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All eyes are watching Burma’s political transition, first from mili-
tary dictatorship to pseudocivilian rule, and now to a genuinely civil-
ian elected government. What has been a gradual process of economic 
and political liberalization began in 2008, when Burma’s military junta 
drafted a new constitution. The high point in this process so far has been 
the November 2015 general elections, in which the opposition National 
League for Democracy (NLD), led by Nobel laureate Aung San Suu 
Kyi, won a resounding victory over the ruling military-backed Union 
Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). The USDP government is 
expected to hand power over to the NLD as scheduled at the end of 
March 2016. This does not mean, however, that Burma’s prospects for 
democracy are all rosy. 

Survey data provide some insights into the longer-term obstacles 
ahead. At the least, the new government will have to improve governance 
and encourage broader civic engagement in order for democracy really 
to take hold. Studies of Burma’s ongoing transition—like most transi-
tion studies—have interpreted the changes as being driven by bargain-
ing among elites rather than public pressure and protest.1 Yet Burma has 
experienced significant popular challenges to military rule—notably, the 
1988 student protests, the 1990 elections (which were also swept by the 
NLD), the 2007 Saffron Movement, and most recently the 2015 elections. 
While the events of 1988 and 1990 led to a military coup, the develop-
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ments since 2007 so far have seemed more promising. What does a view 
from below reveal about Burma’s long-term prospects for democracy? 

In order to answer this question, we analyze data from the Asian Ba-
rometer Survey (ABS) conducted in Burma from January through March 
2015. This was the first time that the ABS, now in its fourth wave, was 
carried out in Burma. After completing a pilot survey in the region of 
Pegu, the ABS surveyed a national sample of 1,620 people across all fif-
teen regions and states (including the capital, Naypyidaw), using national 
population data provided by the government for rigorous sampling. Given 
that we do not yet have time-series data for Burma, we compare the results 
from Burma with those from other countries in Southeast Asia.2 

The ABS found that Burma’s citizens are strong advocates for democ-
racy, but a large majority of them do not hold the liberal political values that 
undergird democratic practices. When asked to choose between democracy 
and an authoritarian alternative—one of the most extensively used indica-
tors for measuring popular support for democracy—72 percent of respon-
dents said that “democracy is always preferable to any other kind of govern-
ment.” This is the highest share in the region. By contrast, only 57 percent 
of Cambodians and 47 percent of Filipinos embraced democracy whole-
heartedly. (See Figure 1 below, which compares Burma with its neighbors 
in Southeast Asia.) Most notably, a mere 4 percent of respondents in Burma 
said that “under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be 
preferable to a democratic one,” whereas 31 percent of Thai respondents 
agreed with this statement. 

Throughout the survey, in fact, respondents in Burma registered high 
support for democracy. When asked if democracy, despite its problems, 
“is still the best form of government,” 90 percent of Burma’s respon-
dents agreed. Nearly as many (89 percent) said that “democracy is ca-
pable of solving the problems of [their] society.” Of Thai and Filipino 
respondents, only 70 percent and 65 percent, respectively, placed confi-
dence in democracy’s problem-solving capacity. 

 Respondents in Burma also seem to conceptualize the meaning of 
democracy differently from respondents in other Southeast Asian coun-
tries. Traditionally, Asian citizens have placed a strong emphasis on sub-
stantive dimensions of democracy such as social equality (especially the 
provision of basic needs to all and narrowing the gap between the rich 
and poor) and good governance (especially clean politics and efficient 
public-service delivery).3 Burma’s respondents, even more than others in 
the region, included equality as an essential characteristic of democracy. 
But they also emphasized a combination of procedural elements (for 20 
percent, elections were the key characteristic of democracy, and for 24 
percent rights and freedoms were) and substantive elements (for 37 per-
cent it was equality, and for 19 percent it was good governance).4 Taken 
together, these findings indicate high public support for democracy in 
Burma. Not only do citizens place considerable faith in democracy as a 
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form of government, but they also have a healthy notion of what democ-
racy means. The results of the November 2015 elections were in line with 
the strong popular support for democracy indicated in the ABS responses, 
as Burma’s citizens rejected continued rule by the military and its USDP 
government. Our data also suggest that on the eve of this breakthrough 
election, the people had exuberant aspirations for democracy, a phenom-
enon quite common to “third-wave” democracies at a comparable stage 
of democratization.

If we dig more deeply into the popular commitment to democracy 
in Burma, however, we find that a great majority of its citizens do not 
embrace the substance of liberal democracy and that their support for 
democracy is very superficial. Although this phenomenon is actually 
quite common across the region, citizens in Burma are among the most 
illiberal, exceeded by only the Vietnamese.5 The ABS asks a battery of 
questions to assess to what extent people hold democratic values regard-
ing such matters as political freedom, pluralism, the role of religion in 
politics, and accountability. 

The findings in Burma indicate that the vast majority of citizens still 
subscribe to authoritarian values and beliefs, despite having voted for 
democracy. The legacy of authoritarianism remains deeply embedded 
in Burma’s political culture, and the problem is compounded by a lack 
of understanding of how democracy should function. Figure 2 shows 
the shares of respondents in Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philip-
pines, Thailand, and Vietnam who believe that the legislature should 
be a check on the government. In Burma, 72 percent of respondents 
did not support the principle of horizontal accountability. In Indonesia, 
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by contrast, only two-fifths of respondents disapproved. Respondents 
in Burma also registered the second-highest overall share (62 percent) 
of adherents to authoritarian values as measured by our full battery of 
questions, indicating a big gap between their support for general demo-
cratic ideals and their view of how democracy actually should function. 

A strong propensity for authoritarianism is embedded in Burma’s 
predominantly conservative political culture. Scholars have distin-
guished between “modern” and “traditional” values, with the latter 
favoring hierarchy over equality, order over political freedom, har-
mony over contestation, and collective welfare over individual rights. 
Traditional values are thought to undercut democracy, as they indicate 
support for the centralization of power, limits on pluralism, and un-
equal representation of citizens. Some traditional values, such as the 
emphasis on the community over the individual, have been labeled as 
“Asian values” and used to justify limiting democracy in Asia.

In order to determine the strength of traditional values, the ABS asks 
a number of questions involving issues such as hierarchy, order, har-
mony, and collectivist orientations. Burma’s respondents expressed the 
strongest overall devotion to traditional values in Southeast Asia.6 Their 
responses to individual questions are equally revealing. More than a 
third (68 percent) of Burma’s respondents agree that students should not 
question the authority of their teachers; 81 percent object to pluralistic 
views; and 60 percent say that if only one child can be chosen, prefer-
ence should be given to a boy. 

Burma’s citizens have been relatively isolated, absorbing their values 
from conservative religious and governmental institutions. With mod-
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ernization, globalization, and greater regional integration, these values 
are likely to change. But Burma’s current deeply conservative political 
culture conflicts with the norms of equality, accountability, and plural-
ism, which are necessary for a functioning democracy. Most at odds 
with democracy are views on the role of religion. Respondents in Burma 
emphatically rejected a secular state, with 83 percent supporting a con-
sultative role in lawmaking for religious leaders, and 81 percent support-
ing a direct link between religion and citizenship. Given the dominance 
of Burma’s Buddhist majority and the escalation of religious conflict in 
recent years, these findings bode ill for building a democracy based on 
equal rights and inclusion.7

Gaps in Democratic Citizenship

In order for democracy to function effectively, people must be en-
gaged in political life. In Burma, according to ABS findings, expand-
ing democratic space and growing political and social engagement are 
oddly coupled with low levels of cognitive capacity and social trust. 
A majority of people are uninterested in politics. Only 46 percent of 
respondents expressed some level of interest. This has to do in part with 
the association of the Burmese word for politics (ninenganrayy) with 
negative views of the government and of governance. After more than 
sixty years of military rule with limited political inclusion and public 
accountability, there is a deep-seated suspicion of “politics.” Yet given 
the ongoing political change in Burma, it is surprising that fewer than 
half of respondents express any interest in political issues. Burma is not 
alone in this regard, however. The share of politically disengaged citi-
zens is even higher in Indonesia (64 percent) than in Burma. 

Even more worrying, though, is the lack of political knowledge 
among Burma’s citizens, even those who profess some interest in poli-
tics. Roughly a fifth of respondents claim to follow the news regularly 
(more than weekly), while a little more than twice that number (42 per-
cent) “practically never” seek out news. Of those who express an inter-
est in politics, only 33 percent follow political news regularly; among 
those not interested in politics, only 8 percent do. 

Burma’s media environment has opened up and diversified consider-
ably in recent years, giving citizens access to a variety of possible news 
sources. This has not led, however, to greater political engagement. This 
lack of an informed citizenry is a major obstacle for democratization. 
Even if many respondents in Burma (though not a majority) express an 
interest in politics, they simply do not possess the requisite knowledge 
for meaningful participation in the democratic process. 

This incongruity in how Burma’s citizens engage in political life is 
mirrored in the social realm. Social capital has long been recognized 
as an important ingredient for sustaining democracy and reducing con-
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flict.8 Social capital encompasses the relationships and trust that bind 
members of a society together. In most modern societies, the level of 
participation in civic organizations and of social trust, the two key ele-
ments of social capital, usually go hand-in-hand. In Burma, we find a 
puzzling divergence. 

Among the many misconceptions about Burma’s civil society9 is the 
widespread belief that it is small, young, and underdeveloped—an out-
growth of relief efforts after Cyclone Nargis in 2008. The ABS find-
ings challenge this perception and reveal a pattern that is common in 
Southeast Asia: Civil society emerged in areas where political space 
was permitted under authoritarian rule—for example, in Indonesia’s re-
ligious organizations (allowed during the Suharto era) and in Malaysia’s 
grassroots political parties.

In Burma, 60 percent of respondents belong to organizations—a fig-
ure that is comparatively high, with only Indonesia (94 percent) and 
Vietnam (73 percent) reporting higher levels of civic participation. 
Burma’s citizens mostly join religious (especially Buddhist) organiza-
tions, which have deep historical roots in society, as well as community 
and charitable organizations, which were permitted under military rule. 
The military encouraged the formation of community organizations to 
deliver social services that it failed to provide itself, and it promoted 
the expansion of religious and charitable organizations to shore up its 
legitimacy. The ABS findings show that citizens also have considerable 
social networks, with 63 percent having people outside their households 
to whom they can turn for help. In short, Burma is a country of robust 
horizontal social ties.

These extensive ties should be promising for democracy. Regular in-
teraction among citizens in society should naturally spill over into po-
litical life as well. And in fact, 40 percent of respondents report having 
participated politically more than once to solve a local problem. Despite 
working together to address local concerns, however, Burma’s citizens 
report surprisingly low levels of social trust, with only 19 percent agree-
ing that most people can be trusted. In the region, only Cambodia and 
the Philippines have lower levels of social trust. 

The lack of social trust in Burma may be a legacy of authoritarian 
rule, which relied on informers and often pitted neighbor against neigh-
bor and family against family. As a result, Burma’s citizens are reserved 
in their dealings with one another. Social trust is slightly higher among 
the ethnic minorities (20 percent) than among the majority Burman (18 
percent), but is still quite low. Democracies plagued by low social trust 
are prone to conflict; they have difficulty in getting citizens to partici-
pate in politics and to forge relationship across different groups, making 
them vulnerable to fragmentation. This is particularly relevant in the 
case of Burma’s deeply divided society. Moreover, it is not just at the 
grassroots level that the lack of social trust poses a problem. One of the 
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main reasons for the breakdown of democracy in Burma in the 1950s 
was a lack of trust among elites. 

It’s the Economy 

The NLD’s decisive win in November 2015 has been interpreted 
mainly as a popular outcry for democracy. The ABS survey suggests 
another underlying driver—the economy. In fact, Burma’s respondents 
reported a greater desire for economic improvement than for democracy. 
Surveys have consistently shown the economy to be the main concern of 
citizens, with a full 50 percent identifying such bread-and-butter issues 
as jobs, wages, or the cost of living as the most important issue facing 
the country. Another 33 percent identified the economy as the second 
most important issue. Issues related to the economy overshadowed all 
others, including good governance (the main concern of only 16 percent, 
and the second greatest concern of just 14 percent). 

In the 1990s, Burma’s government began to implement a series of eco-
nomic reforms. In 2011, the USDP government launched an ambitious lib-
eralization program.10 Growth rates have risen, as have some incomes.11 
Most ordinary citizens, however, have yet to see the benefits. Close to half 
(46 percent) say that they have experienced no change in economic condi-
tions, while 22 percent say economic conditions have worsened. In fact, a 
majority (53 percent) of respondents in Burma perceive current economic 
conditions as being worse than in the past, with just under a third (32 per-
cent) seeing current conditions as better. These negative perceptions of 
Burma’s economy were a key factor in the vote for a change of government. 

More than half of citizens in Burma (53 percent) believe that “eco-
nomic development is more important than democracy,” with less than 
a third (30 percent) prioritizing democracy over the economy. The re-
mainder (18 percent) saw both as equally important. Burma’s citizens 
are closely split with regard to the importance of economic equality 
versus political freedom: 42 percent consider economic equality to be 
more important than political freedom, and 39 percent believe the oppo-
site, with 19 percent giving equal weight to both. Just as the state of the 
economy helped to drive demands for political change, it will also de-
termine how people perceive the results of this change. In other words, 
Burma’s new government will have to deliver on the economy in order 
to be considered successful in the eyes of the people. 

Poverty and slow economic development remain significant problems, 
despite reports pointing to gains in recent years. A UNDP assessment 
found that 32 percent of the population lives in poverty, with the poor 
concentrated heavily in rural areas. The World Bank puts this figure at 
37.5 percent.12 The ABS survey confirms that Burma’s citizens feel high 
levels of economic vulnerability. A majority of citizens (63 percent) also 
fear losing their main source of income. Moreover, the consequences of 
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a loss of income would be dire. Nearly three-quarters (73 percent) of re-
spondents said that their families would struggle to get by were they to 
lose their major income source. It is therefore no wonder that most ordi-
nary citizens would prioritize the economy over democracy. 

In fact, this is the case all over Asia. What distinguishes Burma is that 
its citizens see economic improvements as being linked to democracy, 
whereas people in most other Asian countries believe there is a tradeoff 
between them. Since military rule in Burma brought years of economic 
decline, the country’s citizens hope that democracy can bring economic 
development. In fact, the ABS findings reveal that the strongest support 
for democracy and change in Burma came from those who perceived 
the economy negatively, 88 percent of whom preferred political change. 
Within this group, 61 percent desired major change, and 6 percent wanted 
to see the system replaced entirely. For citizens of Burma, democracy 
represents hope—the promise of a better future after many years of au-
thoritarian rule that failed either to bring about meaningful economic de-
velopment or to provide the basic freedoms and opportunities that people 
want. The ABS findings show a desire for more democracy in Burma, as 
was emphatically confirmed by the November election results.

The ABS findings also reveal some big challenges ahead for democ-
ratization in Burma. While Burma’s citizens welcome greater democracy, 
they do not necessarily possess the underlying values—belief in inclusion, 
secular government, and pluralism—that support democracy in practice. At 
the same time, they possess illiberal and conservative values that can under-
mine democracy. While there is political engagement, an informed citizenry 
is lacking. While there are robust everyday ties and an active civil society, 
social trust remains low. Finally, the vote for a new government was more 
than a call for democracy; it was also a call for tangible economic improve-
ment in a country where much of the population is poor and vulnerable.

Although most observers are focused on the in-fighting, negotiations, 
and deal-making at the top between Aung San Suu Kyi, the USDP, and the 
military, there are a number of weighty issues to contend with at the popu-
lar level. If democracy is to take hold and thrive in Burma, the new gov-
ernment will have to find a way to promote liberal values in the citizenry 
and to encourage social trust and political participation. A crucial step in 
this process would be the adoption of a robust civic-education program. 
If Burma is someday to become a stable and well-functioning democracy, 
changes in political culture and a more active citizenry will be essential. 
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