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  Burma or Myanmar ?


  


  The first quandary one encounters when talking about this country, is to give it a decided name. Indeed, “Burma” in English (a name given by the colonial regime in the 19th century), is not the official name of the country anymore since June the 18th 1989. The Burmese military regime promulgated the 15/89 Law to “Burmanize” the names of the cities, rivers, mountains and administrative regions. This is why the country became the “Union of Myanmar”, to show its emancipation from the British colonial heritage. The junta affirmed that the term “Myanmar” could include all minorities in opposition to the term “Burma”, referring to the dominant ethnic group, the Burman (or Bamar). The term “Union” was adopted to highlight the unity of the country, and its population, particularly valued by the Army. Several members of the international community refused to consider this new name as legitimate, in order to show their opposition to the former dictatorship, which had immediately resorted to violently suppressing the students riots for democracy. While France remained using the name “Birmanie” for linguistic and cultural reasons, Britain and the USA tend to use “Burma” for political concerns.


  In the context of the One Myanmar project, we decided to use the official name “Myanmar” for the country, and “Yangon” for the former capital “Rangoon” – after 1989.


  The word “Burmese” qualifies Myanmar’s inhabitants, when “Bamar” is referring to the members of the main ethnic group. For the names of other ethnic groups and locations, we strive to use the most commonly used names.


  In the same way that Claude Levi-Strauss did, we choose to make ethnic groups names invariables.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Introduction: A political transition that does not solve the ethnic dilemma


  


  After half a century of military dictatorship, Myanmar – official full name, Republic of the Union of Myanmar – has started a political transition. The country initially turned towards a democratic model under the direction of a dominant political party, the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), emanating from the all mighty Tatmadaw (armed forces). This opening process, which has been gradually implemented for a few years, and symbolically recognized by the presidency of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 2014, includes significant steps, such as the parliamentary elections of 8th November 2015, and the smooth transition of power to the popularly elected National League of Democracy in November 2015.


  


  Since 2010, when the junta swopped military uniforms for civil clothes, significant progress has been made, confirming Thein Sein’s determination, as a president and former Prime Minister; and General under the junta, to guarantee a real transition. Thus, actions such as the ease of media censorship, restoration of a multiparty political system, the release of political prisoners, but also a substantial reform of both legal and economic frameworks have been undertaken. This transition is equally focused on the economic opening of the country, formerly under European, American and Australian financial and economic sanctions. Even though isolated from the West, Myanmar was not hermetically confined. Its Asian economic partners such as China, Singapore and Thailand, maintained close commercial relations, mainly by trading consumer goods against agricultural products and raw materials. Today, with the privatization of large parts of the Burmese economy, has not only opened a significant market of more than 51.5 million consumers, but also offers the potential access to huge energetic resources, gemstones, rare earth materials and precious woods.


  


  With the transition, progress has also been made in the political approach to ending the country’s six decades civil war. Yet, even though a national ceasefire was to be signed in 2013, the peace process has somewhat stagnated. At the negotiation table, the task is complicated, since each armed group asks for its own ceasefire, and a common agreement for all ethnic armed groups could not be reached because of profound divergences. Other challenges also have to be faced for this nascent democracy to reach its maturity. For the government, a major issue remains national cohesion, a brain-teaser for the country’s leaders since its Independence in 1948. Indeed, located between the Indian subcontinent, the Chinese giant and the insular and mainland Southeast Asia; Myanmar is an actual crossroad of civilisations. The government recognizes not less than 135 ethnic groups – with different histories, languages and cultures – coexisting on a territory slightly larger than France. The dichotomy between the Bamar political project (the dominant ethnic group which represents about two thirds of the national population) and the demands of other ethnic groups continues to create significant doubts about the political future of the country. According to official sources, Myanmar still hosts 15 armed groups organised around pro-ethnic political demands to which should be added dozens of militias based at the border regions with China and Thailand, chiefly guided by economic interests. The government estimates that the total number of combatants would be in excess of 100000, an estimate that is hardly verifiable.


  


  Because of its complexity and its potential of destabilization, the management of the ethnic and religious diversity has become a pivotal factor for the future of Myanmar. While the military led governments attempted to artificially unify the country around Buddhism and a Bamar-centred project, the current government has to maintain the fragile existing mosaic in an emerging democracy, without using the coercion on which the militaries used to rely.


  


  After offering an overview of the ethnic and religious diversity of Myanmar, by retracing key historical milestones, we propose an analysis of the diversity policies under the various military regimes since the Independence. We will then explore the hopes related to the management of the conflict with the ethnic groups, but also its limits, illustrated by some of the still active conflicts, occurring in the Kachin and Kokang regions. Finally, the last part of this paper will discuss the consequences of the long term policies to reinforce the Burmese identity, and the internalization of certain values, leading to a normalization of intolerance by a significant proportion of the population. This section will explore the motivations of an exclusive and xenophobic nationalism, illustrated by episodes of intercommunal violence, too often depicted as an anti-Muslim flare-up by an oversimplification lens applied by outsiders.


  Myanmar, an ethnic kaleidoscope


  


  At the borders of the Indian subcontinent, China, and Southeast Asia, Myanmar is inhabited by numerous ethnic minorities – or nationalities, as they refer to themselves – with different histories, languages and socio-cultural practices. Dominating the modern Burmese politics, the Bamar ethnic group finds its origins in the central plains, while ethnic nationalities (i.e. Chin, Kachin, Kayin, Kayah, Mon, Rakhine, Shan and numerous others) are mainly present in the peripheral regions of the country. The results of the last population census of 2014, does not yet include any ethnic population statistics at the time of writing. The demographic forecast however suggests that the Bamar represent approximately 68% of the total population. Among the most numerically significant minorities, are the Shan (approximately 9%), followed by the Kayin (7%), the Rakhine (3,5%), the Mon (2%) and the Kachin (1,5%).


  


  The report of the British census of 1872 already noted the amazing ethnic diversity of Burma, and what it reflects from its rich and turbulent history: “There is probably no other country in the world whose inhabitants are more diverse in terms of races, customs and languages, than Burma. It is natural to assume that this has been a contested place, and to expect that out from these struggles between great races, which lasted for long historical periods, many anthropological fragments still populate the central lands; and although the Mongolian element has been and continues to be the predominant race, it manifests through numerous shapes and races that, between them, reject any connexion to commoners.” 1


  


  Ethnic and religious components of the Burmese identity have evolved since the colonisation of the country, yet some tendencies have persisted. Thus, the Bamar leadership has attempted to harmonize this diverse and kaleidoscopic nation. General Aung San, hero and martyr of the Burmese independence, envisioned a Burma erected on the principle of “unity in diversity”. However, he was assassinated before the country’s independence and his vision never took shape. In the nascent state, numerous armed conflicts with ethnic groups, demanding their autonomy, rapidly broke out. The parliamentary government quickly revealed its incapacity to generate a national cohesion that would gather the various ethnic groups. The leaders of the Army assumed power in 1962 and reinforced the political centralisation, while building its legitimacy by force; promoting Bamar cultural norms and the Buddhist religion. Thus took shape the modern Burma, soon placed under military supervision. The ultimate goal of the young Army became the preservation of the Union. In this context, ethnic and religious minorities have mainly been considered as dividing forces, threatening the centralisation project. Through the history of the Burmese nation, ethnic diversity and the existence of different religions appeared as sources of divergence and fragmentation.


  


  Ethnicity, religion and political demands


  


  Myanmar, in its current borders, has been structured around the central plains, largely because of its recent political history has been dominated by the ethnic Bamar. Yet, this has not always been the case. Some ethnic minorities played a significant role in the history of the territory which would become later form the Burmese state. Thus, the Mon-Khmer, who are said to have populated the Eastern part of the country after ascending the Mekong River, founded powerful kingdoms that were eventually annexed by the Bamar during the 17th century. For several centuries, Shan and Rakhine sovereigns conquered vast territories, creating empires that exercised their power beyond their current borders. Amid these fluctuating power centres, the Bamar experienced a dramatic territorial expansion during the 18th century, and came to dominate a significant part of the current Myanmar territory when the British settlers arrived. They progressively extended their presence beyond the lowlands of central Myanmar, and also reached the Southern littorals and the Northern and Eastern hills.


  


  The Bamar follow the Buddhism of the Small Vehicle (Theravada). A number of ethnic groups, formerly animistic, now share the religion of the Bamar, including most of the Kayin, Mon, Shan and Rakhine. Other ethnic groups, such as the Kachin and the Chin, are mainly Christians, Catholics and Baptists, converted by foreign missionaries since the end of the 19th century. Hinduism and Islam, spread mainly during the colonial period by regional migrant populations in the West and in the cities of the lower Myanmar, also represent significant minorities. Projections based on former census estimate that more than 85% of the Burmese population is Buddhist, 4% Muslim, 4% Christian and 1% Hindu. Among the Christians, it is estimated that Baptists are more numerous with about 3% of followers in the total population against 1% of Catholics.


  


  Buddhism was proclaimed the official State religion in 1958. Nevertheless, the Article 34 of the 2008 Constitution officially guarantees the freedom of religion: “Every citizen has the right to freedom of conscience and the right to profess and practice their religion freely, while respecting the public order, morality or health and other provisions of this Constitution”. The document nevertheless gives a prominent role to Buddhism, in the continuity of the 1947 and 1974 Constitutions. Indeed, Article 361 stipulates that: “The Union recognizes the special position of Buddhism as the faith professed by the vast majority of citizens”. Occurrences of militant Buddhism supported by the State evidenced to religious harmonization attempts. 2


  


  Religion plays a central role in the definition of the contemporary Burmese identity. Since the independence of the country in 1948, successive governments have therefore tried to build a sense of belonging to a myriad of ethnic groups through two pillars: the Army and Buddhism. Attempts at religious harmonization, inherent to the construction of the Burmese national identity, tended to generate hostility from non-Buddhist populations, and more so that of the minorities who consider their own religion as an essential element of their identity.


  


  The role of religion is crucial in the construction of the minority ethnic groups’ identity, in response to the dominant Buddhist model. According to anthropologist and political activist Chin Liam Sakhong, Christianity participated in the construction of the modern identities of the Chin ethnic minorities.3 British journalist Martin Smith also makes the same observation on the Kachin, as well as on an influential minority within the Kayin.4 This religious divergence led to a loss of interest from the Bamar leaders for the missionaries, sometimes seen as responsible for divisions and support to ethno-nationalism. Indeed, Christianity has often been associated with political messages in contradiction with the interests of the central power in post-colonial Burma. The assimilation of the missionaries’ messages in the local matrices is tangible since some ethnic groups built their identity around the missionary heritage, by reinterpreting it in the light of their own belief systems, making it sustainable and legitimate.


  


  As demonstrated by anthropologist Frank Lehman, the policy of identification to Christianity became concomitant to an awareness of the group as such.5 Lian Sakhong considers, for his part, that the Chin identity and Christianity are now inextricably linked. He affirms that Christianity became the main pillar of the Chin society since the independence, bringing together ethnic subgroups which did not share a common sense of identity before their conversion, and before their integration into modern Burma. This way, Christianity participates to the creation of an “imaginary community”6, beyond tribal or clan rivalry that existed until then. It became a central element of the identity, and of the sense of belonging to a given ethnic group. According to Sakhong, “The Chin national identity has progressively overcome the significance and the effectiveness of the clan and tribal identity.” 7


  


  If faith in a religion brings together some ethnic groups by defining common identity, it can also be divisive in other cases. The historian Mikael Gravers noted this ambiguity in Myanmar and observed that “Christianity became an ethnic element of opposition and confrontation with the Bamar. Anyway; religion is also a source of both internal cohesion and division, as well as conflict between the Kayin.”8 Where ethnic groups present a religious heterogeneity, religion may constitute a factor of division. Thus, unlike the Chin and the Kachin, and despite the general perception, most of the Kayin are Buddhists, not Christians. This situation led to deep divergences between political leaders of different faiths. These tensions were illustrated on political and military levels, by the schism within the main Kayin armed group, the Karen National Union (KNU), which was in conflict with the successive governments since the Independence, and only signed a peace agreement with Thein Sein’s representatives in 2012. Most of the officers of this Union are Christians, and they separated from the Buddhist Kayin armed group during the 1990s, pursuing their political aims of political power devolution and the ideologist opposition to Rangoon.


  


  The politicization of religious movements may be observed among different Christian denominations, even if it seems that the Baptist Churches tend to be more particularly politicised – according to interviews conducted in the field and observations of the author. The conversion of the ethnic minorities’ elites was correlated to the realization of their identity correlated to the British colonies, and to the racialization of Burmese politics. Indeed, since the genesis of the Burmese nation, several ethnic groups, some with the impulse of Christian leaders, called for the independence of their territory by invoking their historical autonomy; and some of them were pushed to do so by Christian leaders. This is the case of the Kachin for example. The Naga, who live in mountainous border zones across Northern India and Myanmar, also illustrate pertinently this evangelization linked to autonomist political message.9


  


  If the Christian Churches have played a significant role in contemporary Myanmar politics, by developing the identity awareness of these minority groups, from the central State's point of view, they participate in a centrifugal dynamics, pulling the minority ethnic groups away from the Burmese centre, and creating cultural, political and identity cohesion challenges in a country inhabited by more than a hundred ethnic groups. The traditional Burmese elite, the driving force of the national construction, looks at such institutions with suspicion, especially Churches, associated with political demands from ethnic minorities. It must be noted that other minority religions such as Islam or Hinduism, have not overall been used as a vehicle for political demands at a comparable scale.


  


  


  Awareness of the Burmese identity


  


  The contentious relationship between ethnic minorities and the central State is anterior to the independence of the country, but has increased since then. Indeed, while the annexation of Burma to the British colonial Empire in 1886 accelerated the exposure to occidental cultures, it also precipitated the spread of the notion of ethnicity, a concept that evolved over time. Ethnicity was then inextricably linked to the definition of identity, leaving a fertile ground for communitarianism.


  


  The researcher Guillaume Rozenberg sums up the Burmese identity equation thanks to the local maxim: “Being Burmese is being Buddhist”10. According to Gravers, in the traditional Burmese society, “identity was determined by (a) if the individual was Buddhist, (b) if he was member of an alliance with the reigning dynasty.”11 The assimilation of nationalist values to Buddhism became more automatic at the time of the foreign missionaries who started their conversion campaigns in remote geographical zones, among minority ethnic groups.12 Through the contact with foreigners and foreign values systems, the Burmese populations progressively realised, crystallized and reaffirmed their differences. Then, the emergence of the identity consciousness accelerates during the three Anglo-Burmese wars (1824-1885) and the colonisation (1886-1948). The arrival of the settlers led to the non-reversible realization of the Bamar and Buddhist identities – and in opposition, of the minorities’ ones.


  


  The British administration, in Burma as in other colonized countries, dismantled the pre-existing power arrangements and courted the ethnic minorities, considered as more trustful than the customary leaders. The settlers relied those who went to the missionaries’ schools, more familiar to the methods and approaches of the settlers. This attitude created tensions based on ethnic factors, and no more based on former systems of political power or access to resources. This way, the colonial policy generated deep resentments that laid ground to ethno-nationalist ideologies. The political analyst Ashley South noted: “colonial rule marked the emergence of consciously different minority ethnic groups, encouraged to identify themselves by opposition to the Burmese majority.” 13 The descendants of these elites fostered ethnic nationalist movements – often armed – which would fight against the Burmese central government after the Independence.


  The Burmese nationalist and pro-Independence movements began to organize at the beginning of the 20th century. Their ideologies were based on Buddhism and the common sense of belonging to Bamar ethnicity. This is how the “YMBA” (Young Men Buddhist Association) was created in 1906 in Rangoon, echoing the creation of the “YMCA” (Young Men Christian Association), at a time when the Christian associations and conversions increased in the peripheral regions. The YMBA gathered educated Burmese, wishing to modernize the country while preserving the traditional Burmese culture. They introduced the practice of getting one shoes off in a Buddhist pagoda to mark respect for the religion (this practice was, before 1917, reserved to the Royal etiquette since one had to take their shoes off in the King’s presence).


  


  A few Buddhist militant figures emerged during this period, such as the monk U Ottama, who funded an association for the preservation of Burmese race in 1918; and then the monk U Wizara, who galvanized the separatist movement and died in prison after a hunger strike of 166 days in 1928. As soon as 1930, anti-Indian riots affected Rangoon. The “We Burman” association (Dobama Asyione), created by former members of the YMBA, organised an Indian and Chinese shops’ boycott. Among the leaders of this movement, was the future Prime Minister, U Nu. Other anti-Indian riots took place during the following years. The Burmese nationalist mainly used economic rationale to feed the Chinese and Indian minorities’ hatred. The Burmese national movement that led the country to its Independence in 1948 largely drew its legitimacy from its Buddhist identity, linking nationalism, religion and power to the fate of Burma, already excluding the religious minorities. 14


  


  The ethno-nationalist tension


  


  In 1942, the general Aung San, symbolic founder of the modern Burma, participated in an anti-ally attack, led by the Japanese, with the “Thirty Comrades”, in order to obtain the independence of the country. The Japanese army succeeded in occupying entire regions of the country, and a pro-Tokyo government was duly formed. Faced with growing Japanese imperialism, Aung San and his troops fought back against the Japanese in 1945. After the Japanese defeat this same year, negotiations regarding the independence of the country started again with the British. The central concern for them was the cohesion of the country, with several divided ethnic groups, and many of them, armed. This same year, an agreement aiming to accelerate the independence of the country was debated in Kandy (island of Ceylan) between Lord Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia, and ten Burmese military representatives, among whom included Aung San. The latter committed to create a multi-ethnic army, and to ensure the cohesion of the country, under Bamar political domination. Increasing political pressure on London, a series of strikes afflicted the Burmese economy from 1946. The British who wanted to extract themselves from the situation became increasingly keener to give its independence to the country as soon as possible. This is how, on January the 27 1947, a Burmese delegation signed the “Aung San-Atlee” agreement (the then British Prime Minister). This agreement was a commitment to give its independence to the country within one year. The British and Bamar leaders’ main concern remained the preservation of the political unity of the country, which had never experienced unification.


  


  The year 1947 was a transition year for the country. In order to prepare the independence, the conference of Panglong was held in February 1947 in the small city in the Shan State. It gathered representatives of some demographically important ethnic groups (Shan, Kachin, Chin and a few Kayin observers), but excluded others. The Kayah were not invited, since their region was supposed to make secession shortly after. The Rakhine, whose interests were considered similar to the Burmese ones, were not invited either. The talks reached an agreement promising the sharing of political power and resources in a federal system – according to the famous formula of Aung San “If the Bamar receives one kyat (local currency), you will also receive one kyat”. These undertakings reassured the ethnic representatives who accepted to support his vision. Yet, General Aung San was murdered a few months later, and his famous words still echo today, often quoted by the leaders of ethnic minorities, demanding the agreement taken more than half a century ago to be respected.


  


  On the eve of the Independence in 1948, tensions between the Bamar and certain ethnic groups, such as the Kayin or the Indians, on which the British had relied on to establish their administration as well as political and economic powers, were increasing. The members of these minorities were considered as traitors to the Burmese cause. From the point of view of minority groups, the Independence promised an unbalanced power struggle with the Bamar.


  


  On January 4th 1948, Burma became independent. U Nu, one of the Thirty Comrades who fought alongside Aung San, became Prime Minister of a federalist parliamentary system. The management of a myriad of social, political, and ethnic demands rendered the Independence a chaotic period, at least during its first few years. During this period, the more or less coercive attempts of cultural and religious assimilation, often led to the suppression of ethnic minorities’ political rights. The parliamentary regime did not succeed in bringing back peace and order; and the country was torn apart by a civil war. Numerous armed groups and factions were created along ethnic and separatist lines. The insecurity spread out through the country and the newly created Burmese army struggled to contain ethnic rebellions. The post-Independence era, instead of appeasing concerns, magnified pre-existing tensions and frustration among various ethnic groups.


  


  After Independence, the parliamentary period (1948 – 1962) was marked by the rise of insecurity and the mushrooming of local armed conflict. U Nu, head of the Burmese government in 1956, 1957 and 1960, tried to regain control of the armed ethnic groups. During the 1950s and the 1960s, the newly formed State, still very fragile, struggled to fight off the multiple ethnic and political movements of opponents settled in border regions. The young Burmese army sought to fight the rebels there, but also the communists and the Kuomingtang troops settled in the Shan and Kachin States, in the Northeast of the country.


  


  Given the country’s challenging inception, the Army played a central role in the nation-building process since the post-Independence era. Burma’s successive leaders have continuously perceived foreigners, and some armed ethnic groups by extension, as threats to the unity of the country, which had to be constantly preserved. In 1958, Buddhism became the State religion while the Christian, Muslim and Hinduist minority religions tended to be regarded as foreigners, because of their origins. The Burmese leaders wanted to use Buddhism a central ingredient of the cultural landmarks of the early Burmese nation. Among the challenging relations between the ethnic groups and the State, a new policy called “Burmese Way to socialism”, was supposed to lead to the Nation prosperity.15 This doctrine, allying Socialism, Nationalism and Buddhism, was formulated in 1962 by the General Ne Win, then Prime Minister. On the ethnic fronts, he wanted to put the rebellions down and isolate insurrections with the “4 cut policy”, involving the isolation of these groups by cutting their supply of food, finances, information and new recruits. With the nationalization of education, students of ethnic background could not learn their languages of origin at school anymore, while Bamar language and values were more systematically imposed. Furthermore, key positions within the Army and the civil administration were reserved to the Bamar. Hence, the Army and Buddhism became the two pillars legitimizing the power of the Junta. Ne Win settled through the use of force a highly centralized state, led by the Army which role had been to deal with any kind of threat to the sovereignty of the Union. Terror became an essential ingredient for the national construction. During the implementation period of the “Burmese Way to Socialism”, gatherings were monitored and the media censored. The political parties, as well as social or religious associations, became illegal. The government nationalized the economy and encouraged foreigners to leave the country from 1962 onwards.


  


  During three decades, the Burmese Socialist Program Party (BSPP) dominated the daily lives of the Burmese people, thanks to a close surveillance. The country was shut and became increasingly poor, by 1987 it was listed among the less economically advanced countries of the world. Ne Win himself admitted the failure of his economic policies and resigned in July 1988 from his position of party leader. This resignation followed one of his particularly irrational decisions regarding the economy: the demonetization of the equivalent of 75% of the money supply circulating in the country. An important part of the Burmese population who had hoarded money lost most of their savings. Students were unable to pay their scholar fees for the new academic year (of 1987). Frustrated, many started demonstrations in the country’s main cities. What was ignited as a student rebellion soon spread to other quarters. These riots, violently cracked down, lead to the collapse of the BSSP in 1988 and to a military coup. A new junta was established, under the name of the “State Law and Order Restoration Council” (SLORC).


  


  The activists of the All Burma Student Democratic Front (ABSDF) who led the social movement were forced to leave the country and many of them joined the exiled armed groups in Thailand, creating a unique alliance between Burmese dissenters and ethnic minorities. At the end of the 1980s, an opposition figure emerged; Aung Suu Kyi, daughter of the general Aung San, national hero and founder of the Burmese nation, who now had to be taken into account. The opposition united around her. Her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), reached an overwhelming victory during the constitutional assembly of 1990, yet the Junta did not respect the choice of its people. During more than two decades – mainly spent in jail or under house arrest – Aung San Suu Kyi embodied the solution to all of Burma’s political issues.


  


  Regardless, the Junta carried on its goal to unify the fractured country. First secretary of the SLORC, the general Khin Nyunt facilitated the signature of several ceasefire agreements between the government and ethnic armed groups, such as the Pa-o National Organization (PNO) in 1991 and the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) in 1994. In the newly pacified regions, the minority religions enjoyed a relatively increased space and operated more openly than in other parts of the territory. In 2003, Khin Nyunt, then Prime Minister, announced the “Road map for a disciplined democracy” of the “State Peace and Development Council” (SPDC), forecasting the transition from a military dictatorship to a democratic regime through seven steps, under the direction of the Tatmadaw.


  


  The fourth step of the roadmap included the adoption of a Constitution which guarantees the long lasting primacy of the Army, with 25% of the seats reserved for its members in the Parliament. After the national referendum of May 2008, the controversial Constitution was ratified comprehensively, with 92% of favorable votes, albeit allegations of fraud. The next step was “the organization of free and fair elections”. Not less than 37 political parties, most of them formed by ethnic minorities, participated to the legislative elections in 2010. Nobody then dared to forecast that these elections could trigger a significant change. The Army-backed party, the USDP, achieved an overwhelming victory, yet expected, with more than 80% of the seats in Parliament and the members of the new government mainly former military officers. Nevertheless, the investiture speech of President Thein Sein, former Prime Minister under the SPDC, claimed against all odds his desire to reform the country, by promising a new legal framework, good governance, but also and most significantly of all, peace with the ethnic minorities of the country. Four years later, substantial changes are noticeable. Laws have been voted or amended. Parliament plays a rising role and marks its sovereignty by taking decisions sometimes contrary to the government’s ones. During the partial elections of 2012, the NLD, finally allowed to participate, gained the majority of available seats (41 over 43). Included in the victors was Aung San Suu Kyi, having been recently freed from house arrest, who was at last accepted as an elected official in Parliament. At the 2015 General Elections, 25 years after their first landslide victory, the NLD managed to get an absolute majority in the Parliament, and metamorphosed from the main opposition party to the ruling party.


  


  Construction of the Burmese modern State and the obsession to preserve the Union


  


  Since the independence of the country, the Bamar leadership prioritized the political unification of the Burmese territory. But it appeared particularly difficult because of the ethnic minorities’ demands, who wanted to keep a certain level of autonomy from the central power, in light of their histories and local traditions. The colonial heritage inexorably split the Burmese politics between the Bamar of the center and the ethnic groups of the peripheries. When the British left, the rules of the game changed and those minority groups formerly supported by the colonial administration, felt discriminated by the Bamar leaders. Their existence is recognized in scholarly books, media and others, yet inside the Union, diversity is seen, at the best, as a folkloric element. Discrimination towards the ethnic minorities, including towards populations descending from Indian and Chinese migrants, became systematic, most of all from the period of the general Ne Win’s junta, at the beginning of the 1960s. Access to civil servant positions and in the Army were limited for them. Medicine studies along with several other disciplines became reserved for the Bamar elite. From a legal point of view too, the State rejects some members of these groups. The Burmese law of citizenship of 1982 claims the desire to exclude exogenous elements, and has the particularity of defining three classes of citizens.


  


  The recent political transition towards a more democratic system led since 2011 to a significant change of tone. The government managed to sign bilateral ceasefire agreements with 14 ethnic armed groups, and succeeded in signing a nationwide ceasefire with 8 of them. On the historical level, this is a pivotal momentum as numerous ethnic armed groups have accepted to sit at the negotiation table, even those who only experience armed conflict since the Independence of the country. Nonetheless, active conflict resumed in the Northernmost parts of the country, where some structural issues, sustaining since decolonization times, remains to be addressed. And the position of the NLD government remains uncertain at the time of writing this paper.


  


  Ethnic policies, management and perception of ‘otherness’


  


  In post-independent Burma, the identity claims of the ethnic groups were crystallized. According to the political specialist Renaud Egreteau: "The role of colonization and the resulting trauma partly explain the decay of the interethnic relations in Burma, as well as the failure of the national construction, legitimizing the advent of an authoritarian military power in the country.”16 Indeed, colonialism created a schism between the Bamar Buddhist populations (and those assimilated in a way, since they are also Buddhist, as the Shan and the Rakhine) and the rest of the Christian populations (Kayah, Kachin, Chin) or other faiths, which immigrated more recently (Indian, Chinese, etc.).


  


  In the colonial system, the territory was administrated differently according the location: the central region was under the direct control of the British through an administration supported by Indian immigrants. And peripheral areas, where territories were still mainly under the power of the local ethnic customary leaders, maintained their own administration. The outcome of this administration system has been a very different relation with the center of the Burmese power. Later on, the Indian and Chinese populations have often been directly targeted because of their obvious foreign affiliation, their economic prosperity and the historical trauma to which they are associated in the collective subconscious. They are victims of the implicit xenophobic nationalism of the modern Burmese politics. The State has sometimes deliberately and actively supported this process, using the fear of ‘otherness’. It participated to the perpetration of violence towards populations (perceived as) foreigners, and established nationalist economic policies, and a discriminatory legislation of the citizenship.


  


  Xenophobia and Burmanisation


  


  Throughout History, India has had an important cultural influence on Burma, since it brought Buddhism, the Sanskrit and Pali languages, and a number of cultural customs. Nevertheless, the Indian culture and population in modern Burma are generally associated with very negatively connoted perceptions. For economic reasons, the British settlers encouraged the mass arrival of Indian workers in the Burmese province, at that time placed directly under the administration of the Viceroy of India. This massive arrival of cheap labor was perceived as a direct support to the colonizers, and perpetuated with existing anti-Indian feelings. The description of Rangoon reported by Maurice Collis at the beginning of the 20th century demonstrates the social changes provoked by the British and their policy favoring the immigration of Indian populations: “In Rangoon, I met very few Burmese, whatever their kind… my stay in Rangoon made me understand their paradoxical situation in the capital of their country. Its workers were Indians, just like its wealthy middle class. The Indians were not foreigners in the eyes of the law, since Burma was part of India, but the Burmese, whose very existence was threatened by their numbers and influences, perceived them as a group of invaders, and prayed for the time when they could take control over them.” 17


  


  Because of the deeply-rooted dislike and the Indian demographic threat at that time, a fear mixed with hatred characterized the perception of all populations coming from the Indian Empire, regardless of their religions (Hindu, Christian, Muslim, Sikh, etc.) or geographical origins (Tamil, Nepalese, Bengali, etc.). This Indiophobia culminated with anti-Indian riots in 1893, 1920, 1924, and then in 1930, during which the Indian shops are vandalized and places of worship ransacked. To this day, an amalgam still exists in the Burmese collective way of thinking since anyone coming from the Indian subcontinent (from Pakistan to Bangladesh) is called “Kalar”, a common derogatory term literally meaning “foreigner (with a dark skin)”. It can be used for Burmese citizens whose physical appearance betrays the lineage of populations arrived under the colonial rule. Populations of Chinese origins, much more significant today from an economic point of view, are also affected by some anti-foreigner policies. Even if Ne Win was himself a Chinese crossbreed of this origin, he banished the teaching of the Chinese language, and violent anti-Chinese riots occurred during the late 1960s under his government, while the Cultural Revolution was reaching its peak in China. Nevertheless, Chinese migrants do not suffer from the same degree of stigmatization as the Indian populations.


  


  A first attempt of economic burmanisation occurred right after the country’s Independence under U Nu’s government, targeting foreign companies. And, from 1962, all foreign influences were rejected by Ne Win, in particular the British-Indian colonial heritage, but also the Western, Soviet and Chinese influences. Ne Win nationalized the economy, forbid the teaching of foreign languages – except for a limited elite of diplomats and military attachés. In February 1963, the Enterprise Nationalization Law was passed, leading to the nationalization of the main industries and prohibiting the opening of new factories. This law was particularly detrimental to the Burmese non-citizens. They were prohibited from owning land, from obtaining exploitation licenses, and even from practicing medicine. This policy led to the departure of 300 000 Indians, Chinese, and Anglo-Burmese between 1963 and 1965. Schools were also nationalized, and the foreign and religious minorities lose most of their goods and properties. According to Renaud Egreteau, “Through this burmanisation of the economy, which came along a political burmanisation of the country (the remaining Indian and Chinese communities were forced to adopt new “Burmese” names), the Burmese army intended to conquer the hearts of a society severely hurt by the colonization and centrifugal ethnic insurrections”. 18


  


  Today, the government, but also society in general, considers the Burmese culture and values as ‘Myanmar’ standards. According to political scientist Matthew Walton, burmanisation reaffirmed the superiority of the Bamar ethnic group, and is a system that is invisible for those who carry it on.19 According to him, the non-Bamar only have a conditional membership to the Burmese community, and are still likely to be treated with distrust, because of their potential disloyalty. Finally, he demonstrates that the contemporary public educative system places the Bamar at the center, by only teaching their language (this practice is now contested by some ethnic groups, such as the Mon who ask for school education to be taught in mother tongue), and by considering the minorities as secondary citizens. This is particularly obvious in the history curriculum, since the Bamar perspectives are the only ones taught, denying centuries of history of other ethnic groups. Finally, the speeches of Burmese political leaders are generally nationalistic and refer mainly to the Bamar, without recognizing the issues and claims of ethnic groups.


  


  The strategy of ‘burmanisation’20 of ethnic minorities translated into the promotion of certain values,21 the use of the Burmese language, but also into conversion campaigns led by Buddhist missionaries,22 sometimes with the support of the State. Thus, according to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights in 2011: “While the failure to answer the needs of ethnic minorities goes against the adaptability principle, there is worrying evidence that the government uses State resources to promote Buddhism through the Ministry of Progress of Border Areas, National Races and Development Affairs.23


  


  The complexity of the citizenship concept in Myanmar


  


  The Citizenship Act of 1982 illustrates the complexity of relations between the individuals of minorities and the Burmese State. It only recognizes individuals who can prove their ancestry before the start of the colonization as fully-fledged citizens. The three classes of citizenship are:


  
    	The full citizenship – for individuals whose ancestors permanently resided in Burma before 1823 (at the start of the first Anglo-Burmese war) and belonged to the ethnic groups recognized as natives by the Government;



    	The associated citizenship – for those who cannot prove the residence of their ancestors before 1823, or those with one parent having been a citizen with regard to the law of 1948. This parent will have to descend from a family of which at least two generations had their permanent residence in one of the territories of the Union;



    	The naturalized citizenship – for the people who arrived and stayed in Burma before the citizenship Act of 1948, mainly immigrants who arrived during the colonial period, or those who have at least one parent is a citizen. A naturalized citizen also has to “speak well one of the national languages”, be good hearted and be sane.


  


  


  This restrictive notion of citizenship deprives many nationals of a citizenship status. Those affected encounter challenges to enjoy basic public services like education, getting authorization to travel within the country, but also their right to vote.


  


  The army and the protection of the Union


  


  The military regimes constantly feared the potential of destabilization by ethnic minorities. The successive generations of Burmese nationalists, from the pro-independence movements to the various military systems, were mainly afraid of the fragmentation (or early “balkanization”) of Myanmar. They feared that the split of some ethnic groups would lead to a generalized civil war that would speed up the country’s disintegration. Accordingly, Senior General Saw Maung, then commander-in-chief of the Burmese army, declared in his speech of the 44th Day of the armed forces on March 27th 1989, according to a very personal view of his country’s history: “Our State existed as an independent nation for thousands of years…It is our overriding duty to defend and protect, at the cost of our lives, the independence and the sovereignty that our martyrs and patriotic heroes recovered by force, and to ensure their perpetuity, as long as the world will exist”.24 The theme of the protection of the Union – an end in itself of the Burmese army since its creation – regularly comes back in the military rhetoric. According to the so called doctrine of the “total defense of the people” announced in 1999, the Army is defending a national ideology built upon “three national causes”: the preservation of the Union; the non-disintegration of national solidarity and the perpetuation of national sovereignty.25


  As the Thein Sein’s government (2011 – 2016) launched a process of political transition, what would have been unthought of until recently. It has launched a campaign of ceasefire signings with the armed groups, which seemed to announce the wish of a new start in the relations between Bamar and ethnic leaders. But this process is not seamless and builds on the history of the stormy relations referred to earlier.


  Political transition and ethnic conflicts


  


  Since it took office, Thein Sein’s quasi-civilian government organized the signature of ceasefires with 14 of the most important armed groups, of which 13 possess an ethnic foundation. The most emblematic signing was the one with the Karen National Union (KNU), which had been in an almost constant state of conflict with the central government since the independence of the country. Because of the unexpected success and extent of negotiations, these talks created more or less realistic expectations not only from the ethnic leaders, but also from their supporters. Nevertheless some wishes soon turned into frustrations so that only some months after the signatures of the agreements the latter already showed first signs of weakness.


  


  The majority of the ethnic groups seemed to sincerely pursue the implementation of the peace plans, and the government announced many times the signing of a national ceasefire to harmonize the peace process. The latter was initially planned for October 2013 and has been postponed for 2 years because of difficulties to reach common ground. Besides, the continuing conflicts in the Kachin State and at the North of the Shan State plainly did not facilitate trust building with other ethnic armed groups. They claim in particular the change of the Tatmadaw into a federal army where their ethnic soldiers would be integrated with command positions, as equals with the Bamar. Furthermore complex games of alliances between armed groups reduced the room for negotiation for the government, however without offering a long term and realistic alternative to the ethnic groups.


  


  A glimpse of the peace process


  


  On August 18th 2011 President Thein Sein promised to make ethnic questions a national priority. So he abandoned the pre-established conditions, in particular the ultimatum issued that all the armed ethnic groups to be converted into border guard forces, placed under the exclusive control of the Burmese army. It centers around three steps, more or less concrete and operational 26:


  


  • At a regional level: permission for the signing members to open a liaison office; members of the ethnic armed groups may travel but without weapons; soldiers of the Burmese army can enter the zones controlled by the ethnic armed groups, with weapons, under the condition of having a prior authorization.


  • At a national level: create a relationship of trust between the ethnic minorities; holding a political dialogue; implementation of regional development projects in the education, health and communication sectors.


  • Creation of ethnic political parties which can represent them in the upper and lower houses of Parliament.


  


  To achieve that, two negotiation teams were placed under the respective directions of the ministers Mr Aung Thaung and Mr Aung Min. Then, on May 3rd 2012, a so-called “Union Peace Team” was created by presidential decree, headed by the president, with the support of 52 members, and relying on a number of conditions, including:


  • Parties in conflict agree to proceed to a ceasefire.


  • The (Army) troops will only be deployed on the territories of the ethnic armed groups after prior agreement of both parties.


  • The troops (of the ethnic armed groups) are not authorized to transport weapons outside of the specified territories.


  


  The Myanmar Peace Center (MPC), acting as a Secretariat for the peace of the government, was established on November 3rd 2012, under the direction of Aung Min, who became a minister at the cabinet of the president that year. Its mandate is to support and coordinate the activities of the government in negotiations of ceasefires and their implementation.


  


  As mentioned, the campaign of bilateral ceasefires negotiations that followed proved successful with a total of 13 ceasefires signed with the ethnic armed groups, as well as with an armed group predominantly composed of Bamar, which are former ABSDF members. It should be noted that in some cases ceasefires already were pre-existing, so that the signature of a new agreement was then rather symbolic. Other ceasefires signaled a real break, the promise of pacification, but also great expectations, as for the one signed by the KNU after 63 years of armed conflict.


  


  If the recent ceasefire campaign builds on the peace policies driven by the State in the 90’s under the direction of Khin Nyunt, the agreements nevertheless bear witness to a new era of the Burmese politics. Now they are written agreements, and not oral as before. Furthermore they commit the State directly, whereas former agreements were only relying on the arbitrary will of some individuals, which created sustainability problems for the former ceasefires (those were not systematically accepted by the successive executives). The new agreements aim to be institutionalized and transparent. They try to restore confidence of the ethnic signatories and prepare the ground for political discussions whereas, according to its roadmap, the Junta refused to discuss issues labelled as political ones, leaving it to the future democratically elected governments.


  


  Following the signature of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) between the government and eight armed groups, the long-awaited political dialogue has officially started with the setup of Joint Ceasefire and Political Dialogue Framework discussions. Key actors in these discussions included government, army, peace negotiators, ethnic armed groups and a number of political parties. And while ethnic armed groups and ethnic leaders hope for quick progresses and wish to see reforms leading to a degree of federalism – through power decentralization – there may be a number of challenges on the road ahead. Besides, divides among NCA signatories and non-signatories are likely to become additional hindrances for the minorities’ representatives to federate in order for their common interest to be heard.


  


  


  


  The main demands of the ethnic groups


  


  Some of the ethnic groups’ representatives consider that the conflicts can only be resolved when the principles of the Panglong agreement are be implemented, or when a similar agreement can be organized with a larger participation of the ethnic leaders. Some ethnic groups assign the origin of their demands to the non-application of this agreement. Among the current demands, and in parallel to their claim for power sharing, they wish that the peace process guarantees:


  
    	The amnesty and legalization of the armed groups;



    	The presence of international mediators during the peace negotiations;



    	The protection of human rights as well as of political, cultural and environmental rights;



    	The support for the refugee resettlement and the rehabilitation of war veterans.27


  


  


  The requirements of the representatives of the ethnic groups also are of an economic nature, as they claim for a fairer repartition of the benefits stemming from the extraction of the natural resources from their territories. They consider that the central State levy too high taxes (generally informally), without providing the minimum public services. In some remote regions basic services, like local language literacy classes, elementary healthcare or the support for the underprivileged are provided by religious or political groups, some of which are associated with armed groups. They take certain legitimacy from this situation and hope that their role will be recognized by Naypyidaw, the political capital of the country since November 2005.


  


  At last some armed ethnic groups chose the continuation of the armed struggle so that their political demands could be heard. Among armed groups that have not signed any ceasefire, there are four groups active in Northern parts of Myanmar:


  
    	The Kachin Independence Army (KIA), which would gather 8,000 to 10,000 combatants and some hundreds of reservists. Despite their names, the KIA and its political arm, the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO), do not stake a claim to the independence of their territory, but to autonomy in a federation.



    	The Arakan Army (AA), which also operates in the Kachin regions, beside the KIA, with around 500 combatants;



    	The National Liberation Army of Ta’ang (TNLA), stemming from the Palaung ethnic group, and also allied of the KIA, with more than 1,000 combatants



    	A faction of the Myanmar National Democracy Alliance Army (MNDAA) which may count 3,000 combatants, in the region of Kokang, in the North of the Shan State.


  


  


  The limits of the peace process


  


  Whereas the bilateral ceasefires ended most of the active armed conflicts on Myanmar territory under the mandate of President Thein Sein, the KIO and its armed wing the KIA took up arms in the Kachin State after a 17-year long truce. This conflict, while contradicting the general tendency of improvement, goes to show that there is a certain continuity in the relations between the center and the periphery on one hand, and between the government and the ethnic groups on the other hand. It represents a real challenge for the central government in many ways, as it shows the difficulties to reach political compromises and the adjusting rivalries in the civil and military chains of command. At least it suggests that, under the veneer of the political transition, some structural problems remain unsolved, and that the management of diversity within the unity still is a delicate task. It also highlights the economic predation of Naypyidaw on the natural resources, which are mainly located in the periphery of the Burmese territory.


  The stalemate of the Kachin conflict


  


  The armed conflict in Kachin State builds on the history of the turbulent relations between the clan-based populations of the remote regions of the north, and the Bamar kingdoms of the south. Until the middle of the 20th century, these Kachin people considered themselves politically autonomous from the central power. As they were converted by foreign missionaries, the Kachin have been Christians, mainly Baptist, since the beginning of the 20th century. Under the British administration, the Kachin Hills were part of the border territories left under the control of the customary leaders. At the time of independence, a number of local leaders mobilized to request an autonomous status for their region. They negotiated the creation of the Kachin State with General Aung San during the Panglong Conference. But their hopes vanished when he was assassinated, in 1947. After independence, several ethnic conflicts emerged and the relationships between the Kachin and the Bamar leaders soon worsened. The Kachin students then formed the KIO in 1960, and its military wing, the KIA, in 1961.


  


  Several episodes increased the Kachin frustrations, starting with the decision of U Nu to make Buddhism the State religion in 1958. Soon after, a border treaty between Burma and China took away some Kachin territories from Burma without preliminary consultation. From 1962 onwards, the “Burmese way to socialism” was followed by a wave of requisitions of Church properties. Because these religious institutions had become central in the local social organization, this measure exacerbated the resentment against the Bamar authorities.


  


  The Kachin took the path of violent conflict against the State for the first time in 1961. After three decades and several fruitless attempts, General Khin Nyunt, then Prime Minister, managed to sign an agreement with the KIO in 1994. The terms of this agreement, essentially military, were not put down on paper and remained secret according at the request of the Junta. This secrecy served to isolate the KIO from the other ethnic groups, as they considered this initiative as an alliance with the Bamar and a breach in the inter-ethnic solidarity. As the representative of a caretaker military government, Khin Nyunt claimed that he could not deal the Kachin requests, but assured that a future democratically elected government would do so.


  


  The KIO reached a certain degree of informal devolution of power from the Burmese authorities and administrated for years a non-negligible part of the Kachin State. It enjoyed substantial financial benefits from the trade of raw materials (jade, precious woods, gold, and more) and from the lucrative control of the Chinese border. The KIO also gained a legitimacy by supplying basic services to the population such as electricity, primary and secondary education, as well as elementary medical care. KIO leaders (together with Bamar and Chinese companies) have managed to accumulate wealth thanks to the extraction of natural resources. Their enrichment is inversely proportional to their popularity, so when Brang Seng, the leader of the KIO, passed away in 1994, his successors encountered strong hostility from the youth of the movement.


  


  The relations between the KIO and the junta deteriorated starting from the end of the 90s. The Kachin leaders had high expectations in taking part in the National Convention, aimed at drawing up a new Constitution. Because of that collaboration, they were blamed by other ethnic groups, which were fiercely opposed to this process, considering it as a betrayal. The Kachin hoped that engaging with the junta would facilitate negotiations. Yet, their political demands remained ignored and distrust grew. Two events ultimately triggered the resumption of the war: the ultimatum for troops to transform into border guard force in 2009; and the administration’s refusal to register a political party, the “Kachin State Progressive Party”, KSPP, a party close to the KIO leadership for the 2010 General Elections. The border guard forces ultimatum was cancelled (too late) by President Thein Sein in August 2011, shortly after the re-ignition of the conflict.


  


  The KIA rallied its troops for the looming confrontation. The trigger took the form of a skirmish near the dam on the river Taping, in the South East of Kachin State, a territory run by the KIO in June 2011. The KIA accused the Tatmadaw soldiers of penetrating their territory without preliminary information. A Burmese soldier was captured during an engagement and the situation degenerated in a matter of hours. Both parties accused one another of having broken the ceasefire.


  


  At the beginning of the conflict, the regional government of Kachin State tried to lead the ceasefire negotiations, only for the issue to be taken back by Naypyidaw. After some unsuccessful attempts, the Union-level negotiator Aung Thaung, unpopular because of his inflexibility, was replaced by Aung Min who succeeded in establishing a trust relation with some of the KIO leaders. President Thein Sein even announced twice a de-escalation of the conflict but the Army continued its attack, questioning his actual power over its Army.


  


  The fall of mortar shells on Chinese territory (the headquarters of the KIO/A being located at the Chinese border) internationalized the conflict, which prompted Beijing to intervene in order to accelerate the peace process. The KIO, being concerned about avoiding the same pitfalls as in 1994, agreed to participate to the negotiations but only in the presence of international observers.


  


  In May 2013 peace negotiations were organized in Myitkyina, capital city of the Kachin State. An agreement promoting efforts to reduce the intensity of the fighting was then signed between the belligerent parties, without reaching a formal ceasefire. A second agreement, largely symbolic, was signed in October 2013. Yet, until today, the KIO and the government could not reach a bilateral agreement.


  


  A drug lord to free the Kokang ?


  In the Kokang region, the political transition also led to the resurgence of the conflict, instead of bringing peace. Following the surprise attack of the MNDAA troops on those of the Tatmadaw, fighting resumed on February 9th 2015. This Chinese-speaking community is settled in the bordering area in the north of the Shan State in a small territory benefiting from a self-administered status. The clashes caused 100,000 people to flee to the Yunnan border. Naypyitaw declared a state of emergency and asked Beijing to ensure that the rebels do not launch “terrorist activities” from China.


  The MNDAA was originally part of the rebel troops which organized a guerrilla campaign supported by China beside the former Communist Party of Burma (CPB). It was the first of a dozen factions to sign a bilateral ceasefire with the Burmese junta after the fall of the PCB in 1989. This agreement was already broken a first time in 2009, when MNDAA refused to submit to the government ultimatum to turn into border guard forces. At that time, Laukkai fell under the authority of the Burmese Army within only a few days. Peng Jiasheng, the MNDAA leader, fled to China, and MNDAA lost control of the area.


  The resurgence of the MNDAA was likely driven by a determination to regain the lost territories – and power. Peng Jiasheng tended to depict himself as the defender of the Kokang cause, fighting for the recognition of his people and of their rights. But reality appears to be less Manichean. The USA and theUnited Nations Organisation on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) suspect him to play a major role in the regional opium, and meta-amphetamine trade. Illegal economy in the northern Shan State is well known and the government accuses the factions based in the neighbouring Yunnan of supporting the separatist ambitions of the Kokang for economic wasted interest.


  Whereas personalities from other minority ethnic groups expressed their support to the Kokang, and see parallels with their own situation, it seems that a majority of the Bamar do not share that compassion. The social media and the local press describe the action of the Burmese soldiers in a rather positive way, showing their bravery to defend the nation. For the first time, the Army had a press conference shortly after renewed conflict. As for the active armed groups in the Kachin (KIA, TNLA, AA), they are accused of supporting the Kokang though deny any implication in these attacks. The United Nationalities Federal Council (UNFC), an alliance of 12 ethnic armed groups, asked the government to open a political dialogue with the Kokang in order to reach a ceasefire, without any success until end of 2015. After initial reported casualties, and facing a determined resistance, the Burmese Army seems to have picked up steam quickly. Nevertheless, despite the use of new military tactics combining long-range artillery and airstrikes, it still did not succeed in winning a decisive military victory, and so the conflict continues.


  


  Beyond the peace process


  The signing of a national ceasefire, which was initially foreseen in 2013, finally took place on the 15th October 2015. It was an important milestone for the Thein Sein government, even if it meant getting a lower number of ethnic signatures. The Kachin and Kokang crises show that the situation remains complex and raise the essential question of the future role of the ethnic armed groups and also of the Tatmadaw. The transition from the junta to a quasi-civil government already enabled a certain number of senior military officers to get a position within the government or public institutions. Nevertheless a comprehensive reform of the army (including the management and the potential integration of the armed ethnic groups), as well as increased efforts to improve its popularity, still remain necessary.28 Furthermore the Army intends to keep on playing a major political role, through Parliament and control of key ministries (such as Interior, Defense and Border Affairs). Because of the armed conflicts and other signs of instability, it is not appear really motivated to make concessions on the Burmese politics.


  


  Even in the current ceasefire areas, skirmishes have been reported in a number of locations. Generally these are the result of a lack of consensus on the respective delimitations of the areas controlled by the belligerents. In some towns the armed groups keep on training, patrolling and raising taxes from the civilians. For their part the ethnic leaders ask for the establishment of an appropriate system of ceasefire monitoring. They also expect concrete peace dividends such as the construction of infrastructures to support the economic development locally.


  The political branches of the ethnic groups intended to secure a greater political role in the future Myanmar, which would lead them to opt for the political dialogue instead of the armed conflict. The 2016 Parliament and the government could offer those perspectives under certain conditions, and in spite of the limited representations of ethnic political parties. To sustain the fragile momentum for peace, the government will have to find immediate solutions to problems inherent in the Burmese nation since its inception. Nevertheless decades of political oppression and of military control on populations have longer term impact on the Burmese society, within which individuals have internalized some nationalist values promoted by the junta.


  


  The challenges of diversity


  


  The recent steps towards the liberalization of the political, economic and legal frameworks has been a source of hope for international observers, who have witnessed an apparent change of will, even from some of the highest dignitaries of the State. Some tangible progress has been achieved by the Thein Sein government, having positive impacts on people’s daily life. For example the freedom of expression and freedom of association have significantly improved. The surveillance of the population meaningfully decreased. It is now possible to express political views in public, and even – with prior authorization – to demonstrate. Some form of decentralization, though limited and embryonic, is being tested. The regional parliaments have progressively dealt with more significant subjects and get are increasingly involved in legal reforms.


  


  With this progress, and the alleviation of the repression by the central State, it could have been inferred that tensions would reduce and inter-ethnic relations improve. Yet some incidents seem to show that xenophobia, that the military rulers used for decades as an instrument in their nation building efforts, had been internalized by the communities. The 2012 anti-Muslim violence that broke out in different locations indicate that religion-based (and to a certain extend ethnicity-based) intolerance remains deeply rooted in the society. The underhand eruption of xenophobia among a large part of the population, on the pretext of a common Islamophobia, is even more concerning.


  


  The rise of Islamophobia


  


  The distrust from a significant part of the population towards Islam – and more generally towards all Indian populations (who are often perceived as Muslim) – is not new in Myanmar. Yet its dimension and the expression of this phenomena, are more recent. Before June 2012, the Rohingya minority, settled in the Northern Rakhine State, at the border with Bangladesh, was the object of most radical views, often relayed by the state media that criticized them for their demographic growth, flagging the threat of an imminent Islamization. The 2012- 2013 waves of violence targeting the Muslims populations were perpetrated by civil populations, and targeted Muslims from various backgrounds and origins. Some Buddhist nationalist movements have even encouraged violence, such as the “969” movement led by a monk called Wirathu, spreading rumors of jihadist infiltrations and Muslim invasion.29 He encouraged the boycott of Muslim shops, marked with the symbolic numbers “786”. “969” has been promoted by respected members of the highest moral authority of the country, the Sangha (Buddhist Monks community). This movement was soon replaced by another one, more structured and more influential, called ma ba tha (Burmese acronym for the Organization for the Protection of the Race and Religion). Headed by a central committee composed of 50 nationalist monks (including Wirathu), and relayed by numerous local committees, this organization aims at protecting the Burmese race’s purity, by - among other measures - supporting ultra-nationalist policies.


  


  Throughout, the government’s behavior towards the emerging Islamophobic trend has been ambiguous. Its late reaction to the anti-Rohingya violence in Arakan has been followed by a more hard-line policy during the confrontation between Buddhist and Muslims in Meiktila, in the center of the country in 2012. These events put the authorities in a tricky position regarding the international community, and most of all regarding the Muslim countries of the Asian region who openly condemned perceived discriminations. Meanwhile, governmental and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) have found it difficult to offer pragmatic solutions to start a reconciliation process. In some occurrences, they are even perceived as a part of the problem as they polarized the debate by ‘taking the side’ of the victims, which reinforced the conviction shared by the government and many Burmese to be misunderstood by the international community.


  


  The exact number of Muslims living in Myanmar remains – at the time of writing - unknown and subject to controversies because of the political stakes. According to the official data, they only number 2 million, while some representative of Muslim political movements estimate their number to 10 million. So far, the results of the 2014 census have only been partially revealed; as they could change the perception of these populations and of their power of influence. It seems very likely that the proportion of the Muslim population increased significantly since the last census in 1981, mainly because of the natural growth of the population. Indeed, one of the particularities of Burmese Islam is the fact that it did not spread through proselytism, rather through immigration (mainly during periods anterior or contemporaneous to the Independence); and today through its natural growth. The Muslim community as a whole, recognized under the British colonies as a heterogeneous group of “Muslims from Burma”, nevertheless offers an ethnic diversity, gathering at least 5 main components:


  


  
    	Those settled in Myanmar for centuries, descendants of traders, Persian and Indian servants and mercenaries, who got relatively integrated and have the Burmese citizenship;



    	The Panthay, originally from China, socially and economically integrated and generally holding Burmese citizenship;



    	The Kayin Muslims, very few individuals, from Eastern Myanmar, who are also Burmese according to the law;



    	The descendants of the Indian populations who immigrated during the British colonization, whose status is variable;



    	The Rohingya, with a South-Bengali culture, who are mainly settled near the Bangladeshi border. Their number is unknown but they could be the most significant ethnic minority among the Burmese Muslims, the forecasts varying from 800,000 to 2 million people. Despite the lobbying efforts undertaken by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and by the international NGOs, they are still viewed by the government as recent and illegal Bengali migrants, who cannot claim the Burmese citizenship. Their presence is perceived as the result of immigration controls’ failure rather than as a result of the local history. As a result, they become stateless and cannot qualify for the citizenship given the restrictive law in force, and the discrimination they suffer.


  


  


  The Rohingya case30


  


  This population is concentrated in the North of the Rakhine territory (they could represent more than 93% of the administrative districts of Maungdaw and Buthidaung, 20% of the Rathidaung one), in Western Myanmar, at the threshold of Bangladesh. Having suffered numerous deprivations from the successive Burmese governments, they have often been described by the Human Rights defenders and the United Nations as the “most discriminated minority in the world”. The main issue of the Rohingya is that they are not recognized as Burmese citizens, according to the Citizenship Act. Indeed, the UNHCR estimated in 2007 that 96% of the Muslim populations of Maungdaw and Buthidaung were stateless. As a consequence, they cannot enjoy some basic rights such as the right to travel freely, to marry or to vote. This minority, which has close sociocultural features to the Bengali neighbors from the South of the Chittagong region, has been systematically isolated and discriminated for almost half a century.31


  


  The Rohingya’s sense of identity has evolved over time. Ten years ago, those who crossed the Bengali border to take refuge in Bangladesh used to self-identify as Rohingya, while those living in Myanmar simply defined themselves as “Muslims”, or “Northern Rakhine Muslims”.32 Today, with the identity crispation and dissemination of radical political discourses, they tend to recognize themselves as members of the Rohingya community. This evolution and the emerging communitarianism create new accrued difficulties to find cohabitation solutions with the Buddhist majority group in Rakhine State. In addition, the Rakhine leaders, as well as the government increasingly vehemently reject the term Rohingya, and prefer calling them Bengali in order to close the debate concerning the status of these populations, who lost, since 2012 the most basic right of auto-identification.


  


  Historical sources evidence the presence of Muslim populations in the Northern Rakhine region as early as in the 8th century. Nevertheless, it is difficult to ascertain the exact date of the first settlement, or migration of this population, which arrived massively before and during the British colonization (1886-1948), at a time when the borders between Bangladesh and Burma were porous. The Muslims then actively participated to the economy and the administration of colonial Burma and, not long after the Independence, 350,000 of them were naturalized. Yet their relations with the central authorities deteriorated soon after the creation of the Rakhine State, in the context of the establishment of an ethnic and religious segregation by the general Ne Win. Over the long term, his policies certainly discriminated all religious minorities, among which included the Rohingya. Several waves of repression affected them more particularly, such as the military operation “Naga Min” at the end of the 1970s, aimed at identifying residents who were not citizens (if needed by destroying the identity documents previously issued). This triggered many Muslims from the Rakhine State to flee, mainly to reach Bangladesh. A few years later, the same populations suffered from the armed repression caused by their support, shared by a large part of the Burmese population, to Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD), who won a first landslide at the 1990 elections. Since, then, almost all the Rohingya lost their (temporary) citizenship documentation and could not participate to the 2015 elections.


  


  The current, mainstream, segregationist language relies on a threat mainly felt by the neighboring Rakhine Buddhist populations, but also by the Bamar from the center. It is fueled by the fear of the demographic explosion of the Rohingya, weighting on common limited resources. Indeed, local sources report the growing proportion of the Muslim population in three administrative districts of Rakhine State (Maungdaw, Buthidaung and Rathidaung). Muslims in Northern Rakhine were said to be 56% in 1986, 70% in 1992 and 76% in 2007. While other Muslim minorities of Rakhine State, such as the Kaman, seem to be relatively well integrated (until the recent violence episode at least), the Rohingya remain isolated. Campaigns of incitation to violence relied on simplistic messages that supported the fantasy of the invasion of the area by the Muslims from Bangladesh. Intercommunity violence targeting the Rohingya broke out in 1958, 1961, 1974, 1997 and in 2001, among other dates. The testimonies from Rohingya victims of these attacks, recorded by Human Rights NGOs indicate that, at best, the armed forces were inactive, at worst, they could have encouraged them.


  


  The contemporary isolation of the Rohingya is the result of the policies of systematic exclusion by the successive governments. Indeed, the Rohingya population is submitted to numerous obligations and interdictions. Regarded from a legal point of view as foreigners, they cannot travel out of their village without special permissions and have to pay several bribes and commissions to do so. The same is true for weddings, professional recruitment, or registration of children for school exams. There is no secondary school in their region, the Rohingya children can only go to primary school, in the best case. They cannot vote or stand for elections. Religious freedom does not exist: destruction of religious buildings and cemeteries, Koranic schools’ closing, interdiction to wear beards… etc. are part of the repressive system. A set of specific and particularly oppressive tax measures also drain their resources to live. Their farming lands have been seized and in some districts, the Muslims (regardless of their ethnic origin) do not have the right to acquire lands. In addition to discriminatory measures, systematic exactions and privations from Human Rights have been reported and documented, including numerous cases of forced work and physical abuse.


  


  Institutionalized discrimination has led to the departure of thousands of Rohingya. Two waves of migrations to Bangladesh were particularly severe: 250,000 persons sought refuge there following the operation “Naga Min”, followed by at least 210,000 during the armed repression at the beginning of the 1990s. Twice, thousands of Rohingya have been repatriated to Myanmar by force with the support of the Bengali government. Today, hundreds of thousands of Rohingya illegally migrated to Bangladesh and in the region (mainly to Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia) without obtaining the status of a refugee. According to the HCR, Southern Bangladesh alone hosts more than 30000 Rohingya officially recognized as refugees, and more than 200,000 Rohingya migrant workers, most of them lacking any kind of identity documentation.


  


  The anti-Muslim violence of 2012


  


  In June 2012, riots broke out following the rumour regarding the rape of a Buddhist woman by Muslim men in Rakhine State. After several days of violence, the death toll totalled 98, with 123 injured and more than 5000 houses destroyed – most of them belonging to the Rohingya. 75000 persons were internally displaced following these events. A few days later, 10 Muslim pilgrims were killed in Toungup (in the district of Thandwe, in Southern Rakhine State). A week after the incident, while the riots were still raging on in the North of the Rakhine State, armed forces were finally deployed in order to intervene.


  


  In October 2012, the anti-Muslim riots started over, but this time they spread to the South of the Rakhine State, in the districts of Kyaukphyu, Kyauktaw, Minbya, Mrauk-U, Myebon, Pauktaw, Ramree and Rathidaung, affecting the relocated populations victims of the violence in June, but also enveloping different Muslim groups, including the Kaman. Even the Muslim populations who replied with violence during the former intercommunal violence episode felt caught off-guard, and unable to counter-attack. These simultaneous and large-scale attacks appeared as retaliations to the previous clashes.


  


  The way these clashes took place led to a breach in the position of the international community members - shocked by the scope of the disaster and the lack of appropriate answers from the government - and the Burmese public opinion, resentful to the Muslims. For the NGO Human Rights Watch, this was no less than an orchestrated ethnic cleansing.33 In a report, it blames the security forces deployed at the Burmese borders (Nasaka), the Army and the Marine for not having put an end to the violence, and for having taken part in them. This view is overall shared by international employees of NGOs and UN agencies who witnessed the events. Meanwhile, influential members of the Burmese civil society made use of the social networks to spread anti-Muslim messages but also, in some cases, to call to violence. The (traditional but also social) media, benefiting from the recent easing of censorship, became the zealous relays for radical messages, including for the calls to genocide. Nevertheless, one may wonder what the real reach of these messages is, given the very weak degree of penetration of internet at that time in the rural zones where the riots happened.


  


  Not less than 140,000 persons, most of them Muslims, are today internally displaced in Rakhine State, with no credible plan for their return, since their homes have been destroyed by the local populations, who do not wish to cohabit anymore. They have generally lost their house and all their goods, and they are squeezed in temporary camps, surviving thanks to international humanitarian aid. The humanitarian access limitations illustrate the depth of the conflict between the communities. Indeed, the aid reserved to the Muslims victims has been subject to debates, before being blocked by the local authorities - and populations. Moreover, Rakhine residents have attacked humanitarian workers, hampered their work and demonstrated in front of their offices. In June 2014, the UNICEF representative had to apologize in front of the Rakhine regional government for having used the term “Rohingya”, rejected by the government as well as the Rakhine nationalists. They want this term to disappear and be replaced by “Bengali” in order to insist on the geographical origin of these populations, and to strengthen the narrative thread that makes them illegal migrants. Demonstrations were also organized in November 2014, following the General Secretary of the United Nations Ban Ki Moon’s visit, because he used this term.


  


  The fate of the Rohingya appears less certain than ever. Obtaining the Burmese citizenship seems more than unlikely for these individuals who could not even register as Rohingya for the 2014 census; since the governments would rather considered them as Bengali and mention their illegal presence in the country. The Rohingya question generated serious criticisms of the Thein Sein’s government from some members of the international community, shocked by the conditions affecting them. Yet, instead of recreating a space for dialogue, this divergences has strengthened the distrust between Burmese leaders and international, who were perceived as attempting to interfere.


  


  The expression of a deeper malaise


  


  It would be overly simplistic to look at these more or less spontaneous intercommunal riots only as a mere rejection of the Rohingya populations. Unfortunately, these events reflect deeper issues, since those that took place outside of Northern Rakhine actually targeted indiscriminately the Muslim populations, and also populations of Indian origin. Despite the latter's massive exodus after the country’s independence, and their radical change of political and economic status over the last decades, these populations left an image of economic predation since the British domination. They have been targets of rioting several times, since they were associated with the state’s economic oppression - having lending money with a high interest rate - but also with the state’s political oppression since they were supporting the colonial administration. Besides, since the emergence of the Burmese nationalism and the tensions regarding identity of the beginning of the 20th century, the build-up of the Burmese identity marginalized part of the Indian and Muslim populations’ descendants, by limiting their integration and generating tensions when these populations were occupying key economic positions.


  


  Historically, anti-Muslim and anti-Indian riots are not a recent phenomenon in Myanmar. There is a long list of riots led by nationalist leaders since the 1930s. More recently, violence erupted in 1983, in Mon State (Southeast of Myanmar), in 1989 in Pyay (in the center) and Tauggyu (Shan State), in 1997 in Mandalay, and then in 2001 in several cities of central Myanmar. These violent incidents were generally orchestrated by ultra-nationalist movements, built on a pro-Buddhist ideology. Nevertheless, the recent intercommunal violence episodes could not be seen as part of a historic continuum as they present at least four symptomatic differences:


  • Despite the obvious organization of some attacks, the State’s institutions and its proxies do not seem to have neither anticipated nor directly stimulated these misdemeanors;


  • The scope of the destruction indicates a desire of complete annihilation to the point of making the government recognize the need of reconciliation between communities;


  • Some monks made up justifications to these hostilities, creating commonplaces by presenting them as a protection of the Burmese race, and of the Buddhist religion (mainly in local media and social networks).


  • Not only the Rohingya were targeted by these attacks, but also Indians and Muslims from various origins, who seemed relatively well integrated. Rather, is the appearance of cultural and religious difference which was punished.


  


  The police, mainly constituted of Buddhists of Bamar populations, and sometimes Rakhine ones, has been criticized by some quarters for its lack of reactivity, reflecting a passive support to the violence. Far from being an isolated phenomenon, it shows the government's ambiguous attitude in the management of this crisis. Local authorities have usually been described as lenient, and the central authorities took several days before setting up the necessary intervention measures. To answer these criticisms, a number of people were subsequently arrested and the government claimed its desire to punish the people who were responsible. Moreover, President Thein Sein formed a team including Muslim (non Rohingya), Christian and Hindu representatives but also academics, lawyers and political figures to investigate and write a report on these riots. This document, published almost a year later, defines the Rohingya as Bengali (therefore illegal migrants) and suggests, in addition to the deployment of the additional security forces in the geographical area, birth control in order to limit the growth of the Muslim population.


  


  However, the basic issue is far from being solved since new anti-Muslim violence broke out in different regions during the following months. A number of analysts regard this violent outbreak as being organized by groups of individuals who have a political and economic agenda, behind their nationalist ideology. Indeed, in April 2013, anti-Muslim riots were reported in the city of Okkan (North of Yangon), provoking the destruction of dozens of Muslim shops. In May 2013, a quarrel between a Buddhist and a Muslim in a shop in Meiktila (center of Myanmar), led to attacks of Muslim houses, and then degenerated after the murder of a Buddhist monk. Within a few hours, two Muslim neighborhoods were entirely destroyed, and 44 people, mainly Muslims, were killed (including 20 students and their teacher in a madrasa). Witnesses reported that the local police remained inactive and did not attempt anything to protect the victims. Then in May 2013, violence broke out in Lashio, a commercial city located on the road linking Mandalay and the Chinese border town of Muse (Shan State). This time, the attack appears to have been led by external disruptive elements. Unlike in Meiktila, few Muslims occupy important positions there, and their economic role appears to be less important locally. Violent movements also occurred in the following months in Thandwe in Southern Rakhine State, and then in the Sagaing Division.


  


  In Rakhine State and to a certain extend all over the country, it has become commonplace to express one's islamophobic opinion. Cyber activists have, since 2012, several times encouraged demonstrations, in Sittwe (capital city of Rakhine State) and in Yangon against illegal immigration of Bengalis, but also against humanitarian aid. They also denounced declarations made by the international community’s representatives. Moreover, other groups, who were formerly less prone to express their public opinion, joined the anti-Muslim or anti-Rohingya movements. Thus, in September and October 2012, Buddhist monks, but also women and youth organizations demonstrated in Sittwe, calling for the Muslim populations not to be reinstalled in their villages of origin, since they did not want to live next to them anymore.


  


  These events did not go unnoticed on the international stage, and caused reactions from Muslim countries of the region, and beyond. They also contributed to damage Myanmar’s image in a number of countries. After the 2012 events, the Indonesian president spoke of a “classic case of internal issue, with regional ramifications”, and called the government to react as soon as possible. As for the Malaysian Minister of Foreign Affairs, he had also called the government to take stricter measures against the persecution of Muslims, to punish the authors of this violence, but also to act more openly “in order to see that actions have been undertaken”.34 A resolution suggested by the Organization of Islamic cooperation (OIC) has been adopted by the UN Human Rights Council in July 2015. It urges the government of Myanmar to undertake all necessary measures to stop the discrimination and exploitation of the Rohingyas.35 The desire to condemn acts of violence had been affirmed by Thein Sein, yet the intolerance and the hate towards these populations is still gaining ground.


  


  Beyond Islamophobia


  


  The contemporary Burmese society has awoken after half a century of frustrations and disconnection under the military regime. For most of the population this is the first time that political and ideological ideas can be freely expressed. The islamophobic rise seems to result from the management of otherness and of the cultural difference by the State for decades. It appears that since independence, no compromise had been found on those sensitive subjects. The media and social networks played a paramount role in the diffusion of stories which led to increased intercommunal tensions. The Facebook accounts of some individuals and of members of civil society called for the genocide of the populations who originally came from Indian sub-continent. A boycott campaign was launched against the Qatari telecommunication company Ooredoo, when they launched the low cost SIM cards, (whereas the public monopoly was offering cards costing 250 dollars). Those reactions surely were supported by radical individuals and do not seem to have been organized by the government to protect its interests. The ground had been well prepared and so populations have now internalized the xenophobic rhetoric, which used to be the prerogative of the junta. As for the response to the religious and ethnic intolerance acts in the newly democratized State, it still remains symbolic.


  


  Even if the State is genuinely trying to reconcile the disparate communities, its approach does not appear particularly strategic. Four explicitly discriminatory texts of law, supported by the Ma Ba Tha, have been adopted by the Parliament in 2015. Among them, the law on religious conversion stipulates that individual conversion has to be reported – and consequently accepted – by the local authorities (generally of Buddhist obedience). Another law limits the marriage between people of different religions, since they now have to be allowed by the same authorities. The new legislation has been welcomed by supportive demonstrations organized by the Ma Ba Tha in the main cities of the country. This show of force by radical elements of the Sangha took place alongside explosive attacks against the NLD that was then campaigning for the 2015 Elections.


  


  While these laws obviously target the Muslim populations, they also have consequences for the other religious minorities. The reaction of the urban and educated civil society, calling for tolerance remains marginal, because of the misunderstanding of the consequences of the applications of the law, or because of the apprehension of retaliations. Nevertheless some minority groups are worried by these drifts. According to a person close to the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Myanmar, which was interrogated regarding this legislative project by the author in Rangoon in April 2014, the catholic leaders would be extremely worried by these developments, yet they would not dare to launch a visible appeal, as they are too afraid by the possible retaliations on their own community. Nevertheless, they perceive the hostility towards all religious minorities, and not only Muslims, in these measures.


  


  Besides, the anti-Chinese feelings have been increasingly simmering, often in relation to important projects with complicated social and environmental impacts. Demonstrations – during which some leaders highlighted the foreign interests in these projects – were organized in 2011 to protest against a dam on the Irrawadddy River (in Kachin State) and against a copper mine in Letpadaung (in the center of Myanmar). The leaders of the demonstrations have highlighted the foreign dimension of these entrepreneurs to trigger a nationalist protective reaction and mobilize the local communities. Nonetheless, the investments and the foreign presence were not directly targeted as such, and no violence was perpetrated against these individuals.


  


  The fear of being overran by powerful external elements can be traced through Myanmar’s previous Constitutions. The discrimination and the post-colonial trauma are also institutionalized in the 2008 Constitution, in which article 59 (f) stipulates that “the president himself, one of the parents, the spouse, one of the legitimate children or their spouses [shall] not owe allegiance to a foreign power, not be subject of a foreign power or citizen of a foreign country.” Because of this article, Aung San Suu Kyi is legally barred from presidency as she was married with a British citizen, Michael Aris. Her party, the NLD, and its supporters have been calling for the amendment of this article in order for her to be allowed to stand for this position. The article, even if it obviously targets Mrs. Suu Kyi, is also aimed at ensuring that the presidency remains in the hands of a purely Burmese citizen, and to contain the potential, or perceived, influence of foreign powers. In that respect the Constitution formulates the preoccupation of the previous juntas, but also of a significant portion of the population, scared by external influences. After the colonial trauma, sovereignty became a great concern. Article 74 of the 1947 Constitution mentioned that the President, to be eligible, cannot be submitted to any adhesion or allegiance to a foreign power. On social networks, in the wake of the elections, many Burmese expressed the view that the country should be led according to national interests, and not any foreign influence. This kind of comment used to be the prerogative of military elites that have managed to institutionalize the discrimination. Such views are now freely expressed by common people, scared by foreign interferences in the national politics.


  


  Identity-based tension has been particularly obvious during the data collection of the 2014 census, the first of its kind since the 1980s. Collecting information was a particularly delicate task, since it required every person physically present in the country to stipulate its ethnic and religious affiliations, according to a certain number of predefined categories, based on administrative documents, themselves based on the documents inherited from the colonial period. With ethnic identification and presence fluctuating over time - and inconsistent with the British records - some of these categories cannot apply today. Moreover, some groups, such as the Rohingya, could not even register as such, as they were not recognized as one of the 135 national races of Myanmar. A number of them thus accepted to be registered as “Bengali”. Some ethnic groups with a complex composition, such as the Kachin or the Kayin, also expressed their dissatisfaction regarding these erroneous categories to which they did not feel they fit in.


  


  For the Burmese people to continue cohabitating with a great deal of diversity, it will be essential for the State, but also for every Burmese to learn the principles of religious tolerance again, in order to establish an inclusive process of democratic reform. This is all the more true in a country where sovereign Buddhism is sometimes used for political ends, spreading xenophobic speeches, articulated around the religious and ethnic affiliation. This attitude, unchanged for decades, led to episodes of intercommunity violence, highlighting the real challenge for the newly elected national leadership: reconciling the ethnic and religious divides without systematically supporting a military-backed intervention. The government now has to find a political solution to gather the populations without denying their cultural identity, from which religion has become an inalienable element, but also, it has to make concessions with the most radical elements, whose influence continues to grow.


  


  


  Conclusion: what could be the political future for the minorities in Myanmar?


  


  At the end of its mandate, the government of Thein Sein’s results were promising but balanced. Whereas many observers hope that the democratic transition to elected leaders will bring peace, economic development and the reinforcement of individual freedoms, it will also encounter a number of challenges. Ethnic and religious splits are accelerating. Some ethnic minorities do not feel sufficiently involved in the reforms achieved so far. In addition, some ultra-nationalist groups use xenophobic values, which they justify by a Buddhist rhetoric aiming to “protect the national purity and race”, to encourage exclusion, or even violence against Muslim minorities, and potentially against others at mid to long term.


  


  For many people among the international community the victory of San Suu Kyi’s party at the 2015 General Election was the indicator of a real change, and she has been raising incredibly high expectations, nationally, as well as internationally. Nevertheless, the Lady of Rangoon, who stood out for her silence during the darkest moments of the Kachin conflict and the anti-Muslim violence, has limited credibility with some ethnic minorities that felt let down. Some members of ethnic minorities do not feel understood and represented by the daughter of the founder of the nation. Her hagiographic image will be sorely tested, and to preserve it she will have to provide a credible, global and durable solution to the complex ethnic question. Meanwhile, the vehement rhetoric of the Ma Ba Tha promoting religious and ethnic based nationalism and opposing foreign influences seem to promise the reinforcement of the already very clear political divides.


  


  The ethnic conflicts show the complexity and the scope of tasks that the NLD led government will have to face. New civilian leadership has to try to pacify the territory while managing the various demands of numerous ethnic groups. That means, among others, to find solutions to the Kachin and Kokang dilemmas, without escalating issues with its powerful Chinese neighbor, and to resist to the temptation of xenophobia.


  


  The fragile cohesion of the armed ethnic groups in their position concerning the national ceasefire will continue to be tested. The Thein Sein government wanted to sign the national ceasefire before the elections in order to stay in the history, not only as the first (semi-)civilian government, the one of the political transition, but also as the first one to have brought the armed conflict to an end. One of the price to pay to meet the deadline was to sign with a limited number of groups, taking the risk to attenuate the legitimacy of the agreement, and its scope. The recently incepted political dialogue will have to resolve some degree of redistribution of the political power, and, among others, propose acceptable measures concerning the natural resources revenue management. Leaders then will have to carry out two essential missions: maintain peace (as well as about twenty bilateral cease-fire and one national one), but also plan and implement the long-awaited reform of the security system. Indeed the government has still not established any acceptable plan for the future of the combatants of the ethnic armies, and comes up against the tricky question of the internal reform of the Tatmadaw. Without such a plan, confidence between Naypyidaw and the armed ethnic groups will stay limited and conditional.


  


  Furthermore the cross-community relations, especially with the Muslim populations, continues to degrade, in the absence of durable solutions acceptable for the government, the opposition and the civil society. It is unlikely that discrimination against the Muslim communities will stop in the short term. The islamophobic rhetoric indeed uses the fear of external influences. It is an ancestral fear which has become a popular predisposition, which expresses itself differently in a context where the State does not have the monopoly on violence anymore. Nationalism, as well as the rejection of the difference and the hate of what Muslim communities represent, is strongly rooted in minds thanks to decades of discriminatory propaganda by the junta. The international community which called to respect the rights of those minorities – and especially those of the Rohingya – only managed to increasingly polarize the debate, and to deserve the wrath of members of the government and of Parliament, regardless of their political orientation. The assistance to the populations displaced in Rakhine has hit a dead end, and the raise of intolerance still is denied at best, or even supported by the majority, at worst.


  


  It will probably take time, and permanent efforts, to disrupt these dynamics, whereas the Burmese society is testing the limits of its new liberties. Some influential elements have managed to justify the worst atrocities by putting forward the protection of the population, the purity of its race and of Buddhism. To bring about the needed in-depth societal change, there must be a sincere political will, from the top to the bottom of the scale. Indeed Myanmar is looking for unifying identity factors which would enable its cohesion in a new political framework, and is having difficulties reforming in depth.


  


  


  


  


  


  List of Acronyms


  


  AA: Arakan Army


  ASEAN : Association of South East Asia Nations



  ABSDF : All Burma Students Democratic Front


  BSPP : Burma Socialist Party Program


  CPB : Communist Party of Burma



  KIA : Kachin Independence Army


  KIO : Kachin Independence Organization



  KNU : Karen National Union


  MNDAA : Myanmar National Democracy Alliance Army


  NCA : Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement


  NLD : National League for Democracy


  NGO : Non-Governmental Organization


  OIC : Organization of Islamic Cooperation


  SLORC : State Law and Order Restoration Council


  SPDC : State Peace and Development Council


  TNLA : Ta’ang National Liberation Army


  UN HCR : United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees


  UNICEF : United Nations’ Chidren Fund


  UNODC : United Nations Organisation on Drugs and Crime


  USDP : Union Solidarity and Development Party


  YMBA : Young Men Buddhist Association


  YMCA : Young Men Christian Association
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