the processes were also 

overwhelmingly indigenous. One of the most important political trends in the 

twentieth century is the global democratic revolution where more than thirty 

countries in Southern Europe, Latin America, East Asia and Eastern Europe 

shifted from authoritarian to democratic systems of government between 1974 

and 1990. Samuel P. Huntington termed this as the third wave of 

democratization. A wave of democratization is a group of transitions from 

non-democratic to democratic regimes that occurs within a specified period 

and that significantly outnumbers transitions in the opposite direction in the 

same period. 

 Myanmar’s road to democracy started to unravel in the post-2010 

general election. Myanmar’s transition to democracy was imposed by internal 

and external factors but mostly it was indigenous. The process of 

democratization was due to economic stagnation, people’s power movement 

and most importantly the military’s desire to draft a new Constitution. The 

people of Myanmar had started pro-democracy movements in the past. For 

example, in the late 1980s, a call for democracy started simmering that has 

virtually shaken the ground of the military regime. However, the people’s 

power movement for democracy in the 1980s failed to transform from military 

regime to democracy. There were various democratizing factors at play, but 
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the most important factor was the change of attitude and orientation of the 

military leaders.  

The military regime that started in 1962 under the leadership of Ne Win 

was associated with an economic crisis, rampant corruption and political 

instability. On 23
rd

 July 1988, Ne Win eventually stepped down from his 

position of President and Chairman of the Burma Socialist Program Party 

(BSPP) and proposed a referendum to decide whether the people want a multi-

party or single-party system. He was succeeded by General Saw Maung. The 

official name of the military government changed from BSPP to State Law 

and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), led by General Saw Maung. On 26
th

 

May 1989, the Union of Burma was also officially changed to the Union of 

Myanmar. The erstwhile Burma came to be known as Myanmar since 1989.  

Under the leadership of General Saw Maung, multi-party elections 

were held in May 1990. The National League for Democracy (NLD) led by 

Aung San Suu Kyi won the elections overwhelmingly but the military 

government failed to honour the election results and refused to transfer power 

to the winning party. The main reason was because the country at that time did 

not have a constitution since the 1974 Constitution was abolished soon after 

the SLORC government came into power in 1989. As a consequence, the 

military leaders were reluctant to hand over power to the winning party before 

drafting a new constitution. It was decided that new elections will be held 

under a new constitution. As a result, National Convention was proposed to be 

held for drafting a new constitution. The first National Convention for drafting 

a new constitution was held in 1993 but was adjourned in 1996. Mention must 

be made here that General Saw Maung was succeeded by General Than Shwe 

in 1992 and the military government reorganized as State Peace and 

Development council (SPDC). 
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The international community did not cease to generate pressure on the 

military government, sanctions were imposed and even press releases and 

resolutions were passed by the United Nations General Assembly to pave the 

way for democracy. As a result of the mounting domestic and international 

pressures, the SPDC in August 2003, announced the ‘seven steps roadmap to 

democracy’ under which a new constitution was proposed to be drafted by the 

National Convention. The seven steps roadmap to democracy was a draft for 

transforming Burma into a disciplined democracy. It was designed by the 

SPDC that would give privileges to the military by guaranteeing reservation in 

the legislatures as well as controlling the key ministries. The SPDC’s Seven 

Steps Roadmap to Democracy included - reconvene the National Convention 

that was adjourned in 1996, implementation of a genuine and disciplined 

democracy, draft a new Constitution, hold a national referendum for adopting 

the Constitution, hold free and fair elections, convene the new Union 

Legislative Assembly, build a modern, developed and democratic nation. 

 A new Constitution drafted by the military leaders was eventually 

adopted in 2008. The new National Constitution 2008 had brought significant 

changes such as multi-party elections. The Constitution was designed in such a 

way that the armed forces would remain above the law and be independent of 

the government, to dominate and control the three branches of Government. 

The armed forces control the legislative power at all levels of the government 

- Union, states and regional assemblies. The military-appointed members play 

a crucial role in every state, region, and national elections. 

 The Union Government of Myanmar is composed of the President, 

Vice Presidents, Ministers of the Union, and the Attorney General of the 

Union. Myanmar is an independent sovereign nation known as the Republic of 

the Union of Myanmar. It is a home to multi-national races where sovereignty 

is derived from the citizens. The Union practices a ‘genuine, disciplined multi-
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party democratic system. In fact, Myanmar practices a form of democratic 

government where the military enjoys reservation in every legislature. The 

President is the Executive head of the Union Government. Both the President 

and the two Vice-Presidents represent the Union Government. The executive 

power of the Union is distributed among the Union, regions and states. The 

state and region governments enjoy equivalent power and position under the 

2008 Constitution. The states consisted of areas with large ethnic minority 

populations and are generally located along the borders; whereas the areas 

inhabited by majority Burmans are known as regions. 

 The President of Myanmar is elected through the Presidential Electoral 

College formed with three groups by the elected representatives and the 

nominated military personnel of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw – 1) a group of 

Pyithu Hluttaw elected representatives (Lower House) 2) a group of Amyotha 

Hluttaw elected representatives (Upper House) 3) a group formed with the 

Defense Services Personnel (nominated military representatives of both the 

houses). Each group shall select one candidate from among themselves. This 

means that there will be one candidate from the lower house, one candidate 

from the upper house and one from the Defense Services Personnel. The three 

selected candidates from each group became the Presidential candidates. The 

Presidential Electoral College shall elect the President by voting one of the 

three candidates. The candidate with the highest vote become the President. 

The candidate securing the second highest vote become the first Vice 

President and candidate with the lowest vote become the second Vice 

President. 

 The fascinating part about the Myanmar Presidential election is that the 

President and the Vice presidents are elected simultaneously by one vote. 

Moreover, in case a civilian is elected as the President, the military candidate 

is ought to become the first Vice president. This is inevitable because of how 
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the Electoral College works. For instance, in the 2015 general elections, the 

NLD won a landslide victory with 390 seats out of the 498 available seats. 

However, the total strength of both the houses including the nominated 

military personnel is 664. The smaller ethnic parties won around 50 to 60 

seats. There was a possibility that all the ethnic parties may or may not vote 

for the military candidate. As a majority party, the candidates from both the 

houses were the representatives of the NLD. However, the total votes of the 

NLD could not be split into equal halves. If so, the military candidate would 

become the President. One among the two civilian candidates must secure at 

least two-third of the NLD votes to become the President. The remaining NLD 

votes went to the other civilian candidate. As a result, the military candidate 

become the first Vice President.  

 The Constitution of Myanmar has vested the President of Myanmar 

with enormous powers and functions. According to Section 16 of the 

Constitution of Myanmar, the President is the head of the Union Government 

as well as the head of the State.  However, certain responsibilities such as 

defence, security and border administration of the Union Government, states 

and regions government and even Union Territory and Self-Administered 

Areas have been kept in the hands of the Defence Services personnel 

nominated by the Commander-in-Chief. In Myanmar, the Commander-in-

Chief is a military-personnel appointed by the President. At the time of 

national emergency, the President of Myanmar may transfer the legislative, 

executive and judicial powers to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence 

Services. 

 The legislative power of the Union is vested in the Union Legislature 

known as the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw consists of two 

chambers namely – People’s Assembly, known as the Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower 

House) and Nationalities Assembly known as Amyotha Hluttaw (Upper 
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House). The term of the Pyithu Hluttaw is five years form the day of its 

commencement, and the term of the Amyotha Hluttaw expires on the day of 

the expiry of the Amyotha Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is headed by the 

Head and Deputy Head known as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Speaker and the Deputy Speaker of the Amyotha 

Hluttaw serve as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

for two and a half years i.e., 30 months from the day of its commencement. 

The Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyithu Hluttaw will also serve as the 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for the remaining 

term. In short, each Speaker and Deputy Speaker of both Hluttaws serve as the 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for 30 months each. 

 A unicameral hluttaw is formed in each of the seven states and seven 

regions. A state or region hluttaw is constituted by electing two representatives 

from each township in the regions or the states. Apart from the representatives 

elected from the townships, there are also representatives nominated from the 

Defense personnel and also elected representatives from ethnic minority. The 

Constitution of Myanmar 2008 provides the right for the region or state 

hluttaw to enact laws for the entire or any part of the region or state in 

accordance with Schedule Two of the Region or State Legislative List under 

Section 188. The region or state hluttaw is authorizes to issue rules, orders, 

notifications, regulations, by-laws, directives and procedures to any region or 

state level organization or authority formed under the Constitution.  

 The Chief Minister is the Head of the concerned region or state. The 

Chief Minister of a state or a region is handpicked by the President among the 

members of the concerned hluttaw. The President prepared a list of the eligible 

members to be appointed as the Chief Minister. The list is then submitted to 

the concerned state or region hluttaw for its approval. Upon the approval of 

the concerned region or state hluttaw, the President may appoint the approved 



 

 

167 

person as the Chief Minister of the state or region. In case the President is a 

military-personnel, the Chief Minister of a state or a region could be the 

nominated member of the military. In practice, the hluttaw never refuses the 

appointment of the Chief Minister by the President.   

Under the new Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

2008, the first multi-party elections were held in 2010. The military regime of 

SPDC set certain conditions that would exclude candidates having criminal 

charges from contesting the elections in order to ensure their victory. Most of 

the party members of the NLD including the party leader were facing criminal 

charges at the time of the election. The party decided to boycott the 2010 

election on the grounds of discrimination and undemocratic principles. As a 

result, the NLD party was disbanded from the elections in 2010. The party 

leader Suu Kyi remained house arrested at the time of the election. Moreover, 

some of the convicted party members were not released from the prison. 

Backed by the military regime, the Union Solidarity and Development Party 

(USDP) won the 2010 election securing the majority of the seats. The election 

was acknowledged as flawed and rigged in favour of the USDP by the NLD as 

well as the international observers. 

The Union Government of Myanmar decided to conduct the general 

elections after five years and it was held on 8
th

 November 2015. This was the 

second general elections conducted in Myanmar as per the new Constitution of 

Myanmar 2008. It was the most free and fair election Myanmar had ever held. 

The election was open to all political parties and no party was disqualified or 

disbanded. It was the first openly contested multi-party elections since 1990. 

The only difference was that the winning party was acknowledged by the 

military in the 2015 elections. The NLD won a landslide majority by 

swooping two-thirds majority. In fact, the NLD won 255 seats out of 323 

contested seats (seven seats were cancelled by the Union Election Commission 
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and the remaining 110 seats were reserved for the military personnel) in the 

lower house and had secured 135 seats out of 168 contested seats (56 seats 

were reserved for the military personnel) in the upper house. The 2015 

election was a milestone in Myanmar’s growing democracy. 

The third general elections of Myanmar under the 2008 Constitution 

were held on 8
th

 November 2020. The elections were held for the Union 

Legislative Assembly as well as states and regions assemblies. In the 2020 

elections, 315 seats were up for grabs in the lower house (out of 440 seats) and 

161 seats available (out of 224 seats) in the upper house. The NLD won the 

elections with a landslide victory by securing a total of 396 seats out of 476 

seats. It means 83.19 percent of the total seats contested were won by the 

NLD. However the military leaders after losing the elections, refused to accept 

the results alleging that there has been widespread voters’ fraud across the 

country. The political transition from authoritarian to democracy in Myanmar 

that started back in 2010 ended, and once again the military regime unfolded 

on 1
st
 February 2021. 

It is apparent that the 2008 Constitution of the Republic of the Union of 

Myanmar has brought significant changes and reforms in terms of 

administration and financial decentralization in Myanmar. However, the states 

and regions governments are still bound by certain limitations and restrictions. 

The administrative responsibilities of the states and regions governments are 

still limited and the budgets are not fully devolved, the states and regions 

governments are incapable of spending according to their plan. In addition, 

important services like education and health are still under the control of the 

Union Ministries. In short, the Constitutional provisions for the states and 

regions are quite limited because Myanmar remains a highly centralized State. 

Myanmar is a Unitary State with few elements of federalism rather than a 

federal state with few unitary characters.  
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Moreover, the Myanmar Constitution 2008 has given enough power to 

the military to control the country in one way or the other. The Defence 

Services have been given the power to veto over Constitutional Amendment. 

Further, the Constitution has vested the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence 

Services the right to take over and exercise State sovereign power in case of 

emergency. At present, all the executive, legislative and judicial powers of 

Myanmar are controlled by the Commander-in-Chief. This shows that power 

is consolidated in the hands of the Defence Services.  

It can be mentioned here that the Constitution of Myanmar that was 

promulgated in 2008 is federal in nature with some unitary features. This is in 

theory; but in practice, Myanmar remains a centralized State where the 

administration and political decisions have been dominated by the Union 

Government. The Chin people believed that their rights, culture and identity 

need to be protected as an ethnic minority. However, the Constitution does not 

provide for the protection and promotion of the minorities’ rights.  

The Constitution of Myanmar 2008, provides that the national races 

having a population of or more than 0.1 percent of the national race of the 

country have to elect their own representative within their respective state or 

region hluttaw, in proviso with the ethnic group who do not have a state or 

region of their own or the ethnic group that do not attain a self-administered 

area in the state or region concerned. These representatives are elected in a 

form of non-territorial constituency in the state or region concerned.  They 

become members of the respective state or region hluttaw and are known as 

Minister of National Races Affairs. 

The Chin state is the only state without a Minister of National Races 

Affairs. However, there are three Ministers representing Chin ethnic group 

residing in other states or regions. In total, there are 20 Ministers for National 

Races Affairs in Myanmar. This principle can be seen as a divisive tool among 
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the ethnic minorities that creates conflict rather than harmony. Similarly, the 

people of Chin state vote along ethnic lines in the Union and state elections. 

The candidates usually contested from where their ethnic tribes are in 

majority. Ethnic based politics have been embedded in the minds of the Chin 

people and has sought ethnic rivalries among them. It has been affecting the 

lives of the people and is detrimental to the growth and development of Chin 

state. 

Coming to the local government in Myanmar, it is considered as an 

extension of superordinate tiers of Union Government and states or regions 

governments. The structure of local government in Myanmar is characterized 

by uncertainty and confusion. This is because of the British legacy and the 

military top-down chain of command system prevails in Myanmar. At the 

same time local governments have been set up in Myanmar and there is 

growing demands for elements of representation, downward accountability 

and public participation.  

The local government in Myanmar has undergone several reforms since 

the colonial era. Before the British rule, local autonomy was enjoyed by the 

villages. Village affairs were left at the hands of the local chiefs. The tribal 

chiefs were the rulers of their own respective villages. Each village enjoyed 

local democracy during the reign of the Burmese Kings. The courts of the 

Burmese kingdom had little influence on the daily lives of the people. During 

the colonial period, local autonomy was replaced by the centrally appointed 

village headmen whose authority was unchallenged even by the courts. The 

British introduced a ‘top-down’ administration of local governance which was 

an extensions of the central authority. The independence of Burma came along 

with a new Constitution and brought reforms in local government. The 

Democratic Local Government Act was a mere experiment and could not be 

fully implemented due to persistent conflict within the ruling party. The 
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People’s Council established during the 1960s introduced an elected body of 

local government. However, the elections of the People’s Council were not 

free and fair due to the interference of the military. The local government in 

the post-independent Burma lacked accountability and transparency. 

The basic framework of local government in Myanmar began in 2011 

under the leadership of the then President Thein Sein. The Thein Sein 

government of 2011 was termed as ‘quasi-civilian rule’ which was dominated 

by the military-backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). A 

more democratic form of government came into being when the National 

League for Democracy (NLD) swept the Myanmar national elections 2015 

under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi. 

The Union Government of Myanmar headed by Thein Sein has been 

emphasizing the process of decentralization and focusing on the improvement 

of local government. Myanmar’s administrative structure consists of seven 

states and seven regions. These states/regions are sub-divided into districts 

(Khayaing). Districts are a conglomeration of townships grouped together. 

Townships (Myone) are the lowest levels of government offices and are made 

of urban wards (yatkuat) in urban or town areas and village tracts (ouq-su) in 

rural areas. Village tracts are formed by several villages grouped together and 

the smallest administrative unit is the village (chi-zua). Besides the seven 

states and seven regions, there are 76 Districts, 330 Townships, 84 Sub-

Townships, 413 Towns, 3133 wards, 13620 Village tracts and 63938 Villages 

in Myanmar. 

Although the new government of 2011 under the new Constitution has 

been emphasizing the process of decentralization and focusing on the 

improvement of local government, Myanmar seems to remain a centralized 

country. Myanmar’s administrative structure consists of seven states and seven 

regions. These states/regions are sub-divided into districts (Khayaing). 
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Districts are a conglomeration of townships grouped together. Townships 

(Myone) are the lowest levels of government offices and are made of urban 

wards (yatkuat) in urban or town areas and village tracts (ouq-su) in rural 

areas. Village tracts are formed by grouping several villages and the smallest 

administrative unit is the village (chi-zua). Besides the seven states and seven 

regions, there are 76 Districts, 330 Townships, 84 Sub-Townships, 413 

Towns, 3133 wards, 13620 Village tracts and 63938 Villages in Myanmar.  

 Local self-government is the basic part of democracy and forms an 

integral part of Myanmar’s transition to democracy. Local governance ensures 

the democratic rights of the citizens and is crucial for the long term viability of 

democracy. Myanmar’s transition to democracy has become increasingly 

important in the wider process of democratization. And so, local government 

has become one of the key priority areas of reform since 2011 under the 

government of Thein Sein. However, even after the adoption of the new 

Constitution in 2008, the administration at the local level in the form of 

districts, townships, wards, village tracts and villages has been retained. Local 

democracy and its elections have become an important step towards the 

consolidation of democracy in Myanmar. Local administrators remained 

centrally appointed till December 2012. The main problem of local 

governance in Myanmar is the absence of administrative decentralization. 

The local government in Myanmar had been operating under the 

purview of the township administrators appointed by the Union Government 

till 2019. The administrations of the local government under the Union 

Ministry of Home Affairs did not function as local government in its entirety 

since the elected officials were held accountable and responsible to the non-

elected officials of the townships. However, the NLD-led government has 

brought significant changes in local democracy in December 2019. The local 

government was brought under the purview of the Chief Minister of the 
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concerned states and regions. The main issue of local governance in Myanmar 

is the absence of administrative decentralization which is kept under the 

control of the Union Ministry of Home Affairs until 2019.  

The Secretary of the state or region governments, district administration 

and township administration are the officers of the General Administration 

Department (GAD) under the Union Ministry of Home Affairs. Districts have 

a supervisory role of the townships. There is no actual service delivery at the 

district level and there are few departments located at the district level. 

Districts and townships are administered by centrally appointed bureaucrats 

from the GAD, which is the central institution for public administration in 

Myanmar. These GAD officials are known as District Administrator and 

Township Administrator respectively. The state and region governments work 

with the GAD since it is the cornerstone of Myanmar’s hierarchical structure 

of administrations. The administrations of townships and districts are headed 

by senior officials and do not have elected representatives. 

The GAD plays a dominant role in the working of local government in 

Myanmar. The GAD is responsible for providing basic administrative and 

coordination functions for each state and region government, the state and 

region hluttaw as well as Union Ministries and departments at the state or 

region level. The post of an executive secretary of a state or a region is 

reserved for a senior GAD administrator. The states and regions governments 

are working with the GAD which is the central institution for public 

administration in Myanmar.  

The township level is an important body for Myanmar’s administration 

since many key functions of government takes place such as - land 

registration, population registration, and tax collection. Despite its 

significance, all the administrations at the township are headed  by the 

centrally appointed GAD administrators. This suggests that all the elected 
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officials such as the representative of the state or the region hluttaw, and the 

administrators of the wards and village tracts remain subservient  to the 

centrally appointed bureaucrats. As a result, the sub-national governments 

cannot function independently from the Union Ministries. 

The Myanmar Constitution of 2008 deals briefly with the 

administration of district, township, ward and village tract. However, it is 

silent about the elections, roles and functions of the sub-national governments 

(regions and states governments). The Ward or Village Tract Administration 

Law of 2012 introduced the election to the wards and village tract 

administrators at the local level. It also deals with the roles and functions of 

the administrators at the local level. 

The Ward or Village Tract Administration Law also stipulates the 

functions and duties of the administrator and ethics to be obeyed and upheld. It 

assigns 32 functions and duties to the ward and village tract administrators. 

The key roles of the ward and village tract administrators are development, 

law and order, dispute resolution and land administration. The duties and 

functions of the ward or village tract administrator include maintaining peace 

and security, rural development and poverty reduction, prevention of 

contagious diseases, registration of birth and death, maintaining irrigation 

canal embankments, rivers, water courses, administration of land cultivation, 

and prevention of natural disasters. 

The ward or village tract administrator is also responsible for 

coordinating and assisting the functions and duties of department 

organizations at the ward or village level. He is also assigned by the law to 

carry out the functions and duties assigned by the Township Administrator or 

by any existing law. He is responsible to safeguard the rights of people 

residing in the ward or village tract such as the rights relating to property, 
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literature and culture, education and health, religion and economic 

development. 

The elections to the ward and village tract administrators and how they 

govern is essential to the process of democratization in Myanmar. The 

formation of local government is uniform all over the country. However, the 

number of wards and village tracts may differ depending on the size of the 

concerned state or region. The General Administration Department (GAD) 

indirectly supervises the elections to the local government by appointing a 

Supervisory Board comprises of five members who are village elders and 

respected persons in the community. Elections to the ward and village tract 

administrators are indirect and are not based on universal adult suffrage.  

The elections to the ward and village tract administrators are indirect in 

the sense that the ward or village tract administrator is elected by the 

candidates of the ward or village tract administrator. In other words, the ward 

or village tract administrator is elected by the 100 household heads. Also, the 

elections to the ward and village tract administrators are not based on 

universal adult suffrage because one household represents one vote 

irrespective of the number of eligible voters in the house. The first step in the 

elections of the ward and village tract administrators is the election to the ten 

households heads. Among the clusters of ten houses, one person is elected 

through a secret ballot to represent ten houses. In other words, each ward and 

village tract are divided into a cluster of ten households. The head of each 

household then elected on person to represent ten houses (one cluster) known 

as the head of ten households (seh-ein-hmu).  

The next step is the election to the heads of 100 households (Although 

the 100 household heads have been excluded by the 2012 law, they still 

continue in some areas). The elected ten households heads again elected one 

person to represent 100 households known as the head of 100 households (ya-
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ein-hmu). These elected representatives of the 100 households became the 

final candidates for the elections of the ward and village tract administrators. 

Among these final candidates, one person is elected to become the ward 

administrator or village tract administrator (yatkuat-ye-hmu or ouq-chouq-ye-

hmu). 

 Coming to the local level elections in Chin state, there are four districts 

in Chin state namely – Falam, Haka, Mindat and Matupi. These four districts 

are further categorized into nine townships – Tonzang, Tedim, Falam, Haka, 

Thantlang, Matupi, Kanpalet, Paletwa and Mindat and ten sub-townships – 

Rihkhawdar, Webulah, Khai Kam, Cikha, Surkhua, Hnaring, Rezua, Lailenpi, 

Samee and Makui Innu. These townships and sub-townships are again divided 

into villages in rural areas and wards in town areas. Under Falam District there 

are three townships – Falam, Tedim and Tonzang.  Tedim township consists of 

132 villages and four wards – Lawibual, Leilum, Myoma and Sakollam. For 

example, the case of Lawibual ward has 590-600 households. These 590-600 

households are divided into 60 clusters, and each cluster is comprised of  ten 

households having one representative each. In other words, there were 60 

elected representatives known as the heads of ten households. Again, the total 

of 600 households is divided into six clusters, each cluster is comprised of 100 

households. From the 60 heads of ten households, one person is elected from 

each cluster representing 100 households, who became the candidates for the 

post of ward administrator. In the case of Lawibual ward, there were six 

candidates and out of these, one person was elected among themselves as the 

ward administrator or yatkuat-ye-hmu. 

The process of elections to the village tract administrator remains the 

same as the ward administrator. As mentioned before, a village tract is the 

lowest unit of government administration in Myanmar. Two or more villages 

grouped together are known as village tracts. Each village tract can elect one 
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administrator known as ouq-chouq-ye-hmu. For example, Tuidil village tract  

is under Tedim township with a population of around 300 households. Tuidil 

village along with two other villages namely – New Haimual and Old Haimual 

are grouped into one village tract. Each household in these villages represents 

one vote as only one member of a household has the right to vote. Each village 

is divided into a cluster of ten households who elected their representatives. In 

other words, there were 30 elected representatives representing the 10 

households. The villages are further divided into a cluster of 100 households. 

This means that there were three clusters and each cluster was comprised of 

100 households. The representatives of the 100 households are then elected by 

the 30 elected representatives of the ten households. The final candidates of 

the village tract administrators are the elected representatives of the 100 

households. In the case of Tuidil Village Tract, there were three final 

candidates representing the three clusters of 100 households. Among the final 

candidates, one candidate is elected among themselves as the village tract 

administrator or ouq-chouq-ye-hmu. 

 In Myanmar, people give less attention in the local level elections. The 

electorates participated more in the national elections rather than in local level 

elections. This is due to lack of public information and voters awareness. The 

township GAD officials are to be held responsible for the poor handling of the 

local government elections in the country. The local level elections are usually 

held within a short notice. The timeframe for organizing the elections are very 

short. As a result, there is hardly any time for preparation, campaign or 

disseminating information among the public. The instructions regarding the 

elections are not directly given to the public but to the local leaders and elders. 

At the same time, it can be noted that the local government plays a key 

role in the daily lives of the citizens residing in the ward or in village tract. 

The roles and functions of the local government could not be neglected. The 



 

 

178 

recommendation letter of the ward or village tract administrator is required for 

securing a job, making a land transaction, securing national registration card, 

birth certificate and so on. The Constitution of Myanmar 2008 did not assign 

specific functions and duties to the local bodies and the administrators. 

However, their roles, functions and duties are backed by the Ward or Village 

Administration Law of 2012. The village tract and ward administrators have 

been vested with considerable powers in local development, law and order, 

dispute resolution and land administration.  

Despite their significant role, there were instances of corruption and 

misuse of power among the local administrators. Till 2012, the local 

administrators were deprived of monthly salaries, they in turn resort to misuse 

of power by extorting money from the citizens, forced labour for their own 

interest and imposing illegal fines and illegal transactions. Under the 2012 

law, the GAD has set aside a monthly subsidy for the local administrators. The 

budget for office expenses has also been increased and even provided salary 

for a clerk who assists the local administrators with their administrative duties. 

The Ward and Village Administration Law 2012 was enacted to curb the 

corruption and abuse of power by the local administrators. 

The local administrators play a key role of communication between the 

citizens and the state. The standard and practice of local government in 

Myanmar is quite promising for a more structural transition to democracy. The 

transition from a non-elected to elected local bodies have indicated a bottom-

up process of democratization. The local government plays an important role 

in the process of democratization.  Despite its importance, the experiment of 

local democracy in Myanmar has been overlooked and ignored by the media, 

academic, local and international organizations. The local elections in 

Myanmar still lack the basic elements of democracy. The elections to the 

Ward and Village Tract Administrators are not based on universal suffrage. 
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The heads of the family are the only one who is eligible to elect and 

participate in the elections. As a result, women and young people have been 

virtually excluded to exercise the right to vote. In addition, the election is 

indirect since the Ward or Village Tract Administrator are elected by the heads 

of 100 households or by the heads of ten households. 

The local government in Myanmar had been operating under the 

purview of the township administrators appointed by the Union Government 

till 2019. The administrations of the local government under the Union 

Ministry of Home Affairs did not function as local government in its entirety 

since the elected officials were held accountable and responsible to the non-

elected officials of the townships. However, the NLD-led government has 

brought significant changes in local democracy in December 2019. The local 

government was brought under the purview of the Chief Minister of the 

concerned states and regions. 

Local government is crucial for democratization in Chin state. Under 

the NLD-led government in 2015, Chin state has undergone consequential 

changes in terms of education, transportation and health. The state has 

undoubtedly experienced local democracy under the NLD government for a 

short period of time. The NLD-led government was ousted by the military 

regime in February 2021. As a consequence, the beginning phase of 

democratization in Chin state came to a halt in 2021. The wobbling democracy 

in Myanmar is due to the failure of the Constitution. The military had designed 

the Constitution in such a way that there will never be a full transition of 

government from authoritarian to democracy. 

 It can be remembered here that on 1
st
 February 2021, the military had 

illegally seized power from the democratically elected civilian government by 

staging a military coup. The Constitutional Emergency as the military had 

claimed is unconstitutional and unjustifiable. The Constitution does not 
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guarantee the appointment of the First Vice President as the Acting President 

unless the office of the President falls vacant due to the reasons listed in 

Section 73(a) of the Constitution. The appointment of the Acting President 

took place on the same day the President was arrested and detained by the 

military. It is possible that the coup was planned to be unfolded on the day of 

the first session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw which insinuates the beginning of 

a new government. 

 The problem in Myanmar is not just a change in leadership but a 

change in a more democratic system. It can be mentioned here that since the 

2020 November 8 elections, tensions loomed in Nay Pyi Taw between the 

winning party NLD and the military leaders. By January 2021, the tensions 

had escalated into a power struggle and fraught negotiations between the 

leader of NLD, Aung San Suu Kyi and General Min Aung Hlaing. The first 

session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw was scheduled to be held on 1
st
 February 

2021 to endorse the election results thereby approving the new government. 

However, the military after losing the elections refused to accept the results 

alleging that there has been widespread voters’ fraud across the country. They 

blamed the Union Election Commission (UEC) for mishandling the 2020 

elections and accused the UEC to have been siding with the NLD.  

The military-owned True News Information Team claimed that there 

had been 10.5 million irregularities on voter lists which were double or triple 

entries for single names or national registration card numbers, dead people and 

underage voters. The claims made by the military on grounds of electoral 

misconduct, dishonesty and inconsistencies neither have any proof of evidence 

nor the accusation made against the NLD in rigging votes was definite.  

On 11
th

 January 2021, the military called on the civilian elected 

President U Win Myint and the Speaker to convene a special session of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw to address the election disputes. However, the President 
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declined to convene a session asserting that disputes concerning elections are 

the responsibility of the Election Commission. The military claims that the 

refusal to convene a special session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is the basis for 

a declaration of emergency under the 2008 Constitution. 

  By late January 2021, tensions heightened when General Min Aung 

Hlaing threatened to annul the Constitution due to the Government’s abuse of 

it. Talks and negotiations between the two rivalries abruptly came to an end on 

31
st
 January 2021. On 1

st
 February 2021, the military coup unfolded when the 

military detained Aung San Suu Kyi, other political leaders and civil society 

activists. The new military junta named itself the State Administration Council 

and began establishing sub-national councils. 

 The main motive of the military as it appeared is to stay in power 

despite being decimated in the national elections 2020. They infamously 

claimed that massive electoral fraud took place and demanded a special 

session to convene. After several talks and negotiations, their attempt to 

overturn the election results did not bear fruit. The only possible way the 

military could stay in power was to employ undemocratic means. The coup 

eventually unfolded at their last attempt. The allegation of electoral fraud with 

no substantial evidence was the core problem of the military coup that has 

shattered the growing democracy of Myanmar by the military leaders. The 

military coup of 2021 has crushed the process initiated for democratization in 

Myanmar. 

 The military claimed that the control of power is Constitutional and 

refused to call it a military coup. According to the military spokesman 

Brigadier General Zaw Min Tun, the military seized power in accordance with 

the Constitution. General Min Aung Hlaing asserted that the Constitutional 

Emergency was justified by voter fraud. The military has made several claims 

regarding the declaration of the Constitutional Emergency and the legal 
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sanctions behind it. On the contrary, the international media and observers 

have been accusing the military of their illegal power grab as a military coup. 

The tenet of the military’s declaration of emergency was the President’s 

refusal to convene a special session to address what they claimed to be 

‘election fraud’. The President nor the Speaker was under no obligation to 

convene such a session. Even though the military has filed nearly 200 

complaints to the Supreme Court, the UEC has rejected the military’s 

allegations of electoral fraud. The UEC claimed that there were no major 

errors to affect the credibility of the vote. 

There is no legal sanction behind the claims made by the military for 

declaring the State of Emergency. It was a planned military coup to subdue the 

elected civilian government. First, there was no transfer of sovereign power 

between the President and the Commander-in-Chief as per the Constitution. 

This can be justified by the fact that the President had refused to convene a 

special session and no such session was convened. Moreover, the first session 

of the new Pyidaungsu Hluttaw could not be convened since the newly elected 

representatives of the NLD were arrested and detained by the military armed 

forces on the same day. 

 Second, the military had used unconstitutional means of transferring 

power from the President to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services. 

On 1
st
 February, the military had detained President Win Myint including Suu 

Kyi and other NLD leaders. Meanwhile, the military had appointed the first 

Vice-President Myint Swe, a former general as the acting President via the 

military-owned Myawady TV. The sovereign power was then handed over to 

the Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing. 

 Third, the appointment of the First Vice President as the acting 

President is unconstitutional. The Constitution allowed the President to resign 

voluntarily before the expiry of the term of office. However, the President 
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neither resigned nor left his office willingly, rather he was detained wrongfully 

by the military. The President can be removed from his office only through 

impeachment proceedings laid down by the Constitution under Section 71 (a) 

to (g). There was no impeachment proceeding to be heard against the 

President but rather he was illegally replaced by the first Vice President. In 

addition, Section 73(a) of the Constitution provides that the first Vice 

President is allowed to serve as the Acting President only if the office of the 

President falls vacant due to his resignation, death, permanent disability or any 

other cause. 

 The military had illegally seized power from the democratically elected 

civilian government by staging a military coup. The Constitutional Emergency 

as the military had claimed is unconstitutional and unjustifiable. The 

Constitution does not guarantee the appointment of the First Vice President as 

the Acting President unless the office of the President falls vacant due to the 

reasons listed in Section 73(a) of the Constitution. The appointment of the 

Acting President took place on the same day the President was arrested and 

detained by the military. It is possible that the coup was planned to be 

unfolded on the day of the first session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw which 

insinuates the beginning of a new government. 

It is difficult to predict what is in line with the future of Myanmar’s 

democracy. No doubt, the international communities call for restrictions and 

sanctions against Myanmar but the military refused to back down. Moreover, 

the promise of holding multi-party elections after two years does not look 

promising. Even if the elections are conducted, it could be heavily rigged in 

favour of the military or  the history of the 1990 elections might be repeated 

by refusing to accept the election results. In that case, the military may 

prolong their reign indefinitely.  
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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) held a summit 

in Jakarta, Indonesia on 24
th

 April 2021 to which Myanmar military official 

also attended. In the summit, the ASEAN leaders have reached a five-point 

consensus which was agreed upon by Myanmar’s Military Chief. The five-

point consensus calls for an immediate cessation of violence, constructive 

dialogue among all parties, mediation of the dialogue process by a special 

envoy of the ASEAN Chair, humanitarian assistance, special envoy and 

delegation to visit Myanmar. The agreement reached between the ASEAN 

leaders and the Commander in Chief Min Aung Hlaing can be viewed as a 

positive step in restoring democracy in Myanmar.  

The people of Myanmar however, viewed otherwise. They asserted that 

the agreement fell short of restoring democracy and did not hold the army 

accountable for killing hundreds of civilians. The five-point consensus did not 

meet the expectations of the people of Myanmar. It was specifically designed 

for restoring peace in Myanmar while no proposal was made for restoring 

democracy in the country. The ASEAN did not take a collective stand in 

response to the crisis of Myanmar. It adheres to the practices of non-

interference and refrains from using forces to pressure the military 

government. The ASEAN summit has virtually no tangible progress. It can be 

remembered here that Myanmar political reforms and the transition to a quasi-

democratic system in 2010 can be attributed to the engagement efforts of 

ASEAN.  

The ASEAN needs to tackle the issues of Myanmar’s economic, social 

and public health system. Not only does the economy of the country collapses, 

but the overall public health is also deteriorating due to the pandemic. Several 

months have passed since the summit, but the talks of restoring peace in the 

country have grown feeble. The idea of restoring peace was left at the summit 

and the five-point consensus has never been implemented. The ongoing crisis 
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continued where civilians suffered and lost their lives at the hands of the army. 

The people of Myanmar expect and wish that ASEAN should take a decisive 

step to the ongoing crisis in Myanmar by recognizing the National Unity 

Government (NUG) as the legitimate government. 

Almost after ten months, China hosted a virtual summit on 22
nd

 

November 2021 with leaders from ASEAN and has invited General Min Aung 

Hlaing to attend the meeting. The meeting went without a representative from 

Myanmar since China’s attempt to include Min Aung Hlaing was rejected by 

the members of ASEAN. China’s bid to include Min Aung Hlaing as the 

representative of Myanmar has been strongly condemned by the members of 

ASEAN and expressed their preference for a non-political representative from 

Myanmar. M. Davies an expert on ASEAN affairs have argued that ASEAN is 

more concerned with creating a unified position against external pressure than 

on developing a single policy towards Myanmar. However, Myanmar political 

reforms and their transition to a quasi-democratic system in 2010 can be 

attributed to the engagement efforts of ASEAN. 

In the meantime, the National Unity Government (NUG) was formed as 

a parallel government of Myanmar by the Committee Representing 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH) on 16
th

 April 2021. The NUG is headed by the 

acting President Duwa Lashi La and has been functioning as a legitimate 

government that challenges the authority of the military junta. It is comprised 

of pro-democracy figures, remnants of Aung San Suu Kyi’s overthrown 

administration and representatives of armed ethnic groups. Similarly, the 

United Nations as well as other international communities have been vocal in 

their calls for restoring peace and democracy in Myanmar. They have been 

closely monitoring the continuing violence and atrocities across the country. 

Sanctions have been imposed that will target the direct and stable flow of 

military’s revenue.  
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The NUG urged the Biden administration to further extend the 

sanctions against Chevron and Total. Chevron and Total are the two large 

energy companies operating in Myanmar. These two companies are the main 

sources of the military’s funds. Sasa affirmed that the military have been 

hoarding weapons from Russia and China with the funds they obtained from 

these companies. He further insisted to put a complete halt on the flow of 

finances to the military junta that will further hinder the flow of weapons from 

Russia and China. He believed that the blockage of the military’s fund is one 

way to overthrow the military junta. If the military is stripped off from their 

finances, the flow of weapons will come to an end, paying off their soldiers 

will be an obstacle and they will eventually defect from the junta. 

 The NUG aims to separate the military from the economy. The NUG’s 

call for sanctions focuses on military-owned and military-linked businesses, 

entities and individuals in order to deprive the income of the military junta and 

to subject the military to full civilian control. The NUG has been urging the 

international community to implement stronger, tougher, and coordinated 

measures targeting the military’s economic interests. According to the NUG 

Sanctions Policy, the military’s income streams can be targeted by broadening 

sanctions to wider number of State-owned enterprises that has come under the 

control of the military since the coup such as Myanmar Economic Holding 

Limited (MEHL), Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC) and Myanmar Oil 

and Gas Enterprise (MOGE). The military has been using the revenues that 

comes from the State-owned enterprise to fund its war against the civilians. 

The Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH) also vows 

to engage with international community, the United Nations and other 

international organizations to bring justice in accordance with the international 

law against the responsible personnel and the military council. Since the 

CRPH represents the elected members of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, they 
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considered itself as the legitimate government of Myanmar and has urge the 

international community to recognize as the same. 

 The CRPH has been formed to perform the necessary activities and 

duties entrusted upon them by the people of Myanmar, to ensure the release of 

the arbitrarily detained and to conduct the regular functions of the Pyidaungsu 

Hluttaw. The heads of the CRPH include Win Myint as the President, Aung 

San Suu Kyi as the State Counsellor, Duwa Lashi La as the Vice President, 

and Mahn Win Khaing Than as the Prime Minister. The heads of the CRPH 

are assisted by 13 cabinet ministers. Both the CRPH and the NUG are 

composed of the elected NLD members ousted on the February 2021 military 

coup. The CRPH was formed immediately after the military coup to carry out 

the duties of the dissolved Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The CRPH did not approve 

the authority of the military junta and as a result the Committee formed the 

NUG on 16
th

 April 2021 to run as a parallel government of Myanmar. 

Along the same line, the United Nations as well as other international 

communities have been vocal in their calls for restoring peace and democracy 

in Myanmar. They have been closely monitoring the continuing violence and 

atrocities across the country. Sanctions have been imposed that will target the 

direct and stable flow of military’s revenue. Since the coup, all State-owned 

companies and enterprises have come under the control of the military. The 

revenues from these big companies have become a stable income for the junta 

to fund their wars against their own people  

 The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has expressed deep 

concern at the ongoing violence across Myanmar and called for an immediate 

cessation of violence and to ensure the safety of the civilians. The UNSC has 

reiterated their full support for ASEAN’s positive and constructive role in 

facilitating a peaceful solution in the interest of the people of Myanmar and 

their livelihoods. They urge for the release of all arbitrarily detained including 
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President Win Myint and State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi. They expressed 

their full support for Myanmar’s democratic institutions and processes, with 

full respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms as well as rule of law. 

International communities such as the US, UK, Canada as well as the 

EU have been imposing new coordinated sanctions against the military 

economic interest. The NUG firmly believed that these sanctions would 

eventually put an end to the military regime. Among the neighbouring States 

of Myanmar, India’s reaction remain circumspect. Although, India has 

expressed concern for its support for Myanmar democratic transition, yet it 

opposed the sanctions imposed by the international community. India is being 

cautious of overtly condemning the military actions owing to its economic 

interests in Myanmar. China is also being vocal on restoring peace in the 

country. However, it has been offering material support to Myanmar to further 

facilitate its relationship. Moreover, since the coup, all State-owned companies 

and enterprises have come under the control of the military. The revenues 

from these big companies have become a stable income for the junta to fund 

their wars against the people of Myanmar. 

The above indicates, despite the fact that economic sanctions from the 

West have been contributing in pressuring the military and limiting their 

resources, it is unlikely that sanctions alone will propel towards democratic 

transition in Myanmar. Internal resistance is as important as the economic 

sanctions. Most of the resistance groups across the country may need a more 

coordinated funding and support in order to continue with their fight against 

the junta. Financial Sanctions against the military as well as funding the 

resistance groups may have a bigger impact in the ongoing crisis of Myanmar. 

Both internal resistance and sanctions by international communities 

may act as the key strategies to put pressure on the military junta, yet they may 

not suffice to put an end to the military regime. It can be mentioned that the 
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military coup of 1962 and the military uprising of 1988 were different in the 

sense that the people had no means to confront or protest against the military 

regime. The world did not see the real trauma of the people’s sufferings and 

the roles of the international actors were also minimal. The recent coup of 

2021 has caught the attention of the media, international observers and actors. 

The use of modern technology especially social media has offered a new 

platform for protesting and demonstrating against the regime. People took to 

their social media, the images and footages of the violent crackdown of the 

military regime. The use of technology has changed the protest environment 

and the role of social media has become more important than ever. 

Unlike the past coup, the authority of the military junta has also been 

challenged by a parallel government known as the National Unity Government 

(NUG). The NUG was formed by the Committee of the Representatives of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH) on 16
th

 April 2021. The NUG has been operating 

as a government of Myanmar in exile by the elected members of the NLD. 

Also, the NUG has been urging the international communities to recognize as 

the sole legitimate government of Myanmar. Myanmar has now undergone 

three stages of military regime since her independence (1962, 1988, and 

2021), and the previous two military regime were followed by a newly drafted 

Constitution. The 1962 coup was followed up by the 1974 Constitution and 

the 1988 uprising by the 2008 Constitution, both drafted by the military 

leaders. The military coup of 2021 may also follow the same pattern of the 

past coups resulting in a new Constitution. In short, history may be repeated 

again.  

Moreover, if polls are to be conducted in the near future, new election 

laws are likely to be introduced that may barred candidates having criminal 

charges from contesting the elections. Since most of the NLD members are 

now facing criminal charges including the party leader Aung San Suu Kyi, 
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new election laws will not be favourable to the NLD party. Besides, it is 

implausible that an election under the Constitution of 2008 would lead to 

democratization, since the military are still dominating the national politics 

regardless of who win the election. In this regard, a new constitution may 

work in favour of the NLD party as well as for the people of Myanmar, 

provided the new constitution revoke the military privileges in the national 

politics.  

The process of democratization can be stalled or may even go in 

reverse. It happened in the first wave (1828-1926) and second wave (1943-

1962). Similarly, the process of democratization in Myanmar have been stalled 

by the military leaders. The failure of democracy in Myanmar is mainly due to 

the made up of the Constitution of Myanmar 2008. The Constitution was 

drafted by the military leaders who enjoy several privileges under the 

Constitution. The Constitution has provided 25 percent reservation for the 

military personnel in all the hluttaw – Union, states and regions. The 

Constitution also required that Constitutional amendment is possible only by 

the votes of more than 75 percent of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. This means that 

the Constitution of Myanmar can be amended only with the approval of the 

appointed military personnel. In other words, the Constitution of Myanmar 

2008 has granted the military personnel the power to veto against the 

Constitutional amendment. Moreover, the key ministries such as Defence, 

Security and Border Administration have been reserved for the military 

personnel. 

Also, the position of the first Vice President in Myanmar is largely at 

the hands of the military personnel when there is a civilian President. When a 

civilian is elected as the President, the military candidate is ought to become 

the first Vice president because of how the Electoral College works in 

Myanmar. For instance, in the 2015 general elections, the NLD won a 
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landslide victory with 390 seats out of the 498 available seats. However, the 

total strength of both the houses including the unelected military is 664. The 

smaller ethnic parties won around 50 to 60 seats. There was a possibility that 

all the ethnic parties may or may not vote for the military candidate. As a 

majority party, the candidates from both the houses were the representatives of 

the NLD. However, the total votes of the NLD could not be split into equal 

halves. If so, the military candidate would become the President. One among 

the two civilian candidates must secure at least two-third of the NLD votes to 

become the President. The remaining NLD votes went to the other civilian 

candidate. As a result, the military candidate become the first Vice President.  

In addition, the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 provides that the 

national races having a population of or more than 0.1 percent of the national 

race of the country have to elect their own representative within their 

respective state or region hluttaw, known as Minister of National Races 

Affairs. This creates conflict rather than harmony among the ethnic minorities. 

It seems that the military have been trying to sow rivalry among the different 

ethnic minorities to prevent secession from the Union.  

Further, the Constitution is silent about local democracy in Myanmar. 

The local government became an elected body with the adoption of the Ward 

and Village Tract Administration Law of 2012. However, local government 

elections in Myanmar still lack the basic elements of democracy. The elections 

to the Ward and Village Tract Administrators are not based on universal adult 

suffrage. Voting is limited to only one person aged 18 or above, per 

household. The heads of the family are the only one who is eligible to elect 

and participate in the elections. As a result, women and young people have 

been virtually excluded to exercise the right to vote. The local level elections 

are held on the basis of one vote per household while the national elections are 

held on the basis of universal adult suffrage (one vote per citizen). In addition, 
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the election is indirect since the Ward or Village Tract Administrator are 

elected by the heads of 100 households. 

All the above show that the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 is the main 

obstacle for democratization in Myanmar. The removal of the dominance and 

privileges of the military personnel in the national politics is indispensable for 

the process of democratization in Myanmar. Even if  the military leaders are 

willing to handover the power to the elected civilians, democracy might be 

restored once again but it may not lead on to democratic consolidation. The 

restoration of democracy may occur gradually or suddenly with the assistance 

of external influences or due to domestic pressure. But restoring democracy 

may not last long and may even go into reverse if the military personnel still 

dominate the national politics. The military’s willingness to step down from 

the national politics is crucial for the restoration of democracy as well as the 

consolidation of democracy in Myanmar.  

However, it is unlikely that the military personnel will give up their 

leadership role in national politics. In addition, the Constitution of Myanmar 

2008 is silent about the basic framework of local government in Myanmar. 

The election to the local government provided by the Ward and Village 

Administration Law of 2012 is indirect and does not based on universal adult 

suffrage. As a result, the working of local government in Myanmar does not 

guarantee grassroot democracy. Democratic transition from above without 

establishing the rule of law or accountability of the executive often go back 

into reverse. The U.S. imposition of democratization in the Middle East can be 

seen as a top-down process or democratic transition from above. The Arab 

Spring that took place in the late 2010 resulted in the overthrow of the regimes 

in Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, and Egypt. However, only Tunisia experienced 

democratic transition. It can be said that the bottom-up process of 

democratization is more feasible than the top-down process. 
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Therefore, it can be concluded that Myanmar may not experience 

democratic political system in the true sense of the term until a new 

Constitution is framed. At the same time, a new Constitution is unlikely to 

change the path of democratization in Myanmar, unless the drafting committee 

includes experts and professionals, and representatives of different political 

parties. In short, a new constitution that ensures local democracy and the 

removal of the military privileges may lead to democratic consolidation that 

will endure shock and may even prevent attempted military coup in future.  
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Introduction 

Myanmar (former Burma) officially known as the Republic of the Union of 

Myanmar is the largest country in mainland South East Asia. It is a multi-

ethnic State having more than 100 ethnic groups. The majority of the people 

followed Buddhism as their religion but other religions such as Islam, 

Christianity and Hindu are also found in Myanmar. There are seven regions, 

seven states and one Union Territory in Myanmar. The seven regions include 

Ayeyarwady region, Bago region, Magway region, Mandalay region, Sagaing 

region, Tanintharyi region, Yangon region; and the seven states are Chin state, 

Kachin state, Kayah state, Kayin state, Shan state, Mon state, and Rakhine 

state. Nay Pyi Taw is the capital and the only Union Territory in the country. 

Myanmar had adopted three Constitutions in 1948, 1974 and 2008 since its 

independence in 1948. The country started off with a parliamentary 

government in 1948 and lasted till 1962. The country was placed under a 

military regime for nearly five decades from 1962 onwards. Under the new 

Constitution of 2008, Myanmar experienced a brief transition to democracy in 

2010. The democratic experiment did not last long as the military took over 

the country on 1
st
 February 2021. 

The process of democratization can happen in different ways - gradual 

or sudden, violent or peaceful and may range from moderate to absolute. 

Democratization can take place as a top-down process or it can come from 

below and introduce arrangements for genuinely competitive elections. 

Democratization involves a change in the quality and not necessarily the 

outcome. It is a dynamic phenomenon with a series of sequential stages 

running from the liberalization of an old authoritarian regime and the 

emergence of a new democratic system, through the consolidation of that 

democratic regime, to its maturity.     
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Democratization is also defined as a process of a political change that 

moves the political system of any given society towards a system of 

government that ensures peaceful competitive political participation in an 

environment that guarantees political and civil liberties. Democratization can 

be understood from two perspectives. In the broadest sense, democratization 

refers to any change in the direction of more democracy, no matter how small. 

It refers to a minimal improvement in an authoritarian regime, which may 

refer to as liberalization or completing democracy or democratic deepening. In 

the narrow sense, democratization is synonymous with a democratic transition. 

Burma came to be known as Myanmar in July 1989. At present, there 

are seven states, seven regions and one Union Territory in Myanmar. Nay Pyi 

Taw is the capital and the only Union Territory in the country. The seven 

regions are  Ayeyarwady region, Bago region, Magway region, Mandalay 

region, Sagaing region, Tanintharyi region, and Yangon region. The seven 

states include Chin state, Kachin state, Kayah state, Kayin state, Shan state, 

Mon state, and Rakhine state. The state and region governments enjoy 

equivalent power and position under the 2008 Constitution. The states 

consisted of areas with large ethnic minority populations and are generally 

located along the borders; whereas the areas inhabited by majority Burmans 

are known as regions. Since its independence in 1948, Myanmar had adopted 

three Constitutions in 1948, 1974 and 2008. The country started off with a 

parliamentary government in 1948 and lasted till 1962. From 1962 onwards, 

the country was placed under a military regime for over five decades. Under 

the new Constitution of 2008, Myanmar experienced a brief transition to 

democracy in 2010. 

Myanmar‟s transition to democracy was imposed by internal and 

external factors but mostly it was indigenous. The process of democratization 

was due to economic stagnation, people‟s power movement and most 
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importantly the military‟s desire to draft a new Constitution. The people of 

Myanmar had started pro-democracy movements in the past. For example, in 

the late 1980s, a call for democracy started simmering that has virtually 

shaken the ground of the military regime. The movement for democracy in the 

1980s failed to transform from military regime to democracy. However, the 

political environment has changed in the post 2010 general elections. There 

were various democratizing factors at play, but the most important factor was 

the change of attitude and orientation of the military leaders.  

 The Union Government of Myanmar is composed of the President, 

Vice Presidents, Ministers of the Union, and the Attorney General of the 

Union. Myanmar is an independent sovereign nation known as the Republic of 

the Union of Myanmar. It is a home to multi-national races where sovereignty 

is derived from the citizens. The Union practices a „genuine, disciplined multi-

party democratic system. In fact, Myanmar practices a form of democratic 

government where the military enjoys reservation in every legislature. The 

President is the Executive head of the Union Government. Both the President 

and the two Vice-Presidents represent the Union Government. The executive 

power of the Union is distributed among the Union, regions and states. The 

state and region governments enjoy equivalent power and position under the 

2008 Constitution. The states consisted of areas with large ethnic minority 

populations and are generally located along the borders; whereas the areas 

inhabited by majority Burmans are known as regions. 

 The legislative power of the Union is vested in the Union Legislature 

known as the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw consists of two 

chambers namely – People‟s Assembly, known as the Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower 

House) and Nationalities Assembly known as Amyotha Hluttaw (Upper 

House). The term of the Pyithu Hluttaw is five years form the day of its 

commencement, and the term of the Amyotha Hluttaw expires on the day of 
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the expiry of the Amyotha Hluttaw. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw is headed by the 

Head and Deputy Head known as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. The Speaker and the Deputy Speaker of the Amyotha 

Hluttaw serve as the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw 

for two and a half years i.e., 30 months from the day of its commencement. 

The Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyithu Hluttaw will also serve as the 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for the remaining 

term. In short, each Speaker and Deputy Speaker of both Hluttaws serve as the 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw for 30 months each. 

 A unicameral hluttaw is formed in each of the seven states and seven 

regions. A state or region hluttaw is constituted by electing two 

representatives from each township in the regions or the states. Apart from the 

representatives elected from the townships, there are also representatives 

nominated from the Defense personnel and also elected representatives from 

ethnic minority. The Constitution of Myanmar 2008 provides the right for the 

region or state hluttaw to enact laws for the entire or any part of the region or 

state in accordance with Schedule Two of the Region or State Legislative List 

under Section 188. The region or state hluttaw is authorizes to issue rules, 

orders, notifications, regulations, by-laws, directives and procedures to any 

region or state level organization or authority formed under the Constitution.  

Under the new Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

2008, the first multi-party elections were held in 2010. The military regime of 

SPDC set certain conditions that would exclude candidates having criminal 

charges from contesting the elections in order to ensure their victory. Most of 

the party members of the NLD including the party leader were facing criminal 

charges at the time of the election. The party decided to boycott the 2010 

election on the grounds of discrimination and undemocratic principles. As a 

result, the NLD party was disbanded from the elections in 2010. The party 
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leader Suu Kyi remained house arrested at the time of the election. Moreover, 

some of the convicted party members were not released from the prison. 

Backed by the military regime, the Union Solidarity and Development Party 

(USDP) won the 2010 election securing the majority of the seats. The election 

was acknowledged as flawed and rigged in favour of the USDP by the NLD as 

well as the international observers. 

The Union Government of Myanmar decided to conduct the general 

elections after five years and it was held on 8
th

 November 2015. This was the 

second general elections conducted in Myanmar as per the new Constitution of 

Myanmar 2008. It was the most free and fair election Myanmar had ever held. 

The election was open to all political parties and no party was disqualified or 

disbanded. It was the first openly contested multi-party elections since 1990. 

The only difference was that the winning party was acknowledged by the 

military in the 2015 elections. The NLD won a landslide majority by 

swooping two-thirds majority. In fact, the NLD won 255 seats out of 323 

contested seats (seven seats were cancelled by the Union Election 

Commission and the remaining 110 seats were reserved for the military 

personnel) in the lower house and had secured 135 seats out of 168 contested 

seats (56 seats were reserved for the military personnel) in the upper house. 

The 2015 election was a milestone in Myanmar‟s growing democracy. 

The third general elections of Myanmar under the 2008 Constitution 

were held on 8
th

 November 2020. The elections were held for the Union 

Legislative Assembly as well as states and regions assemblies. In the 2020 

elections, 315 seats were up for grabs in the lower house (out of 440 seats) and 

161 seats available (out of 224 seats) in the upper house. The NLD won the 

elections with a landslide victory by securing a total of 396 seats out of 476 

seats. It means 83.19 percent of the total seats contested were won by the 

NLD. However the military leaders after losing the elections, refused to accept 
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the results alleging that there has been widespread voters‟ fraud across the 

country. The political transition from authoritarian to democracy in Myanmar 

that started back in 2010 ended, and once again the military regime unfolded 

on 1
st
 February 2021. 

Objectives 

The objectives of the study are as follows: 

1) To examine the political process in Myanmar in general, and 

particularly in Chin state. 

2) To examine the working of local government in Myanmar. 

3) To study the challenges towards the consolidation of democracy in 

Myanmar and in Chin state in particular. 

4) To analyze the role of international institutions in the process of 

democratization in Myanmar. 

Research Questions 

1) What is the political status of Myanmar under the new Constitution? To 

what extent does the Constitution of 2008 fulfill the demands and 

aspirations of the Chin people? 

2) What is the structure of local government in Myanmar? What are their 

powers and functions? What is the process of local level elections in 

Chin state? 

3) What are the challenges that hinder the consolidation of democracy in 

Chin state, and in Myanmar at large? 

4) What are the roles play by the international institutions in the process 

of democratization in Myanmar? 
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Methodology 

The research work is qualitative in nature.  It employs descriptive, analytical 

and historical methods to study the political process in Myanmar, particularly 

the democratization in Chin state. The study uses both primary and secondary 

sources. Primary data is collected through interview method. Interviews were 

conducted with the local people of Chin state and Chin people residing in 

Sagaing region; representative of Pyidaungsu Hluttaw from Kalay Myo, 

Sagaing region; members and party leaders of National League for Democracy 

(NLD) in Chin state; the refugees of the 1988 uprising residing in Delhi and 

the Chin refugees of 2021 residing in Mizoram to get firsthand information. 

The primary sources are analyzed through content analysis. The study of the 

electoral process and local government is conducted in Tedim township, 

Khawmawi village, Tio village and Haimual village in Chin state. Interviews 

were also conducted in Kanan ward, Hmuntha village, Zohmun village and 

Tahan ward in Sagaing region where the Chin people reside. Secondary 

sources include articles in journals, articles in newspapers, books etc. 

Chapterization  

Chapter-1: Introduction 

The first chapter introduces the study. It includes the concept of 

democratization, approaches and factors affecting democratization, profile of 

Myanmar, review of literature, statement of the problem, objectives of the 

study, research questions, methodology, etc. 

Chapter-2: Profile of Chin State 

The second chapter discusses the political history of Chin prior to British 

annexation as well as Chin Hills after the Burmese Independence. It also 

examines the current status of Chin state under the new Constitution of 2008. 
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Chapter-3: The Working of Governments in Myanmar 

The third chapter studies the working of Union, states and regions 

governments in Myanmar under three heads, namely – executive, legislature 

and judiciary. It also highlights the working of government offices and 

institutions in Chin state.  

Chapter-4: The Working of Local Governments in Myanmar  

The fourth chapter examines the structures and functions of local government 

in Myanmar. It also includes the working of local level elections in Chin state. 

Chapter-5: Challenges of Democratization in Myanmar 

The fifth chapter focuses on the challenges towards the consolidation of 

democracy in Myanmar. It also studies the role of international communities 

and other factors as prospect of democratization in Myanmar. 

Chapter-6: Summary and Conclusions           The 

last chapter summarizes the study and also includes the findings of the 

research.  

Findings 

The 2008 Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar has brought 

significant changes and reforms in terms of administration and financial 

decentralization in Myanmar. However, the states and regions governments 

are still bound by certain limitations and restrictions. The administrative 

responsibilities of the states and regions governments are still limited and the 

budgets are not fully devolved, the states and regions governments are 

incapable of spending according to their plan. In addition, important services 

like education and health are still under the control of the Union Ministries. In 

short, the Constitutional provisions for the states and regions are quite limited 

because Myanmar remains a highly centralized State. Myanmar is a Unitary 
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State with few elements of federalism rather than a federal state with few 

unitary characters.  

The Myanmar Constitution of 2008 deals briefly with the 

administration of district, township, ward and village tract. However, it is 

silent about the elections, roles and functions of the sub-national governments 

(regions and states governments). The Ward or Village Tract Administration 

Law of 2012 introduced the election to the wards and village tract 

administrators at the local level. It also deals with the roles and functions of 

the administrators at the local level. The elections to the ward and village tract 

administrators are indirect in the sense that the ward or village tract 

administrator is elected by the candidates of the ward or village tract 

administrator. In other words, the ward or village tract administrator is elected 

by the 100 household heads. Also, the elections to the ward and village tract 

administrators are not based on universal adult suffrage because one 

household represents one vote irrespective of the number of eligible voters in 

the house. The first step in the elections of the ward and village tract 

administrators is the election to the ten households heads. Among the clusters 

of ten houses, one person is elected through a secret ballot to represent ten 

houses. In other words, each ward and village tract are divided into a cluster of 

ten households. The head of each household then elected on person to 

represent ten houses (one cluster) known as the head of ten households (seh-

ein-hmu).  

The next step is the election to the heads of 100 households (Although 

the 100 household heads have been excluded by the 2012 law, they still 

continue in some areas). The elected ten households heads again elected one 

person to represent 100 households known as the head of 100 households (ya-

ein-hmu). These elected representatives of the 100 households became the 

final candidates for the elections of the ward and village tract administrators. 
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Among these final candidates, one person is elected to become the ward 

administrator or village tract administrator (yatkuat-ye-hmu or ouq-chouq-ye-

hmu). 

Local government is crucial for democratization in Chin state. Under 

the NLD-led government in 2015, Chin state has undergone consequential 

changes in terms of education, transportation and health. The state has 

undoubtedly experienced local democracy under the NLD government for a 

short period of time. The NLD-led government was ousted by the military 

regime in February 2021. As a consequence, the beginning phase of 

democratization in Chin state came to a halt in 2021. The wobbling democracy 

in Myanmar is due to the failure of the Constitution. The military had 

designed the Constitution in such a way that there will never be a full 

transition of government from authoritarian to democracy. 

It can be remembered here that on 1
st
 February 2021, the military had 

illegally seized power from the democratically elected civilian government by 

staging a military coup. The Constitutional Emergency as the military had 

claimed is unconstitutional and unjustifiable. The Constitution does not 

guarantee the appointment of the First Vice President as the Acting President 

unless the office of the President falls vacant due to the reasons listed in 

Section 73(a) of the Constitution. The appointment of the Acting President 

took place on the same day the President was arrested and detained by the 

military. It is possible that the coup was planned to be unfolded on the day of 

the first session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw which insinuates the beginning of 

a new government. 

Myanmar has now undergone three stages of military regime since her 

independence (1962, 1988, and 2021), and the previous two military regime 

were followed by a newly drafted Constitution. The 1962 coup was followed 

up by the 1974 Constitution and the 1988 uprising by the 2008 Constitution, 
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both drafted by the military leaders. The military coup of 2021 may also 

follow the same pattern of the past coups resulting in a new Constitution. In 

short, history may be repeated again. Moreover, if polls are to be conducted in 

the near future, new election laws are likely to be introduced that may barred 

candidates having criminal charges from contesting the elections. Since most 

of the NLD members are now facing criminal charges including the party 

leader Aung San Suu Kyi, new election laws will not be favourable to the 

NLD party. Besides, it is implausible that an election under the Constitution of 

2008 would lead to democratization, since the military are still dominating the 

national politics regardless of who win the election. In this regard, a new 

constitution may work in favour of the NLD party as well as for the people of 

Myanmar, provided the new constitution revoke the military privileges in the 

national politics.  

The process of democratization can be stalled or may even go in 

reverse. It happened in the first wave (1828-1926) and second wave (1943-

1962). Similarly, the process of democratization in Myanmar have been 

stalled by the military leaders. The failure of democracy in Myanmar is mainly 

due to the made up of the Constitution of Myanmar 2008. The Constitution 

was drafted by the military leaders who enjoy several privileges under the 

Constitution. The Constitution has provided 25 percent reservation for the 

military personnel in all the hluttaw – Union, states and regions. The 

Constitution also required that Constitutional amendment is possible only by 

the votes of more than 75 percent of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. This means that 

the Constitution of Myanmar can be amended only with the approval of the 

appointed military personnel. In other words, the Constitution of Myanmar 

2008 has granted the military personnel the power to veto against the 

Constitutional amendment. Moreover, the key ministries such as Defence, 

Security and Border Administration have been reserved for the military 

personnel. 
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Also, the position of the first Vice President in Myanmar is largely at 

the hands of the military personnel when there is a civilian President. When a 

civilian is elected as the President, the military candidate is ought to become 

the first Vice president because of how the Electoral College works in 

Myanmar. For instance, in the 2015 general elections, the NLD won a 

landslide victory with 390 seats out of the 498 available seats. However, the 

total strength of both the houses including the unelected military is 664. The 

smaller ethnic parties won around 50 to 60 seats. There was a possibility that 

all the ethnic parties may or may not vote for the military candidate. As a 

majority party, the candidates from both the houses were the representatives of 

the NLD. However, the total votes of the NLD could not be split into equal 

halves. If so, the military candidate would become the President. One among 

the two civilian candidates must secure at least two-third of the NLD votes to 

become the President. The remaining NLD votes went to the other civilian 

candidate. As a result, the military candidate become the first Vice President.  

In addition, the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 provides that the 

national races having a population of or more than 0.1 percent of the national 

race of the country have to elect their own representative within their 

respective state or region hluttaw, known as Minister of National Races 

Affairs. This creates conflict rather than harmony among the ethnic minorities. 

It seems that the military have been trying to sow rivalry among the different 

ethnic minorities to prevent secession from the Union.  

Further, the Constitution is silent about local democracy in Myanmar. 

The local government became an elected body with the adoption of the Ward 

and Village Tract Administration Law of 2012. However, local government 

elections in Myanmar still lack the basic elements of democracy. The elections 

to the Ward and Village Tract Administrators are not based on universal adult 

suffrage. Voting is limited to only one person aged 18 or above, per 
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household. The heads of the family are the only one who is eligible to elect 

and participate in the elections. As a result, women and young people have 

been virtually excluded to exercise the right to vote. The local level elections 

are held on the basis of one vote per household while the national elections are 

held on the basis of universal adult suffrage (one vote per citizen). In addition, 

the election is indirect since the Ward or Village Tract Administrator are 

elected by the heads of 100 households. 

All the above show that the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 is the main 

obstacle for democratization in Myanmar. The removal of the dominance and 

privileges of the military personnel in the national politics is indispensable for 

the process of democratization in Myanmar. Even if the military leaders are 

willing to handover the power to the elected civilians, democracy might be 

restored once again but it may not lead on to democratic consolidation. The 

restoration of democracy may occur gradually or suddenly with the assistance 

of external influences or due to domestic pressure. But restoring democracy 

may not last long and may even go into reverse if the military personnel still 

dominate the national politics. The military‟s willingness to step down from 

the national politics is crucial for the restoration of democracy as well as the 

consolidation of democracy in Myanmar. However, it is unlikely that the 

military personnel will give up their leadership role in national politics. In 

addition, the Constitution of Myanmar 2008 is silent about the basic 

framework of local government in Myanmar. The election to the local 

government provided by the Ward and Village Administration Law of 2012 is 

indirect and does not based on universal adult suffrage. As a result, the 

working of local government in Myanmar does not guarantee grassroot 

democracy. Democratic transition from above without establishing the rule of 

law or accountability of the executive often go back into reverse. The U.S. 

imposition of democratization in the Middle East can be seen as a top-down 

process or democratic transition from above. The Arab Spring that took place 
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in the late 2010 resulted in the overthrow of the regimes in Tunisia, Libya, 

Yemen, and Egypt. However, only Tunisia experienced democratic transition. 

It can be said that the bottom-up process of democratization is more feasible 

than the top-down process. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that Myanmar may not experience 

democratic political system in the true sense of the term until a new 

Constitution is framed. At the same time, a new Constitution is unlikely to 

change the path of democratization in Myanmar, unless the drafting committee 

includes experts and professionals, and representatives of different political 

parties. In short, a new constitution that ensures local democracy and the 

removal of the military privileges may lead to democratic consolidation that 

will endure shock and may even prevent attempted military coup in future.  
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