
National security in Myanmar has always been equated with state security by the ruling  
military junta. However, the drive to protect the state has led to insecurities for its  
people. This paper argues that a comprehensive human security approach offers the best  
opportunity to address ethnic grievances, thereby resolving Myanmar’s long-running  
internal conflict.

by Pau Khan Khup Hangzo

So Near, Yet So Far

On 10 May 2008, just one week after Cyclone Nargis tore through Myanmar’s Irrawaddy 
Delta resulting in more than 100,000 deaths  and leaving at least 1,000,000 others home-
less, the ruling military junta, through the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), 
held a referendum on its new draft constitution.  It was hoped that the SPDC would draft 
a constitution which would eventually resolve the long standing conflict in Myanmar. The 
SPDC claims that the new constitution will pave the way for a return to democratic rule with 
general elections due in 2010. The constitution was hastily ratified after it secured a 92.48 
per cent ‘yes’ votes in the referendum. So, what does the new constitution actually offer to 
the citizens of Myanmar? Will it help resolve long-standing internal conflicts? 

Certainly the new constitution does not offer the opportunity for a return to democracy. The 
generals have arrogated to themselves the leading political role. The commander-in-chief 
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of the armed forces is entitled to fill 110 seats in the 440-seat parliament with appointees 
from within the ranks of the armed forces. And in the event of a ‘state of emergency’, the 
commander in chief will assume full legislative, executive and judicial powers. Further, 
article 392 (d) of the constitution bars ‘persons serving prison terms’ from participating in 
future elections. Most individuals who contested the 1990 elections, including Aung San 
Suu Kyi would be prohibited from contesting future elections as they have or are presently 
serving time in prison as a result of their pro-democracy activities. Most importantly, the 
new constitution falls short in addressing the long-standing grievances of minority ethnic 
groups  who desire equal political representation and autonomy. The new constitution, it 
seems, was meant to ensure that the military will remain the dominant power in Myanmar 
wherever the road map leads. 

National Security Equals State Security

The military’s steadfastness in holding onto the reins of power relates directly to its interpre-
tation of national security. The regime’s national security ideology equates the security of 
the state of Myanmar with that of the regime and the Tatmadaw (military).  This ideology is a 
brand of state nationalism defined by the ‘three national causes.’ The three national causes 
are first, non-disintegration of the Union; second, non-disintegration of national solidarity; 
third, perpetuation of national sovereignty. The regime explicitly forewarns any potential 
challengers to its ideology by attempting to co-opt citizens to: 

•	 Oppose those relying on external elements, acting as stooges, holding negative views;

•	 Oppose those trying to jeopardize stability of the State and progress of the nation;

•	 Oppose foreign nations interfering in internal affairs of the State and 

•	 Crush all internal and external destructive elements as the common enemy. 

The regime believes that the concept of Tatmadaw embodies the nation’s history, destiny 
and goals.  It is intolerant of political pluralism which is viewed as damaging to national 
unity and therefore to national security. Such a single-minded approach to national security 
blinds the regime to the many grievances harboured by Myanmar’s ethnic minorities. The 
failure of the regime to effectively address these grievances led to an armed revolt which 
was brutally crushed by the military in the name of protecting national security. Thus for 
ethnic minority groups, national security issues serve only as a smokescreen for oppres-
sion, perpetuating insecurity and untold misery. 

National Security Equals Human Insecurity

The combination of prolonged internal conflicts, economic mismanagement, bad gover-
nance and poor state capacity perpetuated by the state-centric approach to national secu-
rity has created human insecurity on a colossal scale.

Death Toll

The Political Economy Research Institute of the University of Massachusetts characterised 
the conflict in Burma as an ‘Ethnic War’ and puts its overall death toll from 1948 at more 
than 130,000.  The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), on the other 
hand estimates that between 1948 and 2006, more than 20,000 people died in the conflict 
involving Karen National Union (KNU) rebels and the government in the state of Karen.  
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Cross-Border Refugees

According to the Alternative Asean Network on Burma (ALTSEAN Burma),  Myanmar is 
the world’s third largest source of refugees after Afghanistan and Iraq. Between 1995 and 
2005, the flow of refugees from Myanmar to its neighbours has increased between 48 per 
cent and 800 per cent. It is estimated that during the last 20 years, as many as 2,000,000 
people from Myanmar have fled as a result of the military regime’s widespread and sys-
tematic human rights abuses, military offensives as well as religious and ethnic persecu-
tion.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)

ALTSEAN Burma estimates that the current number of IDPs within Myanmar is close to 
- or even exceeds – 1,000,000. As of November 2006, there were an estimated 500,000 
IDPs in conflict areas bordering Thailand. IDPs are more vulnerable to poor health, dis-
eases, violence, human trafficking, exploitative labour and have reduced access to health 
services, education and employment.  

Child Soldiers

In 2002, Human Rights Watch reported that Myanmar has an estimated 70,000 child sol-
diers under the age of 18, the largest number in the world. According to the accounts of 
former soldiers interviewed by Human Rights Watch, 20 per cent or more of its active duty 
soldiers may be children under the age of 18. These children are often kidnapped without 
their parents’ knowledge while on their way home from school.  

Declining Expenditure on Public Welfare

According to the Human Development Report 2007/2008,  Myanmar was ranked 132 out 
of 177 countries in the Human Development Index (HDI). Public expenditure on health as 
a percentage of total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2004 averages only 0.3 per cent. 
Not surprisingly, Myanmar has the second-highest rate of child mortality in Asia after Af-
ghanistan. Between 100,000 to 150,000 children under the age of five die every year and 
most of the deaths are from preventable diseases. Spending on education between 2002 
and 2005 is 1.3 per cent of GDP while research and development expenditure over the 
same period stood at 0.1 per cent.      

In contrast, Myanmar allocated 33.33 per cent (USD 7 billion) of its GDP towards defence 
in 2008.  This high rate of defence spending means that spending in other sectors vital to 
human development suffer, and is one of the reasons for declining expenditure in public 
welfare. Besides a low HDI score, Myanmar also scored low in other global indices.

Table 1 Myanmar’s score in other global Indices

What Can We Conclude From This Observation? 

Quite simply, the current approach to national security adopted by Myanmar’s military re-
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gime undermines the security of its people in general and those of ethnic minority groups  
in particular whose grievances are seen as threats to the state. The failure of the regime 
to recognise the sources of minority ethnic group’s insecurities and grievances fuels the 
conflict which continues to this day. 

Thus, any attempt at resolving the longstanding conflict in Myanmar must adopt a compre-
hensive approach to security designed to promote not only state security but human secu-
rity as well. A human security approach to conflict resolution thus provides the best chance 
of leading Myanmar out of the bloody quagmire.

Human Security Approach to Resolving Internal Conflicts

The United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Report 
1994  is often regarded as a major challenge to traditional views of security. The attractive-
ness of the concept, as outlined in the report, lies in the fact that it is people centred and 
is concerned with the well being of individuals. As such, it defines human security as ‘first, 
safety from such chronic threats as hunger, disease and repression. And, second, it means 
protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily life - whether in 
homes, in jobs or in communities’. Threats to human security, according to the report, can 
be categorised under seven headings: economic security, food security, health security, 
environmental security, personal security, community security and political security.

Thus the concept of human security can be used to analyse grievances associated with 
socio-economic, political, ethnic and cultural factors. Given that internal conflicts are not 
caused by a single factor, but an amalgamation of socio-economic, political and cultural 
factors, a comprehensive human security approach offers the best way to address the root 
causes of internal conflicts. It is in addressing the root causes of conflict that a more effec-
tive way of solving problems can be found and long-term security of not just individuals but 
of the state can be realized. 

The framework presented in Figure 1 (page five) attempts to explain how human security 
can be used as a means to resolve conflict. It considers only four elements of human se-
curity which are more salient in the case of Myanmar, i.e. community, economic, political 
and personal security.            

Resolving Conflict in Myanmar: The Human Security Approach 

Human security approaches allow us to look at the conflict in Myanmar not from the per-
spective of the state but from the perspective of the aggrieved parties. It also helps us to 
identify the sources of grievances which eventually lead to conflict. 

From the perspective of the ethnic minorities, the unresolved question of genuine political 
representation lies at the heart of conflict in Myanmar. During negotiations over the terms of 
independence, ethnic minority leaders demanded that certain rights be guaranteed before 
they would agree to join the proposed Union of Burma. A historic meeting was held at Pan-
glong in Shan State on 12 February 1947, where the leader of the Burmese independence 
movement, Aung San, signed an agreement with leaders of the Shan, Kachin and Chin 
ethnic minorities paving the way for the foundation of the Union of Burma. The Panglong 
Agreement  preserved the rights of ethnic minorities by recognising their autonomous sta-
tus within the Union of Burma.

Following this Agreement, a constitution  was drafted which established a quasi-federal 



form of government in which a great deal of autonomy was given to the states where ethnic 
minority populations formed the majority of the population. Chapter 9 of the Constitution 
included special provisions for ethnic states with respect to representation in parliament 
and internal governance. Chapter 10 granted the right to secede from the Union if they so 
desired. This constitution was put into force on 24 September 1947. In 1948, Burma was 
granted independence from Britain but the autonomy promised to ethnic minorities was 
never fully realised. As early as 1949, ethnic minority groups began taking up arms to de-
mand greater autonomy. Although many of the ethnic groups opposed to the government 
initially fought for independence from Burma, their objectives have altered over the course 
of the conflict and now many opposition groups appear to be content with greater control 
over local areas and increased political representation. 

Then there is conflict over the restoration of democracy which began after the military junta 
seized power in 1962. The junta not only cracked down on pro-democracy supporters but 
also refused to acknowledge the 1990 election results that favoured the National League 
for Democracy, led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.  

Thus, conflict in Myanmar involving ethnic minority groups is principally centred on the 
restoration of autonomy they enjoyed before their merger with the Union of Burma and 
as promised in the Panglong Agreement. There is a sense of insecurity among the vari-
ous ethnic groups on issues related to community, social, cultural, political, economy etc. 
It was feared that being a minority, they will eventually be overwhelmed by the majority  
Burmans. Autonomy was thus seen by these groups as the only way to maintain their iden-
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• A human security approach can be used to 
identify various sources of grievances before 
they culminate in full scale conflict.  
• The various sources of grievances can then 
be prioritised for the purpose of policy 
intervention.   

 

During conflict, a 
comprehensive human 
security framework offers a 
wide range of policy options 
on how to tackle the root 
cause of conflicts.  

  
Result of Grievances 

Armed rebellion, insurgency,  
secessionist movement and  

civil war. 

Grievances 
• Community/Social grievances  
   (ethnic/religious/cultural differences,   
marginalisation, fear of losing one’s identity and 
values, etc.) 
• Economic grievances  
   (poverty, income inequality, disparity in wealth       
distribution, unequal development between regions, 
etc.) 
• Political grievances  
   (lack of representation, lack of   political rights,   
political exclusion, etc.) 
• Personal grievances  
   (relative deprivation, unemployment, etc.) 

Human security is concerned with: 
• Community security 
• Economic security 
• Political security 
• Personal security 

Figure 1 Human Security Approach to Resolving Internal Conflict 
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tity and political status within the Union of Burma. Any resolution to the conflict in Myanmar 
must then take into account these factors.

Policy Recommendations

Dissolve the New Constitution

The new constitution by no means offers a framework for the peaceful resolution of con-
flict. Using this constitution as a framework for future political transitions will only serve to 
increase the grievances of ethnic minority groups, and drag the country back into violent 
ethnic strife. Many in the opposition believed that the constitution is no more than a ploy to 
perpetuate the power and privileges of the military. A new constitution, or at least a revised 
one should be drafted with the full participation of all aggrieved parties. 

Counterinsurgency Strategy Grounded in the Concept of Human Security

Current counterinsurgency operations undertaken by the regime was aimed at engaging 
insurgent groups directly through the use of overwhelming force. Such an approach pro-
duces untold suffering to the people of Myanmar. 

Counterinsurgency operations do not only mean the use of force. It also means winning the 
hearts and the minds of the people. In order to do this, counter-insurgency policies must 
be grounded in a framework of comprehensive engagement designed to promote the se-
curity of the people of Myanmar. This requires an understanding of the underlying factors 
which causes conflicts in the first place. In the case of Myanmar, certain priority areas i.e. 
socio-political-economic and cultural issues should be identified and policy actions should 
be planned within the broad framework of human security. 

Multi-Stakeholder Approach to Conflict Resolution

A human security approach to conflict resolution should be representative of all parties to 
the conflict. Successful resolution of conflict begins from a sustained collective effort by as 
many levels of society as possible. 

In the case of Myanmar, the Ethnic Nationalities Council (ENC),  an umbrella organisation 
of seven major ethnic groups declared that the ongoing problems were rooted in the con-
stitution and the best means to resolve it is through a negotiated settlement in the form of 
a Tripartite Dialogue involving: 

•	 the military led by the ruling SPDC, 

•	 democracy advocates led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and the National League for De-
mocracy (NLD) and 

•	 representatives of the ethnic nationalities.

The ultimate goal of the ENC is to establish a genuine Federal Union of Burma based on 
the principles of the Panglong Agreement, which will guarantee democratic rights for all 
citizens, political equality for all ethnic nationalities and the right of self-determination for all 
member states of the Union. 

A More Pro-Active ASEAN 

The principle of ‘non-interference in the affairs of one another’  was the principle upon 
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which ASEAN was founded. As a result of this policy, ASEAN member states place in-
dividual state sovereignty before collective security considerations and tiptoe delicately  
around each other’s internal conflicts. However, there is a growing awareness within  
member countries that, increasingly, conflicts within one state affect another state. As far 
back as in 2004, former Indonesian foreign minister Ali Alatas declared that ASEAN needed 
to re-examine its policy of non-interference, in order to permit its members to act as peace 
brokers for the internal conflicts of other member states. 
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