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Myanmar is still a country full of political crisis and ethnic conflict. The latter is the main factor hindering 

its political development. In the period of feudal dynasties, the Bamar and ethnic minorities fought against 

each other and established states dominated by the Bamar several times. 

The British, after it colonized Myanmar, implemented the policy of divide and rule. With this policy, it 

divided Myanmar into two independent political entities, namely "Burma Proper" and “the Frontier”1, 

resulting in the estrangement between the Bamar and the ethnic minorities. After independence, 

successive Myanmar governments have carried out the policy of Burmese Chauvinism, which led to 

increasingly fierce ethnic conflicts in Myanmar. Some ethnic minorities turned to armed struggle and 

organized their own military forces to resist the rule of the central government. The war continues to this 

day. This is the main line of ethnic relations in modern and contemporary Myanmar and the focus of 

scholars studying Myanmar. 

In addition, there is another clue less involved by Myanmar researchers, that is, ethnic minorities 

participate in the political life of Myanmar by forming political parties and participating in elections, trying 

to enter the Assembly and government and fight for their rights within the institutional framework. The 

trend of constitutionalism and ethnic relations reflected in this clue are also of great significance but have 

been ignored by scholars studying Myanmar for a long time. 

Since independence, Myanmar has gone through nine general elections respectively in its early years 

(1952, 1956 and 1960), the Burma Socialist Programme Party period (1974, 1981 and 1985)  2 and the 

democratic transition period (1990, 2010 and 2015). The 2010 election was seen as a transition from 

military dictatorship to democracy. After the 2015 election, Myanmar had its first truly elected 

government since 1962. In the current complex political game in Myanmar, the outcome of the 2020 

election is bound to be influenced by ethnic politics and play a key role in the process of Myanmar’s 

political transition. 

Based on the recent three elections in Myanmar and from the perspective of the ethnic relations in 

Myanmar, this paper systematically analyzes various factors influencing the elections in Myanmar and the 

participation of various ethnic groups and summarizes the characteristics and development trend of 

ethnic politics in Myanmar. 

Literature review and research questions 

(I) Literature review 

Ethnic relations in Myanmar have always been a focus of academic attention at home and abroad. 

Scholars including Josef Silverstein, David I. Steinberg, Robert H. Taylor, Martin Smith, and Li Chenyang, 
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as well as the International Crisis Group and the Transnational Institute (TNI) of the Netherlands have 

published a series of research reports.3 However, few literatures have discussed the connection between 

Myanmar election and its ethnic relations. The author summarizes the views of relevant scholars and 

institutions as follows: 

The first view is that competitive elections triggered ethnic conflict, resulting in the downfall of Myanmar. 

Zuo Hongyuan pointed out that Myanmar, as a "deeply divided multi-ethnic country", formed a system of 

ethnic party competition after the top-down implementation of electoral democracy. This system could 

not promote political stability and national integration, but instead magnified the politicization of ethnic 

differences and intensified ethnic conflicts. This view is reasonable, but it cannot explain the special case 

of Myanmar. In the history of Myanmar, what’s seen more often is the internal divisions and serious policy 

mistakes among the main ethnic political forces, which led to the collapse of the central government and 

the interruption of the modernization process. 

The second view is that the election, as political glue, establishes the legitimacy of the Myanmar 

government, enables ethnic minorities to exercise their voting rights uniformly within the same political 

framework, and establishes the basis of national identity. According to Crisis Group and the TNI, the 2010 

election fundamentally reshaped the political landscape,5 giving ethnic minorities at least a say in local 

affairs.6 Some scholars even optimistically predict that the democratic transition in Myanmar will bring 

about a comprehensive ceasefire between the Tatmadaw and ethnic armed groups.7 However, contrary 

to the fact, after the democratic transition in Myanmar in 2011, conflicts between some ethnic armed 

groups and the Tatmadaw escalated suddenly. The Kachin Independence Army (KIA), the United Wa State 

Army (UWSA) and other ethnic armed groups successively refused to sign the Border Guard Force (BGF) 

and the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). 

A third view is that Myanmar’s electoral system is unrepresentative. Zhao Chao believes that Myanmar’s 

first-past-the-post election system leads ethnic minorities to jump out of the system framework and take 

the form of armed struggle for their own interests. Proportional representation system is more conducive 

to ethnic relations.8 However, the ethnic conflicts that have lasted for more than half a century in 

Myanmar should be attributed to complicated reasons such as history, politics, culture, economy, and 

national emotion rather than technical reasons such as election system. 

The fourth view is that the obstacle to democracy in Myanmar’s ethnic relations lies in the army. Sai 

Wansai, a Shan scholar in Myanmar, also stresses that all major problems in the country cannot be solved 

if the leadership of the military is not under the leadership of the elected government. Genuine national 

reconciliation and permanent peace cannot come as long as the army is in the political arena.9 However, 

the military is an abstract concept. When talking about specific leaders of different times, their political 

ideas and decision-making methods are different. Indeed, in the view of the Ne Win-era army, the election 

became a platform for Burmese politicians to grab power and profit and was the root cause of the 

country's divisions.10 The general election enabled the secessionist ethnic elites to become members of 

assembly so that they could question the legitimacy of the Union of Myanmar in the Assembly on the 

basis of the principle of national self-determination and shake the foundation of the Union of Myanmar.11 

This became the theoretical basis for Ne Win's military coup in 1962. But since 1988, the new military 

regime has organized 1990 and 2010 elections, allowed ethnic minorities to form political parties in the 

general election, and promoted the implementation of the 7-step roadmap to democracy. The army 

played a dual role of pro-democracy suppresser and "principled democracy" promoters. 
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Myanmar's ethnic relations, unlike any known model, are multifaceted and complex, making it a special 

case among third-world countries. In order to understand the political choices and performances of the 

various ethnic groups in the general elections of Myanmar, we need to make in-depth exploration of the 

ethnic relations with Myanmar characteristics. 

(II) Research questions 

Based on the literature review above and the discussion on the ethnic relations in Myanmar, the author 

focuses on the following questions: 

First, ethnic voters in Myanmar put political identity before ethnic identity, and the blind competition 

among the parties within the same ethnic minority divided the vote within a same region, resulting in the 

victory of national parties. 

Second, under the system of first-past-the-post (FPTP), minority parties encounter Duverger’s law12, and 

proportional representation system also risks the rise of ethnic parties and disorderly competition. 

Changes to the electoral system could dramatically change Myanmar’s political landscape. 

Third, as authoritarian governments have been replaced, democratic transitions have opened the door to 

Buddhist nationalism, and elections have triggered political competition and mass mobilization, further 

increasing the influence of Buddhist nationalism. 

Fourth, 70 years of ethnic conflicts have become path-dependent, therefore the conflicts will not end 

soon. Ethnic minority parties will hold key seats in the 2020 election as minority voters’ support for 

national parties declines. 

Political competition in multi-ethnic societies: three general elections in Myanmar since 1988 

(I) Ethnic relations in Myanmar 

Zhou Ping defined the concept of ethnic relations as the relation and interaction between nations. "An 

ethnic relation is formed when members of a nation treat each other as 'one’s own' and members of 

another nation as 'outsiders.'"13 The ethnic relations in Myanmar mainly refers to the relationship 

between Bamar and ethnic minorities. Since ancient times, the ancestors of all ethnic groups in Myanmar 

lived on this land and formed ethnic relations. The Mon and the Pyus were the earliest peoples who lived 

in Burma and left written records. In 802 A.D., the Pyus sent a delegation headed by Prince Thunanda to 

Chang'an, the capital of the Tang Dynasty, and presented its national dance music to Emperor Dezong of 

Tang. After that, the Pyus gradually disappeared in history records.14 Professor Gordon Luce, an English 

archaeologist, speculated that the Pyus were destroyed by Nanzhao Kingdom or its vassals in 832 A.D.15 

As the descendants of the ancient Diqiang people, the Bamar traveled south from Gansu and the upper 

reaches of the Yellow River, through the eastern Qinghai-Tibet plateau, Sichuan and Yunnan, and reached 

Burma in the 7th century and conquered the local ethnic groups.16 In 1044, the Bamar leader Anawratha 

established the Pagan Dynasty. He vigorously introduced Theravada Buddhism, and annexed the Mon 

region in the south, bringing about the first rise of the Bamar in history. At the end of the 13th century, 

the Pagan Dynasty collapsed after it was defeated by the Yuan Dynasty of China. The Shan people took 

advantage of the opportunity to enter Burma in large numbers and ruled half of the country. In mid-16th 

century, Taungoo Dynasty dominated by the Bamar rose and reunified Burma again. After the overthrow 

of the Taungoo Dynasty by the Mon in 1752, Alaungpaya, the leader of the Bamar, established the 
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Konbaung Dynasty, the last dynasty in the history of Myanmar, and its rule extended to the Mon and 

Rakhine regions.17 

From 1824 to 1885, Britain colonized Burma through three Anglo-Burmese Wars. The British "divided and 

ruled" Burma's ethnic groups politically and vigorously spread Christianity to the ethnic minorities 

culturally, and suppressed the traditional culture of Buddhism. The psychological distance between the 

ethnic minorities and the Bamar gradually expanded. When Japan invaded Burma in 1941, the Bamar 

elites chose the path of cooperation with Japan, while the Karen, Kachin and Rohingya chose to cooperate 

with the Allies to resist Japanese invaders.18 Conflict between the Bamar and ethnic minorities therefore 

intensified, sowing the seeds of hatred between the two sides.19 Although the 1947 Panglong Agreement 

was supported by the leaders of the ethnic groups, such as Sao Shwe Thaik, and the Bamar and ethnic 

minorities reached an agreement on the establishment of the Union of Myanmar, the Shan and Kayah 

chieftains insisted that the Constitution of the Union of Burma in 1947 should include a clause entitled 

them to secede from the Union within 10 years.20 

Only six months after Myanmar’s independence in 1948, a military conflict broke out between the Karen 

and U Nu government, which became the starting point of the contemporary ethnic conflicts in Myanmar. 

The central government has since struggled and clashed with autonomous, separatist, or ideological rebel 

groups.21 During the reign of Ne Win, the military junta carried out the policy of “Burmese Chauvinism", 

trying to establish a country with the Bamar as the core from the political, economic, and military levels. 

As a result, this seriously intensified the ethnic conflicts and armed conflicts became more and more 

violent. In 1988, a new military regime came to power, began to recognize the legitimate status of ethnic 

armed groups. It signed a ceasefire agreement with 17 armed groups, and eased the armed confrontation 

that had lasted more than 50 years. 

After Myanmar's democratic transition in 2011, Thein Sein's government attempted to achieve the goal 

of peaceful national reunification and signed a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) with eight ethnic 

groups.22 However, historical injury and estrangement, as well as the political legacy of the colonial period, 

have made it difficult to reach compromise and trust between the Bamar and ethnic minorities. The 

political, economic, and cultural models of the Bamar lack centripetal force and attraction to the ethnic 

minorities, so that for a long time the ethnic minorities have not established a sense of national identity 

with Myanmar. The strength of the Tatmadaw is limited, and it cannot completely wipe out the local 

armed forces of ethnic minorities. The situation of "states within states" and "one country with more than 

one army" cannot be changed much in the short term.23 The National League for Democracy (NLD) 

government, which came to power in 2016, has made national reconciliation a top policy goal, and held 

three "21st century Panglong Conferences" between 2016 and 2018. Although some consensus has been 

reached between the minorities and the government and the military on political, economic, and social 

provisions, this is still far from the goal of genuine peace.24 

Table 1 (below) analyzes six representative ethnic groups in Myanmar (plus the officially unrecognized 

Rohingya) and ethnic relations: 

Table 1: Relationship between Burmese and ethnic minorities25 

Ethnic 

group 

Inter-ethnic 

relationship 
Economic status 

Degree of 

Burmanization 

Political 

status 

Religious 

discrimination 
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Shan Suppressed Equal to the economic 

development of the 

Burmese 

Medium Medium None 

Mon Assimilation Below the Burmese 

average  

High Medium None 

Karen Rejection Below the Burmese level Medium Low Discrimination 

Rakhine Suppressed Severe poverty Medium Medium None 

Kachin In conflict Below the Burmese 

average  

Lower Low Discrimination 

Rohingya Fierce 

conflict 

Extreme poverty Very low No 

citizenship 

Serious 

discrimination 

 

As can be seen from Table 1, "Burmese Chauvinism" is prevalent in the main ethnic groups. The oppression 

and discrimination of the ethnic minorities by the Bamar is positively correlated with religious belief and 

Burmanization26, and has a low correlation with economic poverty. There is religious discrimination 

against Christians by the Bamar, and the case is even worse against Muslims, but the Bamar have no 

religious discrimination against the Rakhine, Shan, and Mon of the same religion. The greater the religious 

differences and the lower the Burmanization, the worse the ethnic relations are. Meanwhile, the author 

only considers a nation as a whole, excluding the conditions in which ethnic groups live together. In areas 

where Bamar and ethnic minorities live together, the political stance of ethnic minorities is more 

moderate, while in areas where ethnic minorities live together, ethnic minorities are more rebellious. For 

example, the Kachins living in places such as Myitkyina, the capital of Kachin State, have a more moderate 

political stance and are less likely to clash with the Tatmadaw. On the contrary, the Kachins living in the 

area controlled by the KIA is more resistant.27 Similarly, the Karen in the Irrawaddy Delta, who live with 

the Bamar, have a totally different political attitude from the Karen who live in the mountainous areas 

along the Burma-Thailand border. 

The complicated interactions of ethnic relations in Myanmar lead to the change of ethnic politics. The so-

called ethnic politics is actually the ethnic interaction resorting to political power on the basis of national 

interests. As ethnic politics is directly related to the interests of a nation, it is also a process in which the 

ethnic community strives for, realizes, and maintains the interests of a nation by means of political means. 

26 The content of ethnic politics in Myanmar covers a wide range of aspects.28 The author extensively 

searched the mainstream media reports in Myanmar since the democratic transition in 2011, and 

summarized the most frequent issues related to ethnic politics, such as the relationship between the 

central and local authorities, constitutional amendment, election system, federalism, ethnic conflicts, and 

national peace negotiations.29 Among them, the election is one of the most important aspects in Myanmar 

politics, because all politics take public power as the core and revolve around it, and the essence of 

election is a means for various political forces to compete around the power and obtain the state power. 

(II) The democratic experiment and ethnic politics in 1990 

After Ne Win came to power in 1962, he adopted a high degree of centralization and personal authority 
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in politics, and a planned economy in economy, strictly controlling culture, religion, public opinion, and 

social life. By 1988, Myanmar-style socialist road was exhausted, and the situation deteriorated rapidly, 

with massive demonstrations by students and citizens and anarchy across the country. On September 18, 

1988, the Myanmar army launched a coup to take over the state power, established the State Law and 

Order Restoration Council (SLORC), lifted a 25-year ban on political parties, and announced the holding of 

multi-party elections in May 1990. By the closing date for party registration on 28 February 1989, 235 

parties had been registered. Of the 93 parties that ultimately participated in the election, 12 represented 

Shan, 9 Rakhine, 6 Kachin, 2 Kayah, 3 Karen, 2 Chin, 1 Mon and 1 Naga. Ethnic minorities became an 

integral part of Myanmar’s political scene.30 

On May 27, 1990, the first free election since 1962 was held in Myanmar. National League for Democracy 

(NLD) led by Aung San Suu Kyi won 392 of the 485 seats in the assembly, while the minority parties won 

62 seats, 23 of which were won by the Shan Nationalities League for Democracy (SNLD), ranking the most 

seats among the minority parties.31 SNLD was followed by the Arakan League for Democracy (ALD) with 

11 seats and the Mon National Democratic Front (MNDF) with 5 seats. The rest minority parties won 1 to 

3 seats respectively.32 NLD and the SNLD emerged as the most successful national and regional parties in 

the 1990 election, respectively. 

After the election, the military government refused to hand over power to the victorious NLD, and banned 

and dissolved political parties on a large scale. In the end, only 10 political parties were retained. In 

addition to the NLD and the National Unity Party, the remaining 8 were all ethnic minority parties, such 

as the SNLD, Wa National Development Party (WNDP) and Union Karen League (UKL), Kokang Democracy 

and Unity Party (KDUP), Mro or Khami National Solidarity Organization, Shan State Kokang Democratic 

Party (SSKDP), etc.33 Still, this is the first time since the 1962 coup that ethnic minorities have entered a 

legitimate political framework and obtained a platform to speak out for their own interests. Since then, 

ethnic minorities have actively participated in the constituent national assembly. The 1990 general 

election provided ethnic minorities with an alternative to armed conflict and a new prelude to Myanmar’s 

ethnic politics. The seats won by ethnic minority parties in this election are shown in table 2: 

Table 2: The seats won by the minority political parties in the 1990 general electioni 

No. Political party Seats Candidates Number 

of votes 

Seat 

percentage 

1 Shan Nationalities League for Democracy, 

SNLD 

23 58 222821 4.74 

2 Arakan League for Democracy 11 25 160783 2.27 

3 Mon National Party 5 19 138572 1.03 

4 Chin National League for Democracy 

Party, CNLD 

3 13 51187 0.62 

5 Kachin State National Congress for 

Democracy, KSNCD 

3 9 13994 0.62 

6 Union Pa-O National Organization, UPNO 3 15 35389 0.62 

7 Zomi Congress for Democracy, ZNC 2 4 18638 0.41 

 
i See: 1990 年大选缅甸仅选出人民议会议员。数据来源：Khin Kyaw Han, "1990 Multi-Party Democracy General Elections", 
Documentation, Democratic Voice of Burma, 2006. 
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8 Naga Hills Regional Progressive Party, 

NHRPP 

2 6 10612 0.41 

9 Kayah State Nationalities League for 

Democracy, KSNLD 

2 8 11664 0.41 

10 Ta'ang National League for Democracy, 

TNLD 

2 9 23975 0.41 

11 Other minority ethnic parties 9 30 90784 1.47 

 Total 65 196 794972 13.42 

 

(III) 2010 political transition and ethnic relations 

The 1990 elections did not fundamentally ease the complex and tense political situation in Myanmar 

society, and the international community-imposed sanctions on Myanmar because its military 

government refused to hand over power. Under the dual pressure of domestic opposition and escalating 

international sanctions, the military government began to explore a new path of legalization.34 From 2003, 

when Prime Minister General Khin Nyunt put forward the "seven-step road map to democracy", to the 

2008 constitution, the election date announced in 2010, the introduction of the Political Parties 

Registration Law and other relevant laws, the military government has taken a key step of democratic 

transition. A total of 37 parties (far fewer than in 1990) were registered with the commission of election, 

including 22 from ethnic minorities. However, NLD, SNLD and Arakan League for Democracy (ALD) 

boycotted the election. 

In the general election held on November 7, 2010, the Union Solidarity Development Party (USDP) won 

129 of the 224 seats in the Amyotha Hluttaw and 259 of the 440 seats in the Pyithu Hluttaw, taking 59% 

of the seats in the Assembly of the Union. In local Hluttaws, the USDP also won 493 seats. On February 4, 

2011, the Assembly of the Union voted to elect the first elected government since 1962, and USDP 

Chairman Thein Sein was elected President. Although the USDP had a clear advantage in the election, 

ethnic parties also won 11.1 percent of the seats in the Assembly of the Union and more than 25 percent 

of the seats in the assembly of Chin, Karen, Rakhine, and Shan states, enhancing their voice. See Table 3: 

Table 3: seats won by the minority political parties in the 2010 general election ii 

No. Political Party Pyithu 

Hluttaw 

Amyotha 

Hluttaw 

Regional and 

State Hluttaw 

1 Shan Nationalities Democratic Party, SNDP 18 3 37 

2 Rakhine Nationalities Development Party, 

RNDP 

9 7 19 

3 All Mon Region Democracy Party, AMRDP 3 4 9 

4 Chin Progressive Party, CPP 2 4 6 

5 Phalon-Sawaw Democratic Party, PSDP 2 3 4 

6 Chin National Party, CNP 2 2 5 

 
ii The Elections Observation Team, "2010 Myanmar General Elections: Learning and Sharing for Future", the Center for Peace 
and Conflicts Studies, April 2011, pp.80—82. 
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7 Pa-O National Organisation, PNO 3 1 6 

8 Other minority ethnic parties 5 6 20 

 Total 44 30 106 

 

In terms of ethnic composition, the Bamar representatives took 63.5 percent of the members of this 

assembly, while that of the ethnic minority groups was 36.5 percent; and in terms of religious belief, 

Buddhists accounted for 89.5 percent, Christians for 9.9 percent, and Muslims for only 0.6 percent.35 

Minorities not only entered Union and local Hluttaw, but also held positions in government, such as Sai 

Mawk Kham, a Shan, who was elected vice-president. According to 2008 Constitution, the government 

has set up local ministry of ethnic affairs, with representatives of ethnic minorities serving as officials to 

take charge of local and ethnic affairs. 

Though initially condemned as "an elaborate game", the 2010 election proved an important symbol of 

Myanmar’s transition from military authoritarianism to democracy. It should also be noted that the 2010 

election did not bring fundamental changes to the established ethnic political situation in Myanmar. On 

the one hand, minority representatives, after entering the assembly, seek more resources and projects 

from the government to exercise more ethnic rights. On the other hand, there is still on-going conflicts 

and exchange of fire between the Tatmadaw and ethnic armed groups.36 

(IV) 2015 election and politic participation of ethnic minorities. 

After the 2010 elections, Thein Sein administration expressed its willingness to reconcile with the NLD, 

and Aung San Suu Kyi responded positively. In January 2012, NLD re-registered with the general election 

commission as a legal party. In July 2015, the federal election commission announced that a general 

election would be held in November. Since then, 93 political parties have registered for the election, two-

thirds of which are single-ethnic parties. Some of the weaker ethnic political parties were re-registered as 

new political parties, such as Mon National Party (MNP), and Kachin State Democracy Party (KSDP), which 

was formed by some personnel of the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) after they broke away 

from KIO. 

The general election was held on November 8, 2015. The NLD led by Aung San Suu Kyi won 255 seats in 

the Pyithu Hluttaw, 135 seats in the Amyotha Hluttaw and 496 seats in the provincial and state Hluttaw. 

Ethnic parties did not fare well, though 23 won seats, but it only accounted for 11% of the Assembly of 

the Union. The major national parties, NLD and the USDP, took 65% of the seats in the Assembly of the 

Union. See Table 4: 

Table 4: Seats won by the minority political parties in the 2015 general election iii 

No. Political party Pyithu 

Hluttaw 

Amyotha 

Hluttaw 

Regional and State 

Hluttaw 

1 Arakan National Party, ANP 12 10 22 

2 Shan Nationalities League for 12 3 25 

 
iii Moe Thuzar, "Myanmar's 2015 Elections: New Hope on the Horizon?" ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, National University of 
Singapore, 17 December 2015. 
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Democracy, SNLD 

3 Ta'ang National Party, TNP 3 2 7 

4 Pa-O National Organisation 3 1 6 

5 Zomi Congress for Democracy, ZCD 2 2 2 

6 Lisu National Development Party, 

LNDP 

2 0 2 

7 Other minorities 3 1 14 

 Total 37 19 79 

 

On March 15, 2016, the new Assembly of the Union elected Htin Kyaw as President and Henry Van Thio, 

a representative of the Chin ethnic group, as vice President. The NLD government set up a union-level 

Office of Ethnic Affairs to handle the matters of development and investment in the country's ethnic areas. 

The chief ministers of the ethnic states are all the representatives of ethnic minorities, such as the Chief 

Minister of Rakhine State U Nyi Pu, Chief Minister of Kachin State U Khet Aung, etc. 

Thirty-two million legitimate voters turned out for the election, with a turnout of 80 percent, compared 

with 73 percent in 1990 and 77 percent in 2010.37 At the same time, international and domestic 

organizations have sent more than 10,000 observers to monitor the election. Although some of the 

displaced ethnic groups were unable to vote, both the international community and the Myanmar people 

generally accepted the election as genuine. 

The interaction between ethnic relations and the general election in Myanmar 

Since 1990, Myanmar has formed a special political party landscape. The national parities of SNLD and 

ALD dominated by the Bamar become the most influential political parties. These parties won the most 

seats in the three elections. Based on the different results of the three elections, we analyze the 

correlation between ethnic relations and the elections. 

(I) Political identity, intra-ethnic politics, and election results 

Ethnic minorities account for 29.3 percent of the population in Myanmar,38 and ethnic constituencies are 

hotly contested by political parties. Donald Horowitz argues that in many societies there are ethnic-

specific political parties, most of which vote on the basis of ethnicity, and the election results have 

contributed to increased ethnic cohesion and exclusion.39 Judging from the results of the 1990 and 2015 

elections in Myanmar, ethnic minority voters put political identity before ethnic identity. Aung San Suu 

Kyi's charisma, her bitter experience fighting the military government and promise to change the status 

quo have resonated strongly with ethnic groups. They believe Aung San Suu Kyi's NLD can improve the 

situation of their nation, end the division, and bring peace to the country. The NLD has also promoted 

ethnic minority candidates locally, leaving ethnic parties unable to compete with the NLD. Gary Cox argues 

that voters tend to vote strategically for the party with the best chance of winning.40 As a result, votes 

from ethnic constituencies flowed heavily to NLD, which won more than half of the votes in the states of 

Kachin, Kayah, Karen, Mon, and Chin. That also means, NLD, which boycotted the 2010 election, exerted 

a supplanting effect over USDP and minor parties of ethnic minorities in the 2015 election, resulting the 

failure of the later in the election. 
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Vicious competition from multiple ethnic parties within the same ethnic group has also split the local votes. 

In the three general elections, a number of different parties from ethnic minority areas participated in the 

elections, which virtually weakened the power of ethnic minorities in the election campaign and made it 

impossible for their votes to be concentrated. For instance in the 1990 general election, parties from the 

State of Kachin include Kachin Nationality Congress for Democracy (KNCD), Kachin Youth League, and 

Kachin Congress, etc. In the 2015 election, parties from Shan State include SNLD and the Shan Nationalities 

Democratic Party. In Namsang Township, Shan State, the SNLD received 12,388 votes, while the Shan 

Nationalities Democratic Party received 2,013 votes. If the two parties were to merge, they would be 

ahead of the 14,221 votes of USDP.41 Given the combined parties' appeal to voters (as the unity of the 

minority parties will boost the morale of their own voters), the Shan would be certain to win the seats in 

the town. A similar pattern has been seen in 17 constituencies in total across Myanmar. However in 

Rakhine state, as a result of the merger of the ALD and the Rakhine Nationalities Development Party into 

the Arakan National Party and after violent clashes between Buddhists and Muslims in 2012, the Rakhine 

people start to strongly identify with the Rakhine National Party's radical nationalist platform, thus 

Rakhine Nationalities Party becomes the third largest party in the Assembly of the Union and the largest 

party in the State Hluttaw.  

(II) The electoral system and political parties of ethnic minorities 

At present, the mainstream electoral systems in the world are usually first-past-the-post system and 

proportional representation system. With the first-past-the-post system, all the votes cast in the district 

are given to the candidate with majority votes, while proportional representation system allocates seats 

proportionately to all candidates in that constituency. According to Duverger's Law, the first-past-the-post 

system usually marginalizes small parties and facilitates the formation of a two-party system, while the 

proportional representation system creates conditions for party diversity. Josep M. Colomer argues that 

Duverger's Law reverses cause and effect, because it is the party system that determines which electoral 

system a country adopts.42 

Myanmar's current electoral system stems from the practice of its colonial government in the 1930s. 

Under the 2008 Constitution, the Assembly of the Union is divided into Pyithu Hluttaw and Amyotha 

Hluttaw, with a "one constituency, one member" system. For the 440 seats of Pyithu Hluttaw, 330 are 

directly elected by voters from 330 constituencies, with one member from each constituency. The 

remaining 110 seats are fixed for the army and nominated from the army by the commander-in-chief of 

the Tatmadaw. The Amyotha Hluttaw has 224 seats. Excluding 56 reserved for the army, the rest 168 are 

elected by regions and states, each with 12 seats.43 

Seymour Lipset has found that first-past-the-mark systems tend to draw parties closer to centrist, 

moderate political positions in order to attract as many voters as possible.44 As for Myanmar, the first-

past-the-post system determines that the two major parties, NLD and USDP, must take the middle road 

to attract more voters, increase their advantages and expand their ticket bunker, so as to maintain 

political stability in Myanmar. However opponents of this view believe that under the first-past-the-post 

system, Myanmar’s ethnic political parties suffer from the difficulties of Duverger, which reduces the 

representativeness and enthusiasm of ethnic minorities and minority groups. Because smaller parties 

have fewer chances to win and influence policy, voters turn to stronger parties, a phenomenon known as 

the "strategic vote." The minority political parties are too weak to compete with the national political 

parties and can only take the path of alliance or integration.45 And there is strong ethnic loyalty in 
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Myanmar, which offsets the first-past-the-post system and gives the Arakan National Party and the SNLD 

high support rate. At the same time, ethnic loyalty has intensified mutual resentment between the 

Rakhine and the Rohingya, leading to a sharp deterioration in Rakhine state, with most Rakhines voting 

for the Arakan National Party rather than NLD or USDP.46 

Arend Lijphart stresses the role of Proportional Representation, that its proportional allocation of seats 

and public resources is more favorable for the inclusion of minorities and allows them to influence policy, 

so that it realizes the "consociational democracy" between the main nationality and minorities.47 

Therefore, proportional representation system enables political actors to form a "broad consensus of the 

state", provides space for compromise and game between different groups, promotes communication 

and cooperation between ethnic minorities and the main nationality, and thus is more suitable for the 

current ethnic relations in Myanmar. However, Zuo Hongyuan believes that the ethnic party competition 

system brought by electoral democracy is the worst situation for multi-ethnic countries, which has greatly 

intensified ethnic conflicts and ethnic violence. The proportional representation system will inevitably 

lead to the rise of ethnic parties and disordered competition. The politics dominated by national parties 

in Myanmar will further shift to ethnic parties, which will bring the risk of splitting of the country.48 Khin 

Zaw Win points out that the two national parties, NLD and USDP, excluded Muslim candidates in the 2015 

election, and that FPTP is leading Myanmar's party politics toward populism which is now sweeping the 

world.49 Thus, proportional representation is not entirely conducive to Myanmar's political development. 

The selection of different election systems will have different effects on ethnic relations. An election 

system that is not suitable for ethnic relations will give rise to ethnic division. Ethnic relations and the 

electoral system are interacted. Therefore, when considering the electoral system of a multi-ethnic 

country, it is necessary to consider the influence of various factors, such as the inclusiveness of the 

electoral system to ethnic relations and whether it is conducive to balancing the interests of different 

ethnic groups.50 Elites in Myanmar have also realized that the current electoral system is flawed, but they 

haven’t reached a consensus on the direction of reform. Early in 2015 the Assembly of the Union once put 

forward a motion to debate whether to adopt proportional representation. But with a general election 

due by the end of the year, the debate on electoral reform came to an abrupt end in July 2015 as different 

sides failed to come to any agreement. The author believes that the reform of the electoral system, as a 

major political game rule, can greatly change the political landscape of Myanmar, resulting in the 

fluctuation of various forces and unpredictable consequences. Therefore, it is necessary to study and 

judge carefully and avoid carrying out reforms in a hurry, otherwise it will lead to the political imbalance 

in Myanmar and the sharp changes in ethnic relations. 

(III) Democratic transition, Buddhist nationalism and the general election 

The democratic transition of 2011 also brings about a new rise of Buddhist nationalism, which is rooted 

in the practice of independence movement led by monks headed by U Ottama51 and U Wisara52 against 

British colonial rule in colonial times. During the period of Ne Win administration and the new military 

regime, the authoritarian ruling group strengthened the overall control of the society, and Buddhist 

nationalism was suppressed to a certain extent. According to Jack Snyder, the disruption of social and 

media control often leads to the outbreak of bloody nationalist conflicts.53 After 2011, the government's 

control over the society continued to weaken, the long-suppressed Buddhist nationalist forces were 

growing, and radical groups emerged one after another, among which "969 Movement"54 led by monk 

Wirathu in Mandalay was the most representative. He publicly called on Myanmar’s Buddhists to unite 
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against the growing Muslim threat. He used nationalism to redefine Buddhism. "The Burmese need 

nationalism," he said. "To have nationalism means to be a Buddhist."55 The 969 Movement, which is 

widespread among Buddhists, targets not just Rohingya Muslims, who are known as Bengalis, but the 

Muslim community as a whole. Sectarian violence in Myanmar has been on the rise since 2012. The 

conflict began in Rakhine state in western Myanmar, then spread to Rangoon, Pegu in the south, Meiktila 

in the middle and even to Lashio in the north. 

"The election campaign increases the appeal of nationalism," Huntington said.56 Although some 500,000 

monks are barred from voting under the 2008 Constitution, their importance cannot be ignored by any 

political force. Most members of Thein Sein's administration believe in Buddhism and are deeply 

influenced by its teachings. They have been largely silent in the face of the 969 Movement, and have even 

secretly used Buddhist nationalism in the hope that it will campaign for the USDP in the general election. 

This has indirectly given Buddhist nationalism a green light to flourish.57 The Assembly of the Union 

refused to amend the Burma Citizenship Act of 1982 and enacted four laws protecting race and religion in 

2015.58 In January 2014, the radical Buddhist group "Ma Ba Tha" was founded, and it held frequent rallies 

everywhere, denouncing the NLD led by Aung San Suu Kyi for protecting Muslims and calling on Buddhist 

voters not to vote for the NLD. 

Fearing that the dissatisfaction of the Bamar Buddhists and the army might cause potential loss of votes, 

eventually all 1,151 candidates for the 2015 election recommended by NLD was Muslim. The USDP also 

put forward no Muslim candidate to avoid the issue interfering with the electoral situation. The Union 

Election Commission also disqualified many Muslim candidates before the vote on the grounds that their 

parents were not Burmese citizens. Of the 6,074 candidates nationwide, 5,130 were Buddhists, 903 

Christians and 28 Muslims, according to the final list of candidates released by the Election Commission. 

Another important issue in the campaign is the Rohingya people’s right to vote. The Rohingya briefly held 

civil rights including the right to vote and stand for election under the U Nu government.59 In the 1958 

general election, four Rohingya won seats and held senior positions in the government, including ministers. 

In the 1990 election, two Rohingya parties registered to run, one of which won four seats. During the 2010 

general election, the military government realized that the USDP could not compete with the parties of 

the Rakhine at Rakhine State and therefore issued a new Political Parties Registration Law, which reserved 

the right to vote for Rohingya holding temporary ID (white card) but deprived them of the right to stand 

for election.60 As a result, in Rohingya-dominated townships such as Buthidaung, Maungdaw, etc., the 

USDP won seats. Prior to the 2015 election, the Assembly of the Union enacted the 2015 Referendum Law, 

allowing the Rohingya holding white card to vote again with, but President Thein Sein was forced to issue 

an executive order withdrawing the voting rights for the group after the Arakan National Party and a large 

number of monks in Rakhine took to the streets in protest.61 

Excluding Rohingya Muslims has become politically correct in Buddhist-dominant Myanmar society, but it 

has also created serious international pressure on the government. Ban Ki-moon, then the UN Secretary 

General, said "elections that exclude certain groups of candidates cannot be called democratic".62 In Khin 

Zaw Win's view, Myanmar cannot afford the "democracy" in which nationalism generates conflict, division 

and violence, and the tyranny of the majority is established at the expense of minority groups.63 

(IV) General election, ethnic conflict, and rotation of ruling parties 
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The elections in Myanmar have not addressed its ethnic conflicts and violence. Since the political 

transition in 2011, sharp contradictions still exist between some ethnic armed organizations and the 

Tatmadaw, and sometimes violent military conflicts break out. The UWSA, NDAA and SSA continued to 

face off against the Tatmadaw. Bao Gangsheng argues that for a multi-ethnic country, a civil war is more 

likely to break out when regime changes are initiated. As the time of the latest regime change lengthens, 

the chances of civil war recede.64 But will the transition to democracy reduce conflicts in countries that 

have already seen ethnic conflicts? A previous study by the author suggests that, at least in Myanmar, 

democratic transition is not necessarily related to ethnic conflict. Seventy years of conflict have resulted 

in path dependence. Both the Tatmadaw and ethnic minority forces have formed political and economic 

interest groups related to the conflict. Combined with the lack of mutual trust and long-term resentment, 

ethnic conflicts will not end soon. 

Khin Zaw Win found that support for NLD was falling among ethnic groups, who have turned their favors 

to their own parties.65 Ethnic minority parties, the opposition to NLD, have a tendency to unite to increase 

competitiveness. This could affect the upcoming 2020 elections. In Gary Cox's view, understanding 

people's expectations is a better predictor of the election outcome than direct surveys of voters' 

intentions.66 Since NLD came to power in 2016, its shortcomings of lack of governing experience and ability 

have gradually emerged. People's living standards have not been greatly improved, and its achievements 

in national reconciliation are not impressive. There is a huge gap between its pre-election promises and 

its actual governing performance. It is expected that the NLD will lose some of its minority votes in the 

2020 election, neither to the USDP nor other Bamar parties, but to ethnic parties only. Although these are 

not enough to give minority parties a majority in the Hluttaw, they hold the key to a decisive victory in a 

parliamentary contest between NLD and the USDP and the military. No matter which national political 

party wants to get the right to form a cabinet, it must first obtain the support of the minority political 

parties and absorb them to form a coalition government, so as to expand the opportunities for minority 

political participation. 

Conclusion 

Each country and nation has its own unique history and culture. It needs to form its own ethnic relations 

and election system according to its national conditions. For Myanmar, political repression, competition 

for economic resources and historical resentment are the main causes of ethnic tensions. When a specific 

ethnic minority is involved, due to their different religious beliefs and degree of Burmanization, they 

formed a relationship with the Bamar with different degrees of opposition or compromise, which led to 

the heterization of ethnic politics. The Shan and Mon ethnic groups basically recognized the dominant 

position of the Bamar, while the Karen ethnic group was forced to recognize the leadership of the Bamar 

after their initiative and elite were exhausted after more than half a century of civil war. The Rakhine are 

the most resilient and independent, and the sentiment to restore their independence has always been 

deep in their hearts. Facing the predicament with the Rohingya crisis, the economic stagnation and social 

ills, the radical Rakhine nationalism prevailed gradually. A group of elites began to take a negative attitude 

towards the central government of Myanmar, emphasizing independence and autonomy. This drastic 

approach is the product that the anxiety and frustration of an ethnic group has accumulated to a certain 

degree. As evidence, in 2018, former Chairman of Arakan National Party Aye Maung accused the Bamar 

of "enslaving" the Rakhine, calling for armed resistance. Since 2018, the Arakan Army has frequently 

attacked the Tatmadaw under the banner of fighting for national rights, and gained the recognition of 

more and more Rakhine people. In northern Myanmar, the KIA, the Myanmar National Democratic 
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Alliance Army (MNDAA), the Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) and the Arakan Army (AA) form the 

northern alliance, and have been engaged in continuous fire with the Tatmadaw. This shows that some 

ethnic minorities have chosen a route to fight outside the political system.  

On the other hand, some other ethnic minorities choose to adapt within the political system and strive 

for their rights and interests within the framework of the Union’s legislature. In the three general elections 

since 1990, ethnic minorities have been confronted with the difficulties of Duverger. Except for the Shan 

and Rakhine parties, the Mon, Kachin, and other parties are largely marginalized in the Assembly of the 

Union. Taking advantage of FPTP plus small constituencies, national parties squeezes the living space of 

minority political parties and grasps the right of speech of politics. Some minority elites chose to join 

national parties in exchange for the support of Bamar leaders for them to become representatives of their 

ethnic interests. In the meantime, political competition and mass mobilization triggered by the election 

increased the influence of extreme nationalism. Buddhist extremism represented by the "969 Movement" 

began to rise and became deeply involved in the election politics. The Rohingya issue has become an issue 

for politicians to manipulate election politics. The crisis has deteriorated by the rapid expansion of 

extremist terrorism among the Rohingya as a result of Rakhine and Tatmadaw hatred and attacks against 

Rohingya Muslims. 

Since 2015, as ethnic minority voters increasingly questioned NLD governments’ will to improve their 

situation, their support to NLD has fallen sharply and they have turned to support the local ethnic political 

parties. Ethnic minorities are likely to win more seats in the 2020 election, and become a very important 

force in the Hluttaw, and therefore change the country's political landscape. In other words, ethnic politics 

will play a decisive role in the 2020 election, and thus affect the direction of Myanmar’s future 

development. 

What kind of ethnic relations should Myanmar establish to propel the country onto the road of 

development? This is a question difficult for anyone to answer. However, with a general survey of the 

emergence and development process of the ethnic problems in Myanmar, as well as the experiences and 

lessons from other countries on the ethnic problems, the author believes that Myanmar's main nationality 

should open more political participation channels, and abandon the extreme Burmese chauvinism. On the 

other hand, ethnic minorities should strengthen their political identity and cast away the narrow 

nationalist ideas. Only in this way can the country effectively promote its construction and society 

integration, create harmonious ethnic relations and domestic stability and peace. If Myanmar makes 

significant progress in achieving national unity, it will lay a solid foundation for further political 

transformation, and political and social reforms will provide a sustainable impetus for Myanmar’s 

modernization process. 
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