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Abstract 
 

Myanmar (former Burma) has not had an easy path towards democracy. Once a British 

colony, the country has struggled with the violent military junta for several decades.  

The international community has been said to have failed in trying to stabilise 

Myanmar, in spite of good intentions. Although Myanmar is still far from being a 

consolidated country, there has, however, been some progress with democratisation. 

 

This research will study how we can explain the democratisation process in Myanmar. 

It will concentrate on three key events which are analysed within a framework of two 

theories: Joseph S. Nye’s soft power, and realism. This study is conducted as a theory 

testing case study and is therefore using a qualitative method. Previous research in the 

form of democratisation theories from Diamond and Linz & Stepan are discussed as 

well. With the help of the theoretical framework, the study aims to discover whether the 

democratisation process can be explained with the help of those theories.  

 

 

Keywords 
 

Democracy, authoritarian regime, soft power, realism, Myanmar, Burma, 

democratisation, transition. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Abbreviations 
 

NLD = National League for Democracy 

BNP = Brutto National Product 

SLORC = The State Law and Order Restoration Council 

SPDC = State Peace Development Council  



  
 

ii 

Contents 
 
1 Introduction________________________________________________________________1 

1.1 Background ____________________________________________________________ 2 
1.2 Purpose________________________________________________________________5 

 
2 Method and material_________________________________________________________6 

2.1 Research design_________________________________________________________6 
2.2 Material_______________________________________________________________9 
2.3 Delimitations___________________________________________________________9 

 
3 Theory____________________________________________________________________10 

3.1 Previous research_______________________________________________________10 
3.1.1 Linz & Stepan______________________________________________________10 
3.1.2 Diamond__________________________________________________________11 

3.2 Definitions____________________________________________________________14 
3.2.1 Soft power________________________________________________________14 
3.2.2 Realism___________________________________________________________16 

3.3 Hypothesis____________________________________________________________19 
 
4 Analysis___________________________________________________________________19 

4.1 Case 1________________________________________________________________19 
4.1.1 Analysis___________________________________________________________20 

4.2 Case 2________________________________________________________________22 
4.2.1 Analysis___________________________________________________________23 

4.3 Case 3________________________________________________________________24 
4.3.1 Analysis___________________________________________________________25 

4.4 Summary______________________________________________________________28 
 
5 Conclusions________________________________________________________________29 
 
 

References I 

 



  
 

1 
 

1 Introduction 
 

Located in South-East Asia, Myanmar – or Burma – is a neighboring country to 

Bangladesh, India, China, and Thailand. The population is about 51 million, and there 

are as many as about 135 ethnic groups speaking over 100 languages and dialects in 

Myanmar. The country is ranked 150th out of a total of 187 countries in the Human 

Development Index (UNDP, 2012; Lintner 2014: 7; UI 2007: 3).  

 

During the past few years the media has reported about Myanmar’s process towards 

democracy; opening up to the world, introducing reforms, allowing opposing parties to 

work freely, releasing Aung San Suu Kyi from the house arrest, and more. Myanmar 

has had a long and complicated way towards democracy (Lintner 2014: 259-262).  

Jesper Bengtsson expresses the whole international community’s difficulties to help 

stabilize Myanmar the following way: “In case Aung San Suu Kyi is the symbol of 

democracy and human rights, then her native country can as well be the symbol of the 

difficulties of the international community trying to support democratisation processes 

in authoritarian countries” (UI 2011: 28). He means that the community has failed in 

trying to have an influence in the transition process by e.g. putting sanctions for 

Myanmar, but without any good results (UI 2011: 27-28). 

 

However, there has been progress in the democratic transition in Myanmar. One of the 

latest big news was in 2011, when several reforms were executed and the relations with 

USA and the Western countries became better (Lintner 2014: 284). Myanmar is still not 

a fully consolidated country and it will probably take time until it gets there. 

This study will investigate how we can explain the democratisation process in Myanmar 

so far, and more specifically, which actors and/or institutions have played a role and 

how they have influenced the process. The study utilizes two theories in order to 

analyse the events. 

 

Those who have read something about Myanmar, have probably come across “Burma”. 

That is to say, even the country’s name is problematic and the discussion around it is 

very much political. Some said “Burma” was the name the British colony gave, and in 

most minority languages the country’s name was Burma. In 1989 the junta changed the 

name from Burma to Myanmar. Many other official names were changed too, including 
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the name of the former capital that was changed from Rangoon to Yangon. Later in 

2005 the capital was moved to another city from Yangon to Naypyidaw (Lintner 2014: 

7, 283, 289-290). The ceremonial name has always been “nation Myanmar” but in 

everyday language it has been “country Burma”. The official language is Burmese, so 

technically it should now be called Myanmar, too. But with over 130 ethnic groups in 

Myanmar, it might be a challenge to explain why the Burmese language should now be 

called Myanmar as well (Lintner 2014: 7). 

Some Western institutions and newspapers still use the name Burma, but in this study 

the country will be actively referred to as Myanmar, as it is the name Myanmar has 

claimed as its official name. However, when discussing historical events when the 

country’s name was officially still Burma, the old name Burma will be used. 

 

1.1 Background  

 
In this part the general history of Myanmar will be presented shortly to get an overview 

how the country was formed, and to understand the main critical happenings during the 

past decades. 

 

Myanmar (Burma) has existed for centuries, and was declared a state already in 1057. 

Pagan (as the state then was called) was a part of the First Burmese Empire. In Pagan 

Buddhism was introduced, the cultivation of rice was blooming thanks to an extended 

watering system, and a written language was developed (Carlson 2000: 24; Lintner 

2014: 27). Mongolian conquerors destroyed large parts of these developments in 1287 

when they attacked Pagan, and shortly after the First Empire crumbled. During the 

following several hundred years, Burma was divided by warrior kings and different 

ethnic groups. A Second Empire existed between 1531-1752, and a Third Empire 

between 1752-1885 (Carlson 2000: 24; Lintner 2014: 36-46). 

Around 1820 Burma expanded towards north and conquered new plots of land. It finally 

became to border on the British Bengal, making British decision makers worried as they 

had a stronghold in Calcutta (Eastern India). The Burmese expansion coincided with the 

Brittish colonalization, and naturally Burma’s expansion was interpreted as a threat that 

had to be stopped militarily. Burma was defeated in three wars, meaning that the whole 

Burma was part of the British dominion from 1885 until their independency in 1948, 
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and that most of that period of time the country was also part of British India (Carlson 

2000: 24-25; Lintner 2014: 57-58).  

 

Though Burma was under a foreign power, Great Britain’s influence favoured Burma’s 

development in the long run: self-sufficient agriculture was transformed into the 

expansion of export products. The coinage economy faced a positive change when the 

traditional, self-made products were replaced by imported goods. Infrastructure was 

built and small industries grew up. Rice and oil were the two products that played a big 

role for the new colonial economic order (Lintner 2014: 77-79).  

 

During the Second World War the Japanese troops occupied Burma, and succeeded in 

showing that the British colonial power wasn’t invincible. Japan tried to establish a new 

regime in Burma, but failed. The gap between the Burmese and non-Burmese groups 

became so serious that it still hasn’t fully recovered until this day. The Burmese 

supported Japan, while the Karens and the Kachin people organized guerrilla troops that 

were loyal to Great Britain and fought against the Japanese occupation. Eventually, the 

British army defeated Japan, and the British colony could return to Burma (Lintner 

2014: 140, Carlson 2000: 48).  

 

Not long after the end of the Second World War, Burma became an independent 

country in January 1948. The independence was preceded by an incompetent British 

domination, and the continuous and growing tensions between several ethnic groups. 

Among other politicians Aung San, the father of Aung San Suu Kyi, was murdered 

earlier and the minorities started to arm themselves for different reasons. Moreover, 

there were some nationalist Chinese people that were fleeing away from the Chinese 

Red Army, and stayed in Northern Burma. They stayed there for decades with the help 

of American guns and the income from opium trade. Even though Burma’s army got the 

major part of the country under control, the armed Chinese groups and the ethnic 

liberation movements continued to exist for a long time in the highlands of Burma 

(Carlson 2000: 48). 

 

The post-war Burma suffered from political chaos between 1948 and 1962. After Aung 

San’s death, U Nu became the leader of the liberation movement and was later 

nominated as the Prime Minister. His goal was to create a socialistic welfare state. 
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Reforms were made, but the country wasn’t able to achieve the great economy and 

production of rice of the 1930s. At the same time the surrounding world was hesitant to 

invest in the country because of the nationalisations. The leading party had severe intern 

problems and many conflicts arose, and in the end in 1962 the military junta took over 

by coup d’état and declared Burma to become socialistic. The year before the 

independence of Burma, Aung San, together with the ruling regimes after Britain left 

Burma, declared a federal union based on the “unity within diversity”. A union like that 

would have guaranteed a certain autonomy for the ethnic minorities. However, since the 

military came in power in 1962, they have been in favour of a centrally controlled state 

without any regional autonomy. The “change of name” in 1989 was in the same line 

with the aspiration of creating a nation-state, not a union including ethnic minorities 

(Carlson 2000: 48-50; Lintner 2014: 8-9). 

 

U Nu had already nationalised the property and companies, but after the coup the 

situation became worse and especially the Indian minority was affected badly. Ne Win, 

who had replaced U Nu, tried to implement the same kind of collective agriculture of 

the communistic model, as in China and Soviet Union. It didn’t work out; the land was 

formally owned by the state, but the smallholder farmers thought it as a private 

property. 

Burma gradually became more and more isolated from the surrounding world. The 

regime dropped out of the international cooperation projects and got rid of the economic 

ties with the other countries. This contributed to the fact that the economy was stagnated 

while the dissatisfaction and unhappiness of the people grew. The people also got 

information that grass was greener on the other side: that the other countries’ economic 

development was faster and that they respected the human rights more elsewhere 

(Carlson 2000: 50; Lintner 2014: 216). 

 

In 1988 the discontent came out in form of a strike, followed by a large demonstration 

all over the country. The incident is nowadays called the Great Revolt, where many 

students and academic people took part in. The demonstration was mostly about 

shouting catchphrases and marching around, but the military opened fire towards the 

crowds. About 3000 people were killed, and about 100 000 dissident people left the 

country. Afterwards some opposition leaders were finally associated with the revolt, and 
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one of those leaders was Aung San Suu Kyi, the daughter of the national hero Aung San 

(Carlson 2000: 50, Lintner 2014: 222-227).  

 

Later in the analysis section this study is going to discuss more about the more recent 

events, and the theories’ possibilities in explaining the democratisation process in 

Myanmar. 

 

1.2 Purpose  

 
The purpose of this essay is to study Myanmar’s democratisation process with the help 

of key events and by trying out the theories on the key events. The study examines 

whether the theories can give us some insight on how and what kind of powers 

Myanmar has faced during the past 20-25 years. There will be three key events to which 

the theories will be applied. Since the key events need to be discussed in detail, it will 

also be a matter of figuring out which actors, mechanisms and/or institutions have been 

significant. Even if it weren’t possible to find a connection between the theories and key 

events, it would still be useful and interesting to know more about the individual key 

events and at least catch a glimpse on how significant they were considering the 

situation today. 

 

The main research question of this study is following: 

- How can we explain the democratisation process in Myanmar? 

 

Other research questions will be discussed more or less as well: 

- What actors have mattered the most during the democratisation process? 

- How can the theories help us to understand the big picture? 

 

I chose to keep the research question list short and clear, and the first question will be 

the main research question that the essay will concentrate on the most. The key events 

picked for this research were chosen according to their relevance to this study. They are 

also all contemporary happenings which hopefully helps to give a good picture of the 

recent actions in the country. By putting less emphasis on any events that happened 

before 1988, the study doesn’t risk becoming too historical or overwhelmingly 

extensive.  
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2 Method and material 
 

2.1 Research design 

 
This study will be conducted as a theory testing case study. The studied cases have been 

subjectively chosen by the author and then analysed using two theories. Theory testing 

case study is one type of a qualitative method. The researcher has two or more theories 

that are tested with the help of a hypothesis and empirical material. Conclusions will 

show whether the theories are strengthened, diminished, or if a theory proves to be more 

succeful than another. The actual theories are in the centre in a theory testing case study. 

Different types of empirical analysis can be of describing or explaining nature. The 

explaining type can be divided further into two categories, whether the theory already 

exists in the beginning of the study or not. Those types of analysis where the theories 

already exist and are used from the beginning, can be classified into theory consuming 

and theory testing studies. Another type of analysis where the theory is not present from 

the beginning is theory developing study (Esaiasson et al. 2012: 40, 89). Already the 

formulation of our main research question shows that the study aims to explain 

something, and the theories are clearly present from the beginning. Therefore, it was 

natural to choose theory testing case study as the method. 

 

The method of the study is qualitative text analysis. The purpose is to describe and 

explain the phenomenon, in this case the democratisation process in Myanmar. It is 

about carefully reading the texts in part and in whole, and analysing the context, and in 

the end getting an overall picture about the subject (Esaiasson et al. 2012: 210). 

 

In order to be able to answer the research questions the study needs to concentrate on 

what has happened in the past. In this study the key events, or some of them, will be 

addressed as critical junctures as Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson put it. 

Critical juncture means “a major event of confluence of factors disrupting the existing 

economic or political balance in society” (Acemoglu & Robinson 2013: 101). It can be 

an experience that causes a sharp turn in the development of a nation, or it can enable 

more inclusive institutions to emerge. A good example of this is the Black Death that 

swept through Europe during the medieval time. After a few hundreds years it became 

more and more clear how the small differences later on had a huge impact in the 
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economic and political life of the society. The small differences caused by the critical 

juncture can become “very consequential for the lives of their populations and for the 

future path of of institutional development” (Acemoglu & Robinson 2013: 96-101). 

Another example of this could be 1962, when the military became the ruling elite in 

Myanmar. Lots of actions of the military have had an impact on the later scenarios. 

 

Bo Rothstein arguments for formative moments, which proceed from the general fact 

that the political system is usually so firmly structured that the actorbased changes are 

very small. The institutional political order (e.g. resources) is a given and that’s why the 

negotiation space of the political actors is limited. The possibilities to change the basic 

structure are in most cases almost nonexistent. Rothstein arguments that during times of 

intensive economic or social disagreement or crisis, there is a possibility for actors 

themselves to set again the new political conditions. In these situations the most central 

political actors can “write new rules for the game”, i.e. they are able to reform the future 

political institutions, even so that they themselves might benefit from the reform. These 

exceptional moments when the rules can be rewritten, Rothstein calls formative 

moments (Rothstein 1992: 17-18). As Acemoglu & Robinson argument for critical 

junctures and small differences, Rothstein also believes that certain moments also can 

change a nation’s institutional life dramatically.  

 

This study wants to highlight these aspects by Rothstein and Acemoglu & Robinson by 

giving space for the analysis of what has happened in the past. Hopefully the theories 

will give information how the key events are linked with each other, and how the 

situation has become to be what it is nowadays. In other words, the study hopes to find a 

way to explain how the democratisation process in Myanmar can be explained with the 

help of the theoretical framework. 

 

The case studies are the context in which the theories will be tested. I have chosen three 

historical occurrences from three past decades, and have aimed to concentrate on the 

recent happenings. Many can possibly name at least Aung San Suu Kyi since a lot has 

been written about her house arrests in the newspapers, so it felt natural that besides the 

contemporary events it would be fitting to start from the beginning of 1990, just a few 

years after the Great Revolt in 1988. At that time Aung San Suu Kyi became the 
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symbolic leader of the democratisation struggle. 1991 she got a Nobel peace prize, and 

the theories will try to prove if they can be tested in these events. 

The second key event is about the peaceful demonstration of Buddhist monks in 2007, 

which unfortunately ended up with fatality and military’s violent acts (Lintner 2014: 

283). This event was particularly interesting, as it was not started by the political 

opposition or rebels, but monks. The analysis will consider what kind of factors were 

involved and how the rest of the world reacted to them. The third key event is the series 

of occurrancies in 2008-2011. Shortly summarised, in 2010 the elections were held, 

after Aung San Suu Kyi had been released from the arrest. In 2011, reforms were made 

which raised positive reactions from the Western countries (Lintner 2014: 259). This 

key event was chosen due to the obvious connection to Myanmar’s much-debated 

politics: the free and fair elections. It was also interesting to investigate what kind of 

impact it had on the transition.  

 

One could argue against this study that the democratic transition of Myanmar has been 

inevitable because there has always seemed to exist a group of people who have tried to 

destabilise and criticise the military junta and other elite, for example the exile regime 

working together with some rebel groups (Lintner 2014: 245). But if that was the case, 

the role of different actors and institutions would probably play no role in the process if 

it was depending only on the freedom fighters. Institutions have an important part when 

it comes to the general development and even democratic transition of a country. It’s 

vital to have pluralistic political institutions, which then enable the development of 

economic institutions. The political institutions also govern incentives in politics. 

“Political institutions determine who has power in society and to what ends that power 

can be used” (Acemoglu & Robinson 2013: 79, 104). What if it is the freedom fighters 

and opposition that ultimately make the democratisation happen? To discuss the subject, 

I believe that the chosen theories about realism and soft power, or previous 

democratisation theories don’t believe in only the impact of the demonstrants and 

opposition. This study will rely on the importance of the critical junctures and 

investigate the power of the theories, and it’s probable that the democratic transition has 

been impacted from the outside of Myanmar. But how big that impact is, that remains to 

be seen. 
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2.2 Material 

 
This study follows qualitative method, and so various types of empirical material have 

been used. Majority of the sources are books and magazines. The aim as a qualitative 

study is to have different kinds of texts as sources, analyse them as a whole, and 

formulate and find the precise answers. Most of the literature sources are originally 

published in Swedish but the relevant parts have been translated for this study. 

Quantitative data is not used and has not been produced by the author because the 

nature of the study relies on qualitative method, and therefore it’s not necessary to 

include quantitative data. It is more beneficial to use qualitative method because of the 

aim and research questions of this study. 

 

The study proceeds with the two theories which are tested with the key events from 

Myamar’s contemporary history. Those theories are Joseph S. Nye’s Soft Power and 

realism, which is one of the theories within studies of international relations. The key 

events are situations that have happened at different times during the past thirty years. 

In this study, first the key events are explained (i.e. what happened, when, which actors 

were involved) and then soft power and realism will be tested within the key events. 

As previous research two democratisation theories are presented, from Larry Diamond 

and Juan J. Linz & Alfred Stepan. These theories altogether will set a discussion for the 

analysis of the key events. Several history books are also used in this study, both in 

explaining the details of the key events and in relating to the general history of 

Burma/Myanmar. 

 

2.3 Delimitations 

 
Some delimitations needed to be done before conducting the case study. First of all, due 

to the time limit it was not possible to go through several more occurences from the past 

twenty or thirty years, and that’s why I felt comfortable with three different events from 

different years. I tried to choose different kinds of events so that it would make the 

analysis more lively, and I would avoid having similar examples over and over again. 

My view regarding the choice of those three events is of course subjective, but I hoped 

to find a pattern and to see if the theories were suitable for analysing these types of 

events. 
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In order to understand why Myanmar has come to be the state it is today, it’s inevitable 

to write about its history. The contemporary history of Myanmar will be serving as a 

framework for the whole study and especially as the structure of the analysis section. 

From my point of view it was the most logical to start the research from 1989, when the 

ruling party allowed to organize free elections (which turned out to not be exactly free) 

and Aung San Suu Kyi became the symbol of pursue for democracy. The second event 

is from 2007. The third event from 2011 is about the reforms and the opening process of 

Myanmar. The key events were conveniently divided into three decades, and so the 

variety of the analysis could be maximised. 

 

 

3 Theory 
 
In this chapter previous research and the definitions of the tested theories will be 

discussed. To present the previous research I’ve chosen two democratisation theories: 

theories created by Larry Diamond and Juan J. Linz & Alfred Stepan. This essay isn’t 

about studying the democratisation process of Myanmar in detail, but how we can 

explain what has lead to the situation today. There is a tiny difference that I hope to 

explain with the help of two other theories, soft power and realism.  

 
Those two theories which will be tested in this study are mainly international theories. It 

was important to not to use traditional democratisation theories as I also wanted to 

observe more carefully the impact of the international community. I believe that the 

theories with some basis on international relations help to see the democratisation 

process from a more diverse point of view.  

 

3.1 Previous research 

 

3.1.1 Linz & Stepan 

 
Democratic transition often begins in a dictatorship, with the liberalisation as the way 

towards the democracy. Linz & Stepan base the whole process on stateness. It means 

that “democracy is a form of governance of a modern state”, and without the state, no 
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democracy is possible. The state shall have a territory, an internal and external legitime 

souvereignty, political institutions and national unity (Linz & Stepan 1996: 17,19). 

 

Linz & Stepan divide democratisation process in three parts: liberalisation, transition 

and consolidation. The definition of a consolidated democracy then follows three further 

dimensions that favour democratisation: behaviour, attitudes, and constitution. 

Democratisation begins with liberalisation, the opening process. It entails a mix of 

policy and social changes, such as releasing political prisoners, less censorship of the 

media, more freedom to organize activities, and the toleration of opposition (Linz & 

Stepan 1996: 3-6).  

The next phase is transition, and an important part of this phase are the elections. Free 

and fair elections can be organized even though some authoritarian patterns can still be 

observed (Diamond calls them for pseudodemocracies). Having electoral fairness is 

vital for demos and consolidation, but it also means that the person or persons in power 

have to make democratic decicions. Transition process does not always mark the 

definite transition to democracy. It is possible that the country goes back to its former 

nondemocratic state (Linz & Stepan 1996: 4-5, Diamond 2008: 23-24). 

 

The third and last phase is consolidation. The state must have practised at least two 

recurring elections (“two-election-test”) and at least two generations have showed 

democratic attitudes and values (“two-generation-test”). Democracy has in other words 

become “the only game in town”. Behaviourally, the consolidation is achieved when 

there is no significant threat that a political group would overthrow the democratic 

regime. Instead of violence, actors should be able to have an influence via free and fair 

elections. Attitudinally, the majority of the people believe in democratic values and 

don’t wish to act nondemocratically. Constitutionally, there must be specific laws that 

rule the democratic procedures and institutions (Linz & Stepan 1996: 5-6). 

 

3.1.2 Diamond 

 
Various factors can help the progress of democratisation. Larry Diamond divides the 

factors into two groups: internal and external factors. Internal factors include 

authoritarian division, free values, economic development and a changing civil society. 

External factors mean actions like diffusion and demonstration effects, peaceful 
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pressure, democracy assistance and aid, and democratisation by force (Diamond 2008: 

90-134). First the internal factors are explained, followed by the external factors. 

 

Democratic transitions are usually caused by fractures in authoritarian regimes. The 

mobilized and active civil society, called “soft-liners”, often plays a big role, causing 

these fractures and challenging the elite. It’s possible that civil society can break a 

dictatorship completely. “In every instance of democratic transition, the dictatorship 

loses its will, its cohesion, or its base before it loses its power” (Diamond 2008: 90-91). 

Authoritarian regimes don’t only collapse because of dissatisfaction of the people. If the 

resources can support the regime, it can govern for years or even for decades. In case 

the state performs poorly and there are not even taxes to collect, “it must find alternate 

sources or fail”. However, possession of oil or other natural resources can help to 

sustain the regime for a long period of time. “Otherwise, the dictatorship depends on 

foreign aid and is vulnerable when - - the donors finally pull the plug in response to the 

regime’s failure to implement economic oand governance reforms” (Diamond 2008: 

94). 

Economic development can work as a springboard for the democratic transition. An 

authoritarian regime can lift the state into higher economical status but at the same time 

get deeper into the democratic transition. The resources are spread between social 

classes which leads to that the power is also spread between the social classes. 

Therefore, it changes attitudes. This happens during a long period of time but in the end 

increases welfare. Some former authoritarian states, such as Brazil, Chile, South Korea 

and Spain, have managed to create economic development. Samuel P. Huntington 

identifies this period of development as “zone of transition” that later on leads to 

democratisation (Diamond 2008: 94-97). 

 

Free values are important within the democratic transition. Economic development 

transforms the economical and social structure that’s why, as stated above, the power is 

spread. This changes but also creates new attitudes and values towards democracy. As 

the economy grows so does the middle class. In bigger and more unified groups the 

information spreads faster and people have better access to a variety of information 

sources. With more available news sources, people become politically aware and more 

inclined to participate in politics. The civil society can at last challenge the elite in 

power. This means that “as a country gets richer, the balance of power shifts from the 
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state to the society”. Furthermore, the higher levels of education, higher income, mass 

media exposure and occupational status reflects the democratic attitudes, values and 

behaviour (Diamond 2008: 98-99). 

 

The last internal factor is the civil society. Economic development leads to increased 

mobilization of the civil society. Different formal and informal organizations present the 

interests and the people get committed to them. With the capacities and initiative among 

other good sides, the civil society has a real chance to break dependence and offer 

alternative activity. “- - It is this increase in independent organizational capacity and 

density that represents the real, indigenious origins of democracy” (Diamond 2008: 99, 

102-104). 

All in all, the internal factors form a circle: civil society is needed to break the authority, 

and economic development leads to increased welfare which means that resources are 

more widely spread. The development and the new democratic values increase the 

political self-confidence and creates new attitudes. All this increases the requirements 

for the ruling elite.  

 

I continue explaining the external factors. In a number of instances, international 

interventions have made the countries’ democratic transition possible faster and more 

peacefully. By the late 1980s and ‘90s the external factors had a notable impact in the 

democratic change, which “manifested itself not only in the reach of democracy but in 

the accelerating interactions among democratic politicians and civic movements from 

disparate parts of the globe, and the gradual forging of ties of regional and international 

solidarity” (Diamond 2008: 106-107). Diffusion and demonstration effects are 

international effects. Demonstrations and popular movements can spread within regions 

or culturally similar countries. This effect is called the snowball effect. A good example 

of that is the democratic transition in Spain and Portugal which later spread to South 

America, and resulted in those countries turning democratic as well. The success of 

democratic countries, the failure of authoritarian regimes and the consequent exhaustion 

of authoritarian ideologies helped to spread the democratic attitudes and values 

(Diamond 2008: 107-111). 

 

Since the 1970s, the established democraties have tried to create democratic values and 

support democraties by using peaceful forms of pressure, i.e. diplomacy, foreign aid and 
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sanctions. Diamond demonstrates that linkage and leverage are potentially important 

features in peaceful democratic change. Linkages can include economic ties (e.g. trade, 

investment), security ties and social ties (e.g. tourism, overseas education, international 

NGO networks, and Western media penetration) (Diamond 2008: 111-112). 

“International linkages can make critical social and political constituencies within 

authoritarian countries either more committed to democracy or more sensitive to 

Western pressures” (Diamond 2008: 112).  In some cases it’s possible to isolate a nation 

for the purpose of a sanction and to encourage democratisation. This can also be 

reversed: “support from an external authoritarian power can insulate a dictatorship that 

might otherwise be susceptible to Western leverage, as with China’s role in sustaining 

dictatorships in Burma” (Diamond 2008: 113). 

 

The last external factor is called democratisation by force. It means that other actor uses 

or threats of force to “impose or restore democracy”. However, this can be difficult, if 

not even impossible, because the democratic transition with all the democratic values 

and attitudes must emerge within a country, without some other actor interfering the 

process. One example of this is the American invasion in Iraq and Afganistan (Diamond 

2008: 133). 

 

3.2 Definitions 

 

Now I’m going to present the theories I chose to test in this study. The first one is called 

soft power by Joseph S. Nye, and the second one is realism, from the field of 

international relations.  

 

3.2.1 Soft Power  

 
Joseph S. Nye defines the word power like this: “Power is the ability to influence the 

behavior of others to get the outcomes one wants” (Nye 2004: 2). There are several 

ways to affect the behavior of others: by coercion, payment, or attraction. However, 

having the power doesn’t automatically mean that you get the wanted outcome. For 

example, USA lost the war against Vietnam even though it had more power rescources. 

Or, when USA failed to prevent September 11 even though it was considered to be the 

world’s super power. 
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In some cases it might seem that the power is unipolar though the distribution of power 

is multipolar. For example, USA sometimes might seem the only superpower in a 

unipolar world, but in reality couldn’t “obtain the outcomes it wants on trade, antitrust, 

or financial regulation issues without the agreement of the European Union, Japan, 

China, and others” (Nye 2004: 2-4; Foreign Policy, 2013). The general “power is 

widely distributed and chaotically organized among state and nonstate actors”, and in 

order to obtain favorable outcome the situation requires the use of soft power assets 

(Nye 2004: 4-5).  

 

Nye continues that everyone is familiar with hard power: military and economic 

powers, threats and payoffs. The soft power, on the other hand, co-opts people rather 

than coerces them. “Soft power rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others” 

(Nye 2004: 5). Nye compares the vital attraction of soft power to the seduction in a 

relationship. The power doesn’t necessarily “reside with the larger partner, but in the 

mysterious chemistry of attraction” (Nye 2004: 5). Smart leading is not just giving 

commands, but also “involves leading by example and attracting others to do what you 

want. - - You also need to get others to buy in to your values” (Nye 2004: 5).  

 

In summary, Nye illustrates power in following way (Nye 2004: 8): 

 Hard Soft 

Spectrum of behaviours Command, coercion, 

inducement 

Agenda setting, attraction, 

co-opt 

Most likely resources Force, payment, sanctions, 

bribes 

Institutions, values, culture, 

policies 

 

The soft power of a country has primarily three sources of soft power: its culture, its 

political values, and its foreign policies. However, “government policies can reinforce 

or squander a country’s soft power”. Domestic or foreign policies that appear indifferent 

to other opinions, “or based on a narrow approach to national interests can undermine 

soft power” (Nye 2004: 8, 11, 14). Moreover, soft power depends largely on the willing 

interpreters. Attraction often creates a diffusion effect, which in reality is gentle 

influence rather than observable actions (Nye 2004: 16). 
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Nye presents another table with three types of power (Nye 2004: 31): 

 Behaviours Primary 

currencies 

Government policies 

Military power Coercion, deterrence, 

protection 

Threats, force Coercive diplomacy, 

war, alliance 

Economic power Inducement, coercion Payments, 

sanctions 

Aid, bribes, sanctions 

Soft power Attraction, agenda 

setting 

Values, culture, 

policies, 

institutions 

Public diplomacy, 

bilateral and 

multilateral 

diplomacy 

 

In the table above we can learn that it is possible to divide the power in more specific 

parts than just soft and hard power, and their behavior and resources. Each type has 

layers of different kind of power and affection. For example, the coercion is not 

necessarily the same kind of coercion within economic power, as it is within military 

power. Using military power, governments achieve desired outcome within a reasonable 

time, with a combination of skill and luck. Economic power is also a straightforward 

matter. The actions of economic power might be quick to execute, but for example 

“sanctions often take a long time, if ever, to produce desired outcomes”. Soft power 

might result challenging to wield as well, because soft-power resources are slower and 

more diffuse, and “many of its crucial resources are outside the control of governments, 

and their effects depend heavily on acceptance by the receiving audience” (Nye 2004: 

99-100).  

 

All in all, “the development of soft power need not to be a zero-sum game”, all 

countries can actually gain from finding each other attractive. The key is to work on the 

policies, and unleash the full potential of the civil society (Foreign Policy, 2013). 

 

3.2.2 Realism 

 
Realism is one of the two major theories of international relations, along with 

liberalism. It is also a very dominant theory in this field because “it provides the most 
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powerful explanation for the state of war that is the regular condition of life in the 

international system” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 85; Sparknotes 2016). Realism, also 

known as political realism, is often contrasted with liberalism and idealism. Those 

theories emphasise cooperation while realism emphasises more the competitive and 

conflictual side. In 1930s and ‘40s theorists like Morgenthau and Carr had come to the 

conclusion that “emphasised the ubiquity of power and the competitive nature of 

politics among the nations”. Realism can be described as a manual for maximising the 

interest of the state in a hostile environment (Korab-Karpowicz, 2013; Dunne & 

Schmidt 2011: 86).  

 

Some realists advice the leaders to group under the doctrine raison d’état, reason of 

state, so that they would know better “how to conduct their foreign affairs so as to 

ensure the security of the state” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 86). The key actor in 

international politics is the state, which must pursue power and so the governing elite 

need to estimate what actions the state should take in order to perpetuate the life of the 

state. In anarchical international system in turn the military power will always be a 

central concept. No state can trust that the other states will help in case of a war, so no 

state can, or should not have own military resources (Hall 2012: 39). However, the 

realists agree that the survival of the state can never be guaranteed. Realism puts the 

states and the leaders in a rather harsh light: universal moral doesn’t exist and that’s 

why the leaders shouldn’t sacrifice their own self-interests in order to adhere some 

notion of ethical conduct, and that “the need of survival requires state leaders to 

distance themselves from traditional morality” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 86). E.H. Carr 

in turn argues against the idealist concept of the harmony of interests. The harmony of 

interests is based on the claim that cooperation is possible because human beings can 

rationally recognize that they have common interests. Carr presents the reality of 

conflict of interests: the world is torn apart by the particular interests of different 

individuals, and therefore in such a conflictual environment the order must be based on 

power, not on morality. Hans Morgenthau proposes that international politics “is a 

struggle for power because of the basic human lust for power” (Korab-Karpowicz, 

2013). Human nature and some social phenomena are unobservable and they cannot be 

empirically observed. “There are deep structures that cannot be observed and what can 

be observed may offer a false picture of those phenomena/structures and their effects 

(Furlong & Marsh 2010: 204; Korab-Karpowicz, 2013). 
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The proponents of raison d’état speak of dual moral standard, which means that there’s 

one moral standard among the people and another moral standard for the state in its 

external relations with other states. They argue though that the state itself represents a 

moral force, “for it is the existence of the state that creates the possibility for an ethical 

political community to exist domestically” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87).  

 

There are three common elements that you can identify with realism: statism, survival, 

and self-help. These three s’s are included in all the variations of realism, such as in 

classical and structural realism. For realism, the sovereign state is the main actor in 

international politics. Statism means “the idea of the state as the legitimate 

representative of the collective will of people”. The legitimacy enables the state to 

exercise authority within its domestic borders. Realists think that the structure of 

international politics adapts from the anarchic model. Each independent sovereign state 

considers itself to be the highest authority and doesn’t recognize a higher power. 

Domestic politics are often described as “hierarchical structure in which different 

political actors stand in various relations of super- and subordination” (Dunne & 

Schmidt 2011: 87). 

The second common element is survival. Because in international politics the sovereign 

states don’t recognize a higher power that would control the security of the states, this 

means that the state’s first priority is to ensure the survival of the state. In short, the 

states pursue power, but also the core national interest is survival (Dunne & Schmidt 

2011: 87). 

The third element is self-help, which is “the principle of action in an anarchical system 

where there is no global government”. As discussed above, the states should be 

concerned of their survival, but also they should not depend on other states to ensure 

their own security. “If a state feels threatened, it should seek to augment its own power 

capabilities by engaging, for example, in a military arms build-up” (Dunne & Schmidt 

2011: 87). Other concept to preserve the liberty is the balance of power. It means that a 

number of weaker states would join forces if threatened by a hegemonic state or 

coalition of stronger states. The mechanism tries to balance the power so that no state or 

coalition is in a position to dominate all the others (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87-88). 
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3.3 Hypothesis 

 

To keep the analysis model understandable, I’ve made a table for the hypothesis. In the 

vertical column to the left you can see the three years which in this case represent the  

key events and around which year they occurred in.  

 

Year Soft power Realism 

1990 Coercion, threat, force Self-help 

2007 Force, coercion Survival 

2011 Policies, attraction General realism 

 

This hypothesis predicts that since the years after the Great Revolt were very 

tumultuous, some of the spectrum of military power behaviour and primary currencies 

can be applied in the first key event. If we assume that the state of Myanmar felt 

threatened and that was the main reason for silencing the opposition, realism’s self-help 

would be a suitable proposition. The hypothesis supposes that mostly force and coercion 

played a role in the violent outrage in 2007, and that the struggle of the survival of the 

state could explain these acts. As for the last key event, it suggests that some central 

concepts of soft power and general concepts of realism can be applied. 

 

 

4 Analysis 
 
In this chapter the key events will be explained and each will be analysed individually. 

After every key event the theories will be tested and analysed in the context of the 

specific case.  

 

4.1 Case 1 

 
After the Great Revolt in 1988, the protests continued. The leader of SLORC (The State 

Law and Order Restoration Council), general Saw Maung was now in charge of power 
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and promised to organize democratic election in May 1989, and introduce other 

reforms. To everyone’s surprise, Burma abandoned socialism and one-party system and 

was set on becoming a democratic state with free market economy. This was what the 

demonstrators had been wishing for, but it would happen with military’s conditions and 

there was no doubt that the military would continue to have an influence on domestic 

politics. However, the promise of free election gave the democratic movement an 

opportunity to grow, especially round Aung San Suu Kyi and her new party NLD. The 

party became very popular and people liked Aung San Suu Kyi because she was the 

daughter of the late nationalist leader Aung San. Gradually the junta became more 

worried about the situation, and instead of free election they arrested many political 

activists. Suu Kyi was placed to house arrest (Carlson 2000: 51; Ekenstén-Möller 2012: 

83; Lintner 2014: 237-238, 241).  

 

The regime was convinced that the opposition was now taken care of, and eventually 

the election was held in 1990. Suu Kyi’s party won the majority of parliament seats, but 

the junta held onto the governmental power and changed their leader once again. 

Because of the political turbulence the junta was forced to make some economical 

reforms because the growth of the national BNP had been extremely slow. The 

domestic politics in Myanmar weren’t much observed by the rest of the world before 

Aung San Suu Kyi won the Nobel peace prize in 1991. Suu Kyi’s peaceful struggle 

against the military junta drew attention in other countries. From then on, the 

democratic movement in Myanmar was observed carefully (Carlson 2000: 51; 

Ekenstén-Möller 2012: 84; Lintner 2014: 241-242).  

 

4.1.1 Analysis 

 
It seems obvious that the characteristics of hard power can be applied to the bloody 

demonstrations at the end of 1980s: the military junta used violence to achieve their 

goals. Hard power’s spectrum of behaviors are the following: command, coercion, and 

inducement. The most likely resource of this behaviour in this scenario is force. In 

Myanmar, coercion can be applied to arresting opposition activists, and above all, to 

placing Aung San Suu Kyi for house arrest. 

She has spent a total of several years in house arrest, the first time being between 1990 

and 1995. That has been the junta’s solution for keeping her critical voice out of the 

way, and assuring the continuity of the military’s influence in the politics. In 1999, Suu 
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Kyi’s English husband Michael Aris was diagnosed cancer and was treated in a hospital 

in England. His condition exacerbated fast, and he asked for a permission to travel to 

Burma but the request was refused. Instead, the junta in Myanmar tried to convince Suu 

Kyi to travel to England, but in that case she wouldn’t have been able to  enter 

Myanmar ever again. She chose to stay, and a year after that she was put to house arrest 

for the second time, until 2002 (Nye 2004: 8; Lintner 2014: 243-248). 

Along with the coercion and arresting the activists, the situation could be explained by 

indument. Was the idea of promising democratic elections just a way to get to arrest the 

political activists and root out the most brave and active ones so that the democratic 

movement would have hard time to survive?  

 

Of Nye’s three types of power the most present one in this case is military power. The 

characteristic behaviours, as discussed above, are coercion, deterrence, and protection. 

Primary currencies are threats and force (Nye 2004: 31). Protection links to realism and 

the survival of the state. The core national interest is survival. If the two elements of 

realism, survival and self-help, were analysed from a domestic point of view, it would 

mean that we could explain the first key event with following hypothetical facts: the 

authoritarian regime in Myanmar wants to stay in power – in other words they want to 

maximize the survival of the governmental condition by using hard (military) power. 

The military regime feels threatened by the growing democratic movement and the 

many democracy activists, and so the violent interventions increase in order to gain 

back the control of the state and the people. Other way to preserve the liberty, or in this 

example the hegemony of the military rule, is to balance the power. For example, 

Myanmar and North Korea became friendly with each other, as both countries were 

treated as the outcasts by rest of the world. Later, both countries also faced international 

trade sanctions. In the beginning the cooperation was more of military cooperation. 

Given the theory of balance of power, these “weaker” states would join forces against a 

coalition of other states, i.e. the Western world (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87; Lintner 

2014: 256-257).  

 

Alternatively, the conflict of interests can explain another view of the domestic politics 

of Myanmar. About 30% of the population of the country belong to different minorities 

which have aspired some form of autonomy since the independence in 1948. Therefore, 

one can note that Myanmar “is torn apart by the particular interests of different 



  
 

22 

individuals”. According to Carr, in such a conflictual environment the order must be 

based on power, not on morality. This means that the military rule would be acceptable 

because of the chaos of different aims and interests (Korab-Karpowicz, 2013, UI 2011: 

15, 23).  

Nobel prize that was given to Aung San Suu Kyi 1991 was a huge boost for national 

pride in Myanmar. Suu Kyi’s peaceful actions against the military regime got 

admiration and attention from the surrounding world. But from then on the other 

countries were much more interested in the democratic development in Myanmar. It 

might seem controversial to give a Nobel peace prize to someone who practically is 

against the home country’s regime, but on the other hand the Nobel peace prize 

traditionally represents democratic values and human rights, so it made sense that Aung 

San Suu Kyi would have it and would be encouraged to continue her political work. 

This can be considered as peaceful external pressure, and therefore we can note that soft 

power values are present in form of (democratic) values and the outsider culture that 

supports that. The Nobel peace prize exposed the poor democratic situation of 

Myanmar, and the junta started to care more about how the Western world saw the 

country. After concentrating more power for themselves in the beginning of 1990s, the 

junta tried to improve their image by changing the name from SLORC to State Peace 

and Development Council (SPDC) (Lintner 2014: 243-244 ; Carlson 2000: 51-52; 

Ekenstén-Möller 2012: 85; Nye 2004: 8, 31). 

 

In the analysis of the first case, there has been a variety of theories and other points of 

view that could be tested successfully. Hard power has clear examples about force and 

coercion, and realism is suitable when it comes to both survival and self-help, not only 

the latter. 

 

4.2 Case 2 

 
During 2007 the prices of everyday commodities rose so much that only a few could 

afford them. The housewives in the capital city came together to demonstrate because of 

the high prices, but the dissatisfaction was soon directed towards the military 

government. On top of that, students and other youth joined them. Min Ko Naing, who 

had been a student leader of the demonstrations during the Great Revolt, was now 

leading this demonstration and together with other leaders tried to urge reconciliation. 
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They asked for dialogue between the military junta and the opposition that Aung San 

Suu Kyi symbolised. She sat in house arrest, but people looked up to her and expected 

her to be their spokesperson (Lintner 2014: 253; UI 2007: 2). 

Min Ko Naing was arrested, but the demonstrations weren’t over yet. Thousands of 

Buddhist monks joined the demonstrations as they many times did in the past, for 

example in the Great Revolt. The revolt of the monks was the biggest demonstration 

since 1988, and got later the name “the Saffron Revolution”. The revolt itself was 

peaceful: the monks chanted Buddhist writings that advocated non-violence and 

reconciliation. The majority of people didn’t believe beforehand that the junta would 

send the military against the monks who were the moral pillars of the society, but that 

was precisely what it did. They knocked down the demonstrants with brutal violence, 

and arrested several thousands of monks and others who had participated in the protest. 

No one knows for sure how many people died, but it is estimated that there were dozens 

or even hundreds of victims (Lintner 2014: 253; UI 2007: 2, UI 2011: 18). 

 

4.2.1 Analysis 

 
Buddhism has an important historic role in Myanmar, and even the rulers of the country 

must be approved by sangha (Buddhist monastic order) to be perceived as legitimate. 

“Legitimacy is not ultimately about what the regime does or about the human rights as 

in Western countries. - - Instead it’s something that comes from the power and karma of 

the monks. The monks actually are the source of the power” (UI 2007: 14). That’s also 

why it was so astonishing that the junta dared to use violence on the monks. No one 

could not notice what was going on in Myanmar. The information technology was on 

another level than it used to be in 1988: now there were mobile phones and the internet, 

which of course helped to spread the information. This provoked a snowball effect. The 

junta tried to shut down the internet traffic, without any effective results. It lead to the 

point that they had to get used to the new technology, and in the future be more careful 

with the brutal actions against the protests. 

 

The international society – USA, EU and Japan – expressed their disgust on the violent 

actions of the junta. They demanded that the political prisoners, including Aung San 

Suu Kyi, must be set free, and that an open and including dialogue would be introduced 

with the opposition. 
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Once again the junta had crossed the hope of more democracy. But without the Saffron 

Revolution and other demonstrations in 2007 the junta could have been totally content 

with the status quo. The dissatisfaction of the people was so great that the junta was 

forced to do something about it. The result of that was one more “charade”, beginning 

in 2008 and culminating in 2010 (Lintner 2014: 254; UI 2011: 19-20; UI 2007: 19-20). 

 

Similarly to the first key event, the events in 2007 are a proof of hard power, force and 

military power. The monks represent an institution that has “soft”, peaceful values. 

“Whereas leaders in authoritarian countries can use coercion and issue commands, 

politicians in democracies have to rely more on a combination of inducement and 

attraction” (Nye 2004: 6, 8, 31). In other words, this means that Myanmar is not a 

democracy yet, because the most essential characteristics of soft power are still not 

fulfilled. The reaction of the junta can be explained by the survival of the state. To 

ensure the continuity of the military government and the state, the junta used hard 

power on the demonstrators (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87). This all means that the 

hypothesis has become mostly true.  

 

Realism’s lack of universal moral could be one way of explaining the brutality against 

the monks: the leaders (the junta) put their own self-interest above the ethical conduct 

because “the need of survival requires state leaders to distance themselves from 

traditional morality” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 86). This situation shows the dilemma of 

dual moral standards. The people and the monks have certain kind of moral standards, 

while the junta has a differing one. Dunne & Schmidt continue that the proponents of 

reason of state point out that the state itself presents a moral force because the existence 

of the state “creates the possibility for an ethical political community to exist 

domestically” (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87). The question is, does it then mean that no 

matter how authoritarian the state once is, it creates the possibility for an ethical 

political community to exist later on? Could this ethical political community be a 

democratic political community with soft power values? 

 

4.3 Case 3 

 
The junta accepted a new statute in 2008 by holding a referendum. It included that the 

junta would be abolished at the general election but the cyclone Nargis delayed the 
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plans, and so the election was finally held in 2010. The statute was something that some 

had expected: the new statute was to guarantee the military rule, under the guise of civil 

regime. The new parliament would consist of two chambers where the military would 

always be assigned 25 percents of the seats. Other parties would be allowed to run 

freely. But, a person who is or has been married to a foreigner wouldn’t have the right 

to become a president. Moreover, the president must be well conversant in the military 

strategy. Even though the statute had a basis on civil rule and civil rights, it was full of 

reservations for the benefit of the military government (Lintner 2014: 258; UI 2011: 20-

21). 

 

The election in 2010 was clearly not truthful and it was boycotted by NLD. The junta’s 

own party USDP had guaranteed a solid majority in the parliament. The situation was 

close to feel like a farse, because the most of the members and ministries had been 

soldiers or active in the military. Thein Sein, the new president, introduced several 

reforms in 2011. He was eager to urge peace, and for example conversations with the 

rebel groups began. NLD wanted to participate in the by-election in 2012 which was 

considered possible because the government would be party politically neutral. NLD 

got unbelievable support and Aung San Suu Kyi became a member of the parliament 

(Lintner 2014: 258-260; UI 2011: 22). 

 

The surrounding world was excited about this democratic development and was quick 

to reward the new government for the new reforms. EU, Japan and Australia took away 

the trade sanctions, and businessmen invested in natural resources such as oil, gas, and 

minerals. New times without the restrictions for trade or investments seemed to be 

ahead (Lintner 2014: 260-261). 

 

4.3.1 Analysis 

 
Myanmar’s military junta was officially abolished in 2011, but even then 83 percent of 

the parliament was dominated by pro-military parties. Aung San Suu Kyi was blocked 

from becoming a president. The military could easily take over the control referring to 

the safety of the country, and would be freed of prosecutions for the acts that have been 

done for the general safety. The “security laws” are a legacy from the British colonial 

times, since they were used for holding the opposition down and arresting opponents 

(Ekenstén-Möller 2012: 148; UI 2011: 20).  
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This time the presence of hard power isn’t observable, there was no force used or no 

coercion involved. Instead, characteristics of soft power are more present even though 

the ex-military government still had quite a lot of power in the parliament. As the 

dissatisfaction of the people grew, and how it resulted in more protests, the junta created 

some attraction by “abolishing” themselves. The tried to co-opt something that the 

people demanded but managed to find a way to stay partly in power. However, 

domestic policies that appear to be hypocritical, or that are based on a narrow approach 

to national interests can undermine soft power. This seems to be the case in Myanmar 

where the junta’s latest action turned out to be hypocritical and not genuinely 

democratic. It is also worthwhile to ask what is the national interest of Myanmar. Is it 

the ex-junta’s interest, or the opposition’s, or even the minorities’ interest? Myanmar 

must balance this right if it wishes to achieve true soft power and a consolidated 

democracy (Nye 2004: 8, 14, 31). 

 

The hypocritical interest in turning the country into democracy can be compared to dual 

moral standard: again the moral expectations don’t meet with each other because of the  

different understandings. But if the actions already lead so far that the reforms were 

carried out and the country opened up more and more, could it be that the conflict of 

interests isn’t that much of a conflict anymore? Maybe Thein Sein and the new 

parliament member Aung San Suu Kyi triggered relief in people and unified more the 

interests of the people?  

In the explanation of the third key event the three main elements of realism cannot 

really be put into practise. One could come up with other examples where survival and 

self-help could be used. For example, making the country more “Burmese” during the 

dictatorship could be explained with the survival theory: suppose that it was about the 

survival of the government, not exactly the state? Ne Win’s aim was to root out the 

mother tongues and traditions of the many minority groups for the benefit of the culture 

of Burmese majority population. This conflict continued throughout the dictatorship and 

its influence can still be seen today in the form of all the ongoing ethnic conflicts 

(Lintner 2013: 52-53). In 1947, Aung San originally persuaded the minority groups to 

join the Burmese union. They were promised respect for their ethnic background, their 

languages, and their right for autonomy near the borders of Burma. This turned out to be 

the exact opposite goal than the junta’s. Partially that is also one of the reasons why 

Aung San Suu Kyi is so popular nowadays. She has inherited the fame of her father and 



  
 

27 

she’s supported by all the communities in Myanmar (Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 87; UI 

2011: 10, 25). 

 

After the introduction of reforms in 2011, foreign investors came to the country to get 

their share of the natural resources of Myanmar. The oil and gas resources had given 

Myanmar an income that had kept the junta alive all this time after the Great Revolt in 

1988, despite of the sanctions that didn’t seem to work so well anyway. The possession 

of natural resources might also be another way of the survival of the state, but in this 

case it rather feels like a lucky coincidence (Lintner 2014: 260-261; Diamond 2008: 94). 

The relations with China and USA have always been important for Myanmar. 

Especially China has had very much influence in Myanmar’s politics, but lately 

Myanmar has tried to achieve a better political independence with less support from 

China. The relations with USA, and even India, have also gotten better during the recent 

years. Myanmar wanted to show China that it now was a neutral country between the 

two gigantic and powerful neighbouring countries (Lintner 2014: 256, 261-262).  

 

To answer Jesper Bengtsson’s question on why the rest of the world has been so 

ineffective in helping Myanmar to become more democratic, one can find out that 

realism’s statism would have a possible answer to this. As we know, the state “is the 

pre-eminent actor and all other actors in world politics are of lesser significance” 

(Dunne & Schmidt 2011: 96). The state sovereignty means the existence of an 

independent political community. Statism has been criticized for example on normative 

ground, that is “the inability of sovereign states to respond to collective global problems 

such as famine, environmental degradation, and human rights abuses”. The isolated 

Myanmar itself hasn’t itself made it much easier for the rest of the world to help, even 

whether statism is the answer to the problem or not (UI 2011: 28; Dunne & Schmidt 

2011: 96). 

 

The hypothesis struggled slightly with the third key event and realism. It didn’t seem 

that the theory’s three common elements could be tested in this case, and it turned out to 

be precisely that. Soft power, however, got the deserved attention at last. The outcome 

was slightly more variated than the hypothesis originally emphasised. The 

democratisation theories from Diamond and Linz & Stepan would have fit this analysis 

well, too, since the study is taking a close look at the democratisation process of 
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Myanmar. The previous research could probably have tested more successfully than 

realism, but the latter has offered many new viewpoints to the transition process.  

 

4.4 Summary 

 
The most obvious actor in the slow democratisation process has been the military junta. 

It has stayed strong for many decades and hasn’t shown much willingness to totally let 

go of the power. The study has also discussed the role of Aung San Suu Kyi, and after 

analysing the key events one can observe that she really has become the symbol of 

human rights and democracy. If the actors of the key events would be generalised, they 

would probably be the “junta” and “the rest”, that is the opposition and protestants. But 

the reactions from the surrounding world and neighbouring countries have also played 

an important role. 

 

The hypothesis has served well. When it comes to the hypothesis of soft power, the hard 

power can clearly be applied to these key events. On the other hand, it has been quite 

obvious that the outcome would be like that because of the violent character of the first 

two key events. Diamond addresses a particular form of soft power; he claims that the 

mobilized and active civil society, called “soft-liners”, often playes a big role, causing 

the fractures in authoritarian regimes and thus managing to challenge the elite (Diamond 

2008: 90-91). Nye on the other hand reminds that “soft power is a staple of daily 

democratic politics” (Nye 2004: 6). In a way the people of Myanmar have indeed 

caused that fracture by constantly demonstrating and demanding fairer rulers. In this 

way the real potential of soft power has manifested itself. 

 

Realism as a theory has appeared rather one-sidedly in this study, but it seems that the 

hypothesis has more or less worked fine. The analysis results heavily emphasise the 

survival of the state, but in the third key event it was challenging to test realism’s 

common elements. In general, it turned out that with the help of realism the actions of 

the junta actually seemed understandable and even acceptable, such as emphasising the 

national interest (making the country more “Burmese”) or securing the survival of the 

state. However, this can be very confusing since the study aimed to discover how we 

can explain the democratisation process in Myanmar, and the ultimate goal wasn’t to 

justify the actions of the junta. The less succesful result of realism lead me thinking 
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whether the study should have opted for the bigger context of classical and structural 

realism to begin with instead of the three common elements. For example, “to be a 

classical realist is in general to perceive politics a conflict of interests and a struggle for 

power, and to seek peace by trying to recognize common group and individual interests 

rather than by moralizing” (Korab-Karpowicz, 2013). This could have been analysed 

within the context of making Myanmar more “Burmese”. 

 

In Myanmar, democracy is still not completely the “only game in town”. At least two 

recurring elections must be practised, and two generations must show democratic 

values. The consolidation is achieved when there’s no significant threat that the 

democratic regime would be overthrown. There must also be specific laws that rule the 

democratic procedures and institutions, and that make the decision-making transparent 

(Linz & Stepan 1996: 5-6). It’s interesting to notice that Myanmar has in fact not an 

authoritarian rule anymore, but has rather become a hybrid regime. This regime type 

combines democratic institutions with authoritarian practice. The research on the 

subject has shown that several countries have established and performed recurring 

elections, but at the same time they’ve had difficulties to keep up with the political, 

social, and economical challenges, and this has resulted in poor democratic 

development. For example, some political or ethnic groups might feel marginalised and 

the political participation has aggravated because of the limited political and civil rights. 

Myanmar’s current state fits the features of the hybrid regime: opposing parties and 

differing opinions exist, but there’s a dominating elite. The leadership is based on free 

elections, but the politics are controlled and manipulated (Silander 2012: 36, 40). 

 

 

5 Conclusions 
 
The study has so far discussed the key events, the implementation of the theories in 

them, and summarised the analysis. Lastly, it’s time to present the conclusions. 

 

Soft power and hard power have been proven to work relatively well in explaining the 

democratisation process in Myanmar. We can find that all Nye’s different types of 

power can be observed in Myanmar’s case: military power (hard power), economic 

power (sanctions), and soft power (policies, values, and attraction). The increasing 
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attraction and diffusion of democratic values might be the forces that cause the 

influence of the military to crumble in the future. 

Realism has given a distinct viewpoint over the analysis of the key events. Although it 

has turned out to be more in favour of the junta’s actions, it has been valuable in order 

for us to critically observe and create different perspectives. In the end it has proved to 

be a good pair with soft power in analysing the key events since the theories 

complement each other. All in all, we can state that the theories could be tested with 

varying results within these key events.  

 

Based on the research that has been discussed in this essay, we can conclude that 

Myanmar’s ongoing democratisation process hasn’t been an easy one. We can find that 

the country is in the process of transition, and will hopefully make it to a consolidated 

democracy. Democratisation must begin with the common people with democratic 

values and attitudes, not with the elite or a foreign power. The ex-military regime that 

still influences Myanmar’s domestic politics cannot guarantee the peace nor the 

democracy under the guise of civil regime. That said, Myanmar will continue its 

struggle towards democracy in its complex environment of domestic politics. 
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