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Abstract                                                                                                                     
 

Winning Hearts and Minds:                                                                                          
Street-level Bureaucracy and Attachment to the State in Myanmar 

 
 
What determines ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state? This phenomenon attachment 

to the state is perceived in this dissertation as individuals’ identification with, affirmation 

of and loyalty to the state. Existing literature largely suggests macro-level factors to 

understand minority-state relations. In contrast, I propose a novel theory that highlights the 

role of everyday encounters with the state (i.e., interpersonal interactions between citizens 

and agents of the state in the street-level bureaucracy) in shaping ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. I also argue that these bureaucratic encounters improve when the 

bureaucrats themselves are members of the same ethnic group as their ethnic minority 

clients. 

To evaluate the implications of these claims, I employ a mixed-methods approach 

and empirically study the ethnic politics of Myanmar. During 13 months of fieldwork, I 

conducted focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews with over 100 ordinary 

citizens, civil servants and local experts, implemented an original survey in five local 

languages across 35 townships, and fielded a survey experiment. I find that ethnic 

minorities who have had positive encounters with street-level bureaucrats express more 

pride in their citizenship and stronger attachment to the state. This is the case even when 

their ethnic group is in direct conflict with the state. 

The dissertation consists of seven chapters: an introductory chapter, an integrated 

theory chapter, a chapter contextualizing the case of Myanmar, three empirical chapters 

that evaluate the observable implications of my theory, and a concluding chapter.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

 
 
State-making involves developing material force and infrastructure to broadcast power as 

well as gaining citizens’ loyalty (Bourdieu and Farage 1994; Weber 2004; Herbst 2000; 

Morgan and Orloff 2017). Loyalty to the state is deeply seated in individual consciousness. 

It simultaneously conveys citizens’ view of their relationship to the state and the state’s 

symbolic power over them. This assent to authority persuades citizens to agree to and 

comply with state projects of legibility.1 

The modern state rules over two types of citizens: members of the politically 

dominant ethnic group and politically non-dominant ethnic group.2 The politically 

dominant ethnic group may also be thought of as the “core group” and the non-dominant 

group as the “non-core group;” and the former group often forms a demographic majority 

(Mylonas 2012). The political elites of the state are members of the dominant group, and 

they tend to propagate the “national type” of that group within the state’s territorial border. 

Thus, the state tends to assume the ethno-national character of the politically dominant 

group (Wimmer 1997; Mylonas 2012; Wimmer and Min 2006). According to Brubaker, 

this group is the “legitimate ‘owner’ of the state, which is conceived as the state of and for 

the core nation” (1996, 6). Thus, it is not surprising that members of the politically 

dominant ethnic groups hold more favorable attitudes toward the state compared to 

	

1 Scott (1998, 2–3) views “legibility” as a central problem in modern statecraft. Unlike the pre-modern state 
which was “partially blind,” the modern state rationalizes and standardizes the population and territory it 
governs through simplification and classification. Legibility of the space and people lends more efficient and 
convenient administration. 
2 Typically, there is one politically dominant ethnic group, and several politically non-dominant ethnic groups 
in a given state. 
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members of the politically non-dominant ethnic groups (Dowley and Silver 2000; Elkins 

and Sides 2007; Staerklé et al. 2010). 

This dissertation is about the relationship between members of the politically non-

dominant ethnic groups, or ethnic minorities, and the state.3 Given the disadvantaged 

position of the politically non-dominant ethnic groups, it is puzzling why they would 

develop favorable attitudes toward the state. However, ethnic minorities do develop such 

attitudes. According to existing survey data from 39 countries, while 82 percent of ethnic 

majorities identify with the state, 63 percent of ethnic minorities also identify with the state 

(Elkins and Sides 2007, 697). Also consider for example survey data from Myanmar, which 

is the case study examined in this dissertation.4 The mean of ethnic majorities’ pride in 

their Myanmar citizenship is 2.88 out of 3 while that of ethnic minorities is 2.44.5 Given 

that 3 is the  

	
3 In Myanmar, the core group or the politically dominant group also constitutes the demographic majority. 
In the Myanmar context, the terms, “core group,” “politically dominant ethnic group” and ethnic majority" 
are synonymous, as are “non-core groups,” “politically non-dominant ethnic group” and “ethnic minorities.” 
Thus, I used these sets of terms interchangeably. 
4 A note on the country’s name is in order. When the country became independent in 1948, its official name 
in Burmese was (or rather, could be transliterated as) Pyi-daung-su Myanmar Naing-ngan-daw. In English, 
it was officially the Union of Burma. Since 1948, the country was called Burma in English even though in 
Burmese, the country was always referred to as Myanmar. The country’s name in English was officially 
changed from the Union of Burma to the Union of Myanmar in 1989 by the new junta. The pro-democracy 
activists and groups continued to use “Burma” in opposition to the junta. Ethnic minorities also continued to 
use “Burma” because “Myanmar” is strongly associated with the historical Bamar kingdoms which they do 
not view as part of their history. In solidarity with the opposition movement, the United States government 
and several Myanmar-related advocacy organizations continue to refer to the country as Burma today. In this 
dissertation, I refer to the country as Myanmar because that is what it has always been in Burmese, and it is 
a more common usage today domestically in Myanmar and abroad. In a few instances, the term Burma is 
mentioned when quoting existing texts. Also note that the official language is also “Myanmar,” but I refer to 
the language as Burmese to avoid confusion with the country’s name. “Burmese” also refers to Myanmar 
citizens in this dissertation. Additionally, several ethnic groups have two names (e.g., Arakan/Rakhine, 
Karen/Kayin, and Kayah/Karenni). I discuss these terminologies in Chapter 3. 
5 These figures are based on the Asian Barometer Survey (Hu and Chu 2015), the World Value Survey 
(Haerpfer et al. 2020), and the original survey data I collected. The original survey data is described at length 
in Chapter 4 and in Appendix A. 
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Figure 1.1: Pride in Citizenship by Ethnicity (Source: ABS, WVS and author’s survey). 

 

maximum, both means are fairly high. So, why do ethnic minorities develop attachment to 

the state? 

Furthermore, there is considerable group-level variation within the ethnic minority 

community. Some ethnic minority groups have significantly more favorable views of the 

state compared to other groups. Figure 1.1 shows that some ethnic minority groups in 

Myanmar have similar levels of pride in their Myanmar citizenship as the politically 

dominant ethnic group (Bamar) while other ethnic minority groups have a much lower 

level of pride in citizenship. The group-level variation is not easily explained by existing 

frameworks either. The extant literature suggests that the nation-building policies 

experienced by ethnic minorities might explain minority-state relations.  
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Figure 1.2: The extent to which respondents agree with the statement: I would support 
Myanmar even if it is in the wrong. (Source: Author’s survey). 
 

However, ethnic minority groups experiencing the same policies exhibit different 

levels of attachment to the state. For example, Chin and Kachin ethnic groups in Myanmar 

experience similar linguistic and religious homogenization policies, but Kachin’s pride in 

citizenship is lower than that of Chin.6 So, why do some ethnic minority groups view the 

state more favorably than other ethnic minority groups? Additionally, individuals within 

the same ethnic group also express varying attitudes toward the state. As Figure 1.2 shows, 

some individuals in Chin and Kachin ethnic minority communities in Myanmar expressed 

loyalty to the state while their coethnics did not. Why are some Chin and Kachin more 

loyal to the state than their coethnics? 

	
6 T-test indicates that the difference is statistically significant. 
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This puzzle gives rise to a broader research question: what determines ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state? This dissertation develops a theory to address this 

question. It emphasizes the role of everyday experiences and interpersonal interactions in 

explaining the individual-level minority-state relations. The theoretical argument 

developed begins with the premise that ethnic minorities view the state with suspicion, 

because the state is ruled by members of an ethnic out-group. Their suspicion subsides only 

with a credible evidence that the state cares about them and their community. I theorize 

that ethnic minorities glean evidence of the state’s intentions toward them based on their 

most tangible experiences with the state. Ultimately, I argue that positive experiences with 

the state improve minority-state relations. Evidence to support my arguments comes from 

Myanmar. 

 

1.1 Conceptualizing Attachment to the State 

The focus of this dissertation is a phenomenon called attachment to the state. I define it as 

an emotional bond that an individual feels toward their country of citizenship. This feeling 

is vertical in nature, signaling individuals’ political loyalty to the state. In other words, the 

emphasis is on relationship to the state (vertical) rather than to fellow citizens (horizontal). 

Implied by attachment to the state is individuals’ recognition of the states’ legitimacy to 

rule which is “more than mere force” as the states “also operate through pull they on the 

public consciousness” (Morgan and Orloff 2017, 17). I perceive attachment to the state as 

a concept which consists of three dimensions: the general positive affect a person has for 

the state; an internalized identification with the state; and a person’s acceptance of the 

state’s right to rule. Together, these three aspects convey citizens’ opinions of the state, 
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which is related to nationalism, national identity and national attachment. This section 

serves as an exercise to conceptualize and clarify what attachment to the state is and is not. 

The main idea advanced in this section is: an outstanding difference between national 

identity and attachment to the state is that the former may speak to individuals’ relationship 

to both their fellow citizens and the state (horizontal and vertical) whereas the latter is only 

concerned with their relationship to the state. 

The term attachment commonly appears in the social psychology literature to refer 

to relationships and “lasting psychological connectedness” between human beings 

(Bowlby 1969; Field 1996). Specifically, it concerns a long-enduring tie between an infant 

and their primary caregiver, usually a mother (Basham and Dennis 2004; Field 1996). The 

concept of attachment is also used to understand other types of human relationships that a 

person may engage with throughout their life (Basham and Dennis 2004) as well as other 

types of bonds they may develop, especially in relations to their social identities 

(Schildkraut 2014). 

In the political psychology and political science literature, the term attachment 

often has two types of objects: the nation and the state. Attachment to the nation is the more 

common one and has several definitions. It has been defined as “the individual’s feeling 

that they belong to a nation and that this membership defines in an important way who they 

are” (Herrmann, Isernia, and Segatti 2009, 725) and also as patriotism, nationalism 

(Sidanius et al. 1997; Osborne et al. 2019) and national identity (Schatz, Staub, and Lavine 

1999). In some works, national attachment is not defined but assumed to refer to attachment 

to “the nation as a whole” (Sidanius, Brubacher, and Salinda 2018). One of the few works 

that uses the term attachment to the state is a study by Elkins and Sides (2007). They define 
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the concept as feelings towards the state which involves two dimensions: “self-

categorization as a member of that state and as positive affect for the state” (p.696); my 

definition of the term builds on this conceptualization. 

Is attachment to the nation different from attachment to the state? Nation and state 

are distinct concepts in the literature. However, in the existing empirical works, it is unclear 

if the two attachments are different. For example, while Elkins and Sides (2007) study 

attachment to the state, Meitinger (2018) identifies national attachment as the subject of 

their work, suggesting that the two terms are interpreted to have the same meaning. 

Attachment to the nation and attachment to the state are also conflated in the 

empirical literature because the two concepts are often operationalized using the same 

survey instruments. For example, the following question is used to measure attachment to 

the state in Elkins and Sides (2007): “How proud are you to be [state’s nationality]?” This 

same question is used to measure national pride, defined as “pride in the community of 

fellow citizens,” in Wimmer (2017) and as an indicator of national attachment (specifically 

patriotism dimension of national feeling) in Sidanius et al. (1997). 

Given the conflation between attachment to the nation and attachment to the state, 

it is important to explain if they are indeed the same and why I use the latter rather than the 

former. To do so, I will first clarify what ethnicity, state and nation are and how nation 

relates to the other two concepts. Ethnic identity can be defined as “a subset of identity 

categories in which eligibility for membership is determined by attributes associated with, 

or believed to be associated with, descent” (Chandra 2006, 398). The state is a political 

organization whose “administrative staff successfully upholds the claim to monopoly of 

the legitimate use of physical force in the enforcement of its order” (Weber 1978, 54).  
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The term “nation” has two common usages. The term can refer to an ethnic group 

whose members have “developed national aspirations and demand (or already control) a 

state of their own” (Smith 1986; Wimmer 2013, 8); this group is sometimes called an 

“ethno-nation” or ethnic-centered nation. This imagined political community is bound by 

a sense of collective history or “to share the glories of the past, and a common will in the 

present; to have done great deeds together, and to desire to do more” (Renan 1995, 153). 

Used in this way, nation is a subset of ethnic group and is based on perceived common 

descent as well as cultural and linguistic unity. This nation not always associated with a 

state.7 Attachment to this nation can be understood as a political identification with a 

descent-based group, more so than with the state (Connor 1972). For example, 

identification with the nation for Catalans in Spain, Tibetans in China, Kashmiris in India, 

Quebecois in Canada, Palestinians in Israel, and Karen in Myanmar is identification with 

their respective ethnic groups, not the overarching political community. Individuals’ 

attachment to this nation conveys a horizontal bond between them and other members of 

the nation—not a vertical relationship between individuals and the state. 

The term “nation” can also refer to “a territorially concentrated group of citizens 

with their own state,” irrespective of a sense of shared history (Chandra 2012). This nation 

is sometimes called a “civic nation,” which is “a political identity built around shared 

citizenship” (Stilz 2009). Used in this way, nation is always associated with a state. It is 

the most overarching community of people within a state. As such, individuals’ attachment 

	
7 In fact, many nations are not associated with the state, and a state may contain many nations. Multi-national 
states, rather than nation-state, are the norm today, especially in Africa and Asia (Connor 1972). 
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to this nation simultaneously conveys horizontal and vertical bonds, between them and 

their fellow citizens as well as between them and the state. 

In multi-national states, there can also be a false equivalence between the 

identification with the dominant ethnic group and identification with the overarching state-

based nation because the state itself is often associated the ethno-national character of the 

politically dominant ethnic group, which tends to engage in “nation-building.” In this 

context, the state-sponsored national identity is membership in the nation of the dominant 

ethnic group. As such, accepting the state-sponsored or the state-endorsed national identity 

by minorities is often interpreted as identification with the state. However, identification 

with the state-sponsored national identity is not the same as state-based nation. In this case, 

it is unclear if attachment to the nation conveys the horizontal bond only, or the horizontal 

and vertical bonds. 

In short, attachment to the nation (and its related concepts, such as national identity, 

national pride, and national attachment) can convey horizontal bond only, horizontal and 

vertical bonds simultaneously, or something in between. In contrast, attachment to the state 

is conceptualized as a vertical bond between citizens and the state, oblivious to the status 

of the horizontal bond. 

Thus, to emphasize the state and citizenship as the objects of citizens’ attachment 

and the entities citizens identified with, I use the term attachment to the state. Attachment 

to the state is independent of the ambiguities associated with nation and of the association 

with the dominant culture. It is not an emotional and psychological bond to the 

administrative apparatuses and bureaucracy that underpin the state per se, rather, it is 

identification with, affirmation of and political loyalty to the state. In essence, it is an 
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individual’s political identity as a citizen of a specific state, uncoupled from the national 

culture of the majority. 

 
1.1.1 An Alternative Form of Overarching Solidarity? 

National identity is often conceptualized as the most overarching form of solidarity within 

a state. However, it may be better thought of as a particular form of overarching solidarity, 

because in certain kinds of states, a sense of horizontal relationship may be very difficult 

to emerge. In societies in which certain people groups see themselves as a nation, they may 

not develop identification with outgroup members. If they do, it may take a long period of 

time. In such societies, attachment to the state may serve as an alternative form of 

overarching solidarity, as it requires a vertical bond to the state only. Horizontal bonds may 

emerge overtime, but as explained above, attachment to the state is oblivious to the 

horizontal bond. I find the following categorization of states by Stepan, Linz and Yadav 

(2011) to be immensely helpful in thinking about different forms of solidarity in various 

types of political communities: 

1. States that have deep cultural diversity, some of which is territorially based and 
politically articulated by significant groups that, in the name of nationalism and 
self-determination, advance claims of independence; 

2. States that are culturally quite diverse, but whose diversity is nowhere organized 
by territorially based politically significant groups mobilizing nationalists claims 
for independence; and 

3. States in which a community, culturally homogeneous enough to consider itself 
a nation, dominates the state and no other significant group articulates similar 
claims. (Stepan, Linz, and Yadav 2011, 1–2) 

 

Stepan, Linz and Yadav (2011) consider countries in the first category as “robustly 

multinational” states. The second and third categories can be thought of as multiethnic 

nation-states and homogeneous nation-states, respectively. The kind of overarching 
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solidarity that emerge in robustly multinational states are more likely to take the form of 

attachment to the state. In contrast, in multiethnic nation-states and homogeneous nation-

states, the solidarity might lean toward “civic nationalism,” which is based on commitment 

to institutions and political principals, and “ethnic nationalism,” which is based on ethnicity 

and cultural homogeneity, respectively. 

Some might infer from this discussion that attachment to the state is similar to civic 

nationalism. However, despite the emphasis on inclusive, “rational and liberal way of 

thinking founded on respect for human rights and personal freedoms” (Kohn 1944; Tamir 

2019), civic nationalism has elements of ethnic nationalism. According to Stilz (2009), 

“the most developed accounts of civic nationalism currently on offer do not adequately 

disentangle the state from the promotion of the majority national culture in practice” 

(p.260). Tamir (2019) offers a slightly different take but nevertheless a stance that draws a 

close association between ethnic and civic nationalism: the paradigmatic examples of civic 

nations (the United Kingdom, the United States and France) were “all created during a 

homogenizing social, political, and linguistic process that brutally erased local identities 

and merged them into one entity” (p.429). In other words, civic nations typically emerge 

only after an uncontested national culture has been determined.8 In sum, both forms of 

national identity are associated with a particular culture to some degree whereas attachment 

to the state is uncoupled from any sort of national culture. 

	
8 Scholars disagree on the role of ethnic identity in nationalism’s origins. See Mylonas and Tudor (2021) for 
a discussion on the state of the literature. 
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1.1.2 Why Study Attachment to the State? 

The primary reason to study determinants of attachment to the state is to better understand 

how states maintain their symbolic sway over their citizens, which is integral to state 

consolidation. As scholars have noted, although the typical conceptualizations of the 

Weberian definition of the state focus on its material underpinnings, it is important to also 

consider how the state’s symbolic power is expanded and takes roots in the consciousness 

of its citizens (Morgan and Orloff 2017). Studying attachment to the state can reveal not 

only how states govern but also the challenges to state consolidation. 

Studying attachment to the state also has implications for a number of political 

outcomes. The theoretical literature on democracy argues that an overarching national 

solidarity is a precondition for democratization and democratic processes. According to 

Rustow, “the vast majority of citizens in a democracy-to-be must have no doubt or mental 

reservations as to which political community they belong to” (1970, 350). In a similar vein, 

Dahl notes that “the criteria of the democratic process presuppose the rightfulness of the 

unit itself” (1989, 207). More recently, scholars have found empirical evidence supporting 

this conventional wisdom (Darden and Grzymala-Busse 2006).9 Furthermore, scholars of 

political violence have also suggested that a feeling of alienation from the state can 

materialize into a motivation to organize armed rebellions (Gurr 1970, 1993). 

The drive to understand state consolidation and the prospect of the abovementioned 

dire implications might suggest that attachment to the state is generally desirable. The 

chapters to follow theorize how attachment to the state could be strengthened and test the 

	
9 Darden and Grzymala-Busse (2006) find that in Eastern Europe, post-Soviet countries with an overarching 
solidarity, namely nationalism, successfully transitioned to democracy; in contrast, remnants of communist 
rule continued to dominate politics in countries without such a solidarity. 
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efficacy of approaches to increase the state’s pull on public consciousness. In a way, this 

dissertation could be interpreted as in service of the state in its endeavor to consolidate its 

power, and it might make a normative insinuation that the state should have symbolic sway 

over its citizens. To some scholars, as well as individuals, groups and political 

organizations who resist states’ expansion projects, such an insinuation could be 

problematic.10 

This dissertation does not take a normative stance on whether attachment to the 

state is desirable. Nevertheless, I would argue that attachment to the state should be studied 

theoretically and empirically because the contemporary world is “administered space,” and 

state-making is virtually unavoidable. State-making is not exclusive to the space 

administered by states with external sovereignty; it occurs also in the space administered 

by non-state entities. As Scott notes, “the future of our freedom lies in the daunting task of 

taming Leviathan, not evading it” (2009, 324). And understanding the determinants of 

attachment to the state contributes to that task. 

 
1.2 Literature 

Why do members of politically non-dominant ethnic groups develop attachment to the 

state? An extensive body of literature speaks to this question, though only a few have 

directly investigated ethnic minorities’ attitudes towards the state. Despite the subtle but 

important distinction between attachment to the state and national identity as discussed 

above, the literature on national identity is particularly relevant in understanding 

determinants of attachment to the state, as both phenomena are in essence the most 

	
10 Scott (1998) for example, asserted, “The state, as I make abundantly clear, is the vexed institution that is 
the ground of both our freedoms and our unfreedoms” (p.7). 
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overarching form of solidarity within a state. The following discussion of the literature will 

highlight that existing explanations tend to be more theoretical than empirical, showing 

very little systematic evidence of factors that shape minority-state relations. I reflect on 

three bodies of literature—nation-building, political representation and service provision—

and identify unanswered questions about this important relationship. 

 
1.2.1 Nation-Building 

The literature on nation-building serves as an important starting point for understanding 

citizens’ identification with the state, which is a modern phenomenon that began with the 

emergence of nationalism (Gellner 1983). The national unit is the core group in whose 

name the state projects its authority. A tenet of nationalism is that the congruence between 

national and political units enables the population inhabiting the state’s territory to develop 

identification with the state (Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1990; Anderson 1991). In pursuing 

this congruence, the ruling elites of the state engage in various nation-building activities, 

which can be distilled as assimilationist, accommodating and exclusionary, resulting in a 

gradual enlargement of the core group (Mylonas 2012). 

The assimilationist approach aims to secure the loyalty of the non-core population 

by assimilating them to the politically dominant ethnic group’s way of life. This process 

goes hand in hand with modernization and provision of public goods to a certain extent 

(e.g., universal education). It also involves disintegration of local cultures, which are 

absorbed or replaced by the culture of the core group (Connor 1972; Weber 1976). If the 

process is successful, the targeted population comes to see itself as members of the state-

owning group, or the core group, and simultaneously comes to identify with the state. 

Recently, an empirical work using survey data from Africa (Robinson 2014) finds that 
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“modernized” individuals are more likely to identify with the state-defined national identity 

above their ethnic group. A similar outcome is observed in the post-Soviet Eurasia 

(Berglund 2020). So, in theory, assimilationist policies foster attachment to the state by 

encouraging ethnic minorities to identify with the core group. However if the process of 

assimilation is unsuccessful, the population that continues to see themselves as non-core 

may resent the state for attempting to subordinate and destroy its culture (Horowitz 1985; 

Bardos 2012). 

The ruling elites may also target the non-core groups with linguistic and cultural 

accommodation. However, very little is known about how this treatment of ethnic 

minorities affects their attitudes towards the state. On the one hand, the accommodated 

ethnic minorities may have more positive attitudes compared to the ethnic minorities who 

resent assimilationist policies. For example, a study based on indigenous communities in 

the Philippines (McMurry, forthcoming) finds that the government’s collective recognition 

increased ethnic minorities’ identification with the nation-state. On the other hand, cultural 

accommodation without rights and economic opportunities can exacerbate inequality and 

further alienate ethnic minorities from the mainstream political community (Kymlicka 

2012). 

An alternative to the abovementioned approaches to nation-building is an adoption 

of power-neutralizing language regimes which are characterized by the use of a lingua 

franca (Liu 2015). The lingua franca is not associated with any of the country’s politically 

relevant ethnic groups.11 In societies with power-neutralizing language regimes (e.g., 

	
11 An identity group is considered to be politically relevant or salient if such cleavage matters for political 
competition and social conflict (Posner 2005). 
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Indonesia) no one local language is favored by the state while all are accommodated. As 

such, “the use of a lingua franca can remove perceptions of a status quo that favors the 

politically dominant” (Liu 2015, 13), and it can help build “a larger ‘national’ identity that 

accommodated multiple ethnolinguistic groups” (p.5). 

 
1.2.2 Power and Representation 

The power-sharing literature emphasizes collective political representation as a way to 

incentivize citizens to identify with the state. Lijphart, a leading scholar of power-sharing, 

argues in favor of consociationalism, whose main characteristics include a grand coalition, 

mutual veto, proportional representation, and segmental autonomy and federalism, as a 

way to manage multiethnic states (Lijphart 1969, 1977). This literature emphasizes 

political institutions as a means to facilitate stability and unity in multiethnic or 

multinational states (Nordlinger 1972). 

However, the existing empirical works that examine the impact of power-sharing 

institutions on citizens’ attachment to the state show mixed results; findings vary by the 

specific type of power-sharing institution examined. Elkins and Sides (2007) find that 

neither federalism nor proportional representation is consistently associated with increased 

minority attachment to the state. However, Wimmer (2017) finds that members of ethnic 

groups included in the executive branch express a higher identification with the nation-

state. Similarly, Koter (2019) finds that citizens’ identification with the nation-state 

increases when a member of their ethnic group is the president. However, Green (2020) 

finds that being in power affects opinions of the state held by the core groups only. In other 

words, being in power does not necessarily promote greater identification with the nation-

state among ethnic minorities. 
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Beyond the limitations of above-mentioned mixed results, we know very little 

about how power-sharing affects ordinary citizens’ attitudes. First, the theoretical literature 

on power-sharing tends to be elite-centric; consociationalism is in essence a theory of elite 

cooperation (Andeweg 2000). A key feature of power-sharing institutions is that it includes 

political leaders of all relevant ethnic groups in political decision-making processes and 

thereby, enhances the “willingness to compromise” by the “cartel of elites.” However, 

other than an aligned mass-elite relationship making consociationalism more conducive, 

not much is said about how ordinary citizens are affected by inclusion of their ethnic elites 

in the government. The literature appears to assume that attitudes of the masses are largely 

shaped by entrepreneurial individuals. As such, it largely overlooks the mass-level 

implications of power-sharing. My argument is not that the grassroots do not benefit from 

policies brokered by the elites, but rather, the effects of power-sharing on ordinary people’s 

attitudes are often left under-theorized. A more adequate theorizing of the impact of power-

sharing might consider how political representation affects people’s day-to-day life. 

Second, much of the empirical literature on the ameliorating effect of power-

sharing in diverse societies focuses on the relationship between power-sharing and political 

violence, with some examining the onset of armed conflicts (see L.-E. Cederman, Wimmer, 

and Min 2010b; Siroky and Cuffe 2014; Cederman et al. 2015; Wucherpfennig, Hunziker, 

and Cederman 2016) and others examining the duration of peace in post-conflict settings 

(see Hartzell and Hoddie 2003; Brancati 2006; Cammett and Malesky 2012). Though these 

are influential studies, participation in political violence is not necessarily an indication of 

lack of attachment to the state — ordinary people become rebels for many reasons 

including coercion (Blattman 2009; Eck 2014) and opportunity costs (Collier and Hoeffler 
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2004). Furthermore, armed rebellion participants do not represent the overall sentiments of 

their ethnic community— rebellions tend to start with just a small group of men (Lewis 

2017). 

 
1.2.3 Governance and Service Provision 

Scholars have long recognized the identification with the nation-state as the foundational 

basis for state-based service provision or the welfare state (Wimmer 2019; Johnston et al. 

2010). However, recent works suggest that the causal arrow is in the opposite direction—

citizens may develop favorable views of the state if there is good governance or an 

exchange relationship between citizens and the state (Hechter 2013; Wimmer 2018). 

There are noteworthy nuances in this recent line of literature. First, scholars 

disagree over the role of political representation. Hechter (2009a, 2013) suggests that good 

governance is not necessarily contingent on power-sharing. In other words, citizens can 

develop more favorable views of the state even while lacking political representation as 

long as there is a fair and equitable distribution of state-provided goods and services. In 

contrast, Wimmer (2018) argues that the exchange relationship between citizens and the 

state leads to a greater political inclusion, which in turn leads to identification with the 

nation-state. For Wimmer, good governance does not lead to identification with the nation-

state on its own—political inclusion facilitates that relationship. 

Second, it is theoretically unclear if good governance enhances minority-state 

relations specifically. Hechter’s theory only concerns politically non-dominant ethnic 

groups whereas Wimmer’s theory includes both dominant and non-dominant groups. The 

former would imply that determinants of ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state is 
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different from that of ethnic majorities whereas the latter would imply that the determinants 

are the same for ethnic minorities and majorities. 

Furthermore, systematic empirical investigation is yet to show if receiving state-

provided goods and services incentivizes ethnic minorities to identify with the state in 

contemporary settings. Scholars (Coakley 2010; Roeder 2010) pointed out that cases 

supporting Hechter’s service provision-based argument primarily come from the pre-

modern time, before the rise of nationalism and popular sovereignty. Furthermore, since 

Wimmer (2018) conceives of the link between public goods provision and identification 

with the nation-state as a two-step process, his work empirically tests the association 

between political inclusion and national pride, but not between public goods provision and 

national pride. Moreover, a recent study (Harutyunyan 2020) indicates that identification 

with the nation-state and public goods provision are negatively related. 

 

1.2.4 Ways Forward 

The literature provides important starting points for theorizing ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. It also raises several questions about the dynamics of minority-state 

relations. First, what is the agency of the state in shaping ethnic minorities’ opinions of it? 

The nation-building and service provision literature suggests that the state plays an active 

role, formulating and implementing policies which inform individual citizens’ sense of 

identity vis-à-vis the state. However, the agency of the state is largely overlooked in the 

institution-based literature which emphasizes political representation instead. 

Second, are the dynamics of minority-state and majority-state relations similar? In 

other words, do factors that determine majority-state relations also determine minority-
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state relations? Although the extant literature recognizes that the politically dominant 

ethnic group enjoys a special relationship with the state, much of the empirical literature 

does not make the distinction. For example, Wimmer’s finding that members of included 

ethnic groups expressed a higher national pride is not specifically about politically non-

dominant ethnic groups. Nevertheless, some scholars (Hechter 2013; Green 2020) consider 

minority-state relations to be a special case. This recognition suggests that determinants of 

minority-state relations may not affect majority-state relations and vice versa. 

Finally, how are minority-state relations reconciled in conflict-affected societies? 

Can factors that shape minority-state relations during peace time also improve it in conflict 

or post-conflict settings? A significant number of ethnic groups are affected by armed 

conflict legacy—125 of 733 ethnic groups identified in the Ethnic Power Relations dataset 

rebelled against the state between 1946 and 2005 (L.-E. Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 

2010a). However, to my knowledge, existing works have yet to study ethnic minorities’ 

opinions of the state in conflict-affected societies. 

My dissertation builds on insights gleaned from these bodies of literature and 

addresses the aforementioned issues. The theory I present highlights the agency of the state, 

through its street-level bureaucrats, in shaping minority-state relations and underscores the 

importance of ethnic minority inclusion in the street-level bureaucracy. Empirically, I 

evaluate evidence that speaks to minority-state relations in societies with and without a 

legacy of armed conflict. 
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1.3 The Argument in Brief 

Diverging from the existing literature, I argue that ethnic minorities’ most tangible 

experiences with the state inform their individual opinions of the state. What is the most 

tangible experiences with the state may vary by country context and by time period even 

within the same country. I focus on a particular type of encounter as ordinary citizens’ most 

tangible experiences with the state: their routine interactions with civil servants in local 

government offices to obtain basic services, referred to as everyday encounters with the 

state. The main argument I make is that positive experiences with the state increase ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state. 

What constitutes positive everyday encounters with the state? Answering this 

question involves understanding how ordinary citizens evaluate these encounters. People 

may evaluate a combination of how favorable the resulting outcome is, the fairness of the 

procedure with which the outcome was determined, and how well they were treated by 

state agents. According to scholars, the interpersonal dimension, more so than the outcome 

or procedural justice, matters for people’s evaluation of their interactions with those in the 

position of authority (Tyler and Bies 2015; Bies 2001). Drawing on this insight, I argue 

that everyday encounters with the state is primarily about how public goods and services 

are delivered rather than whether they are delivered. 

Indeed, in the context of street-level bureaucracy, all visitors—that is, those who 

come to seek services—receive some kind of a service. They are bound to interact with a 

low-level official, and this very interaction is part of the process of service delivery. 

However, not all service experiences are equal. Some are more positive than others in that 

the public officials are more attentive, caring, respectful, and generally make the service-
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seeking individuals feel taken care of. Positive service experiences may also lead to 

privileged information which helps individuals better navigate the bureaucracy. 

I argue that the way in which everyday encounters with the state become a basis for 

ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state involves two processes. First, visits to local 

government offices and interactions with street-level bureaucrats signal to citizens the 

extent to which the government is willing to serve them and their community. Such 

indications of the government’s intentions toward their ethnic group implicitly convey to 

citizens what their ethnic group’s status is in the country’s polity at large. Second, and 

concurrently, people attribute their routine interactions with government officials to the 

state. They are able to do so because the state by default has a monopoly on basic 

government services provided by street-level bureaucrats and they recognize the local 

government offices as local manifestations of the state and street-level bureaucrats as 

representatives of the state. 

How does the argument relate to ethnic politics? To explain the role of ethnic 

politics in everyday encounters with the state, I draw on Hale’s (2008) conceptualization 

of ethnicity as the most accessible “uncertainty reducing mechanism” that helps people 

make sense of their surroundings. People relying on ethnicity as an uncertainty reducing 

mechanism is an automatic psychological process. However, this ethnic perceptual lens is 

not equally active at all times. In some situations, other uncertainty reducing mechanisms 

may be more useful. I argue that when ethnic minorities step into the local government 

offices, ethnicity is the most prevalent perceptual lens through which they process their 

experiences. Thus, ethnic politics lies at the very heart of everyday encounters with the 

state. 
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Employing ethnic perceptual lens in the context of street-level bureaucracy leads to 

what I call two-way ethnic favoritism. On the one hand, it drives ordinary citizens’ behavior 

and their perceptions of how they are treated by the state agents. People are generally more 

trusting of their coethnics and believe that their coethnic state agents would take care of 

their needs more so than other state agents. Given this disposition, the information they 

provide about themselves to coethnic state agents, compared to other state agents, are more 

personal and complete and their responses more lenient. On the other hand, ethnic 

perceptual lens also influences how the state agents interact with ordinary citizens. Street-

level bureaucrats have immense discretion over how they conduct their duties, and they are 

likely to give their coethnics more time and a more thorough investigation of their situation, 

resulting in more positive service experiences. These expectations are consistent with 

findings in the social psychology literature regarding people’s tendencies of in-group 

preferences and out-group biases (Moy and Ng 1996; Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002). 

An important implication of two-way ethnic favoritism is that everyday encounters 

with the state are likely to be more positive when ethnic minorities interact with coethnic 

state agents. They can be positive even when the service is provided by an outgroup 

member, and positive encounters can result in a stronger attachment to the state regardless 

of the ethnicity of the state agents. However, I expect positive encounters between 

coethnics to be more frequent than positive encounters between non-coethnics. 
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1.3.1 Scope Conditions 

This argument is generally applicable to diverse societies, both multiethnic and robustly 

multinational states.12 However, this argument is not applicable to ethnic minority groups 

that are targeted with exclusionary policies by the state. 

The ways in which the state and its ruling elites treat the minority population often 

rely on their nation-building policies (Mylonas 2012). While all minority groups, including 

those targeted with assimilationist and accommodating policies, experience disadvantages 

compared to the politically dominant group, the groups treated with exclusionary policies 

are particular victims political, social, and economic discrimination. The state may also 

attempt to eliminate them from its territory through population exchange, deportation, 

internal displacement, pogroms, and state-violence, even including mass killing (Mylonas 

2012). Examples of such groups include Uighur of China and Rohingya of Myanmar. They 

may hold particularly negative attitudes toward the state due to severe discrimination and 

state-violence they experience. For these ethnic minorities, experiences with the state in 

street-level bureaucracy are unlikely to sway their opinions of the state because their 

experiences outside of street-level bureaucracy may be much more salient. Alternatively, 

they may also falsify their opinions of the state (i.e., express favorable attitudes) to signal 

that they too belong in the political community defined by the state.13 

	
12 See Section 1.1.1. for definitions of these categories of states. Examples of multiethnic states include the 
United States and Switzerland, and examples of robustly multinational states include India and Myanmar. 
13 The existing survey data from Myanmar include Muslim respondents, though none indicated whether they 
are Rohingya. The Muslim population in Myanmar experience significantly more discrimination compared 
to other ethnic minorities whom the state considered to be indigenous. Yet, the Muslim respondents expressed 
more favorable attitudes towards Myanmar compared to other ethnic minorities. 
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1.3.2 The Imperative of Studying Citizen-State Encounters 

My explanation for ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state focuses on a micro-level 

factor: citizen-state encounters. Why turn to citizen-state encounters? Scholars have long 

recognized that examining citizen-state encounters is imperative to understanding citizen-

state relations. The importance of understanding citizen-state encounters was first 

recognized 90 years ago and gained traction in the 1980s (Finer 1931; Bartels 2013). 

According to Lipsky, “street-level bureaucrats have considerable impact on peoples’ 

lives…They socialize citizens to expectations of government services and a place in the 

political community…Thus, in a sense street-level bureaucrats implicitly mediate aspects 

of the constitutional relationship of citizens to the state. In short, they hold the keys to a 

dimension of citizenship” (1980, 4). In essence, citizens’ everyday encounters with the 

state are their “rights of citizenship” in practice (Watkins-Hayes 2009). 

However, citizen-state encounters remain largely understudied in the discipline of 

political science (Pepinsky, Pierskalla, and Sacks 2017). Existing studies on street-level 

bureaucracy and citizen-state encounters, from public administration, sociology, 

economics, and political economy of development literature, are primarily based on the 

American and European experiences (Pepinsky, Pierskalla, and Sacks 2017). In recent 

years, there is a growing interest in street-level bureaucracy in political science, with some 

scholars associating aspects of it to state legitimacy (Dietrich and Winters 2015; Bodea and 

LeBas 2016; Blair and Roessler 2021) and autocratic longevity (Hassan 2020). These 

works tend to focus on public goods and service provision and bureaucrats’ behavior rather 

than the interactions between citizens and state agents. A few works that specifically study 

citizen-state encounters either examine their effect on citizens’ willingness to defer to the 
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police, courts, and tax department (Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009), or citizens’ perceptions 

of the police (Karim 2020). While these works speak to state legitimacy and state building, 

scholars have yet to systematically examine the link between citizen-state encounters and 

citizens’ opinions of the state itself. Studying this relationship is essential because the 

physical presence of the state, to most ordinary citizens, is embodied by the street-level 

bureaucracy and those who work in this setting. 

Furthermore, in the past few decades, citizen-state encounters have also become 

increasingly relevant in developing countries including Myanmar. Scholars have 

documented a proliferation of sub-national administrative units across Southeast Asian (see 

Malesky 2009; Pierskalla 2016) and African countries (see Grossman and Lewis 2014; 

Lewis 2014; Hassan 2016; Hassan and Sheely 2017). This process has effectively brought 

the government and its services closer to ordinary citizens. Additionally, there is an attempt 

to streamline front-line service delivery, making street-level bureaucracy more accessible. 

For example, one-stop shops (OSS), which are consolidated local government agency 

offices, have become a major theme in the global development agenda and are supported 

by various international organizations including the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank (Aziza, Jana, and Johns 2017). In Vietnam, OSS 

were first established in 1995, and by 2017, there were almost 13,000 OSS covering 98 

percent of the country (Blunt et al. 2017).14 Such consolidated offices were established in 

Myanmar in 2015. By 2019, OSS have been established in over 70 district-level capitals 

	
14 OSS offices house several local government agency offices under one roof. The OSS services in Vietnam 
typically include civil status registration, land administration, business licensing, construction permits and 
tax collection (Blunt et al. 2017). The OSS offices in Myanmar offer similar services. 
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across Myanmar.15 These trends suggest that everyday encounters with the state are more 

prevalent in the lives of ordinary citizens now more than ever before in developing 

countries. In other words, interactions in street-level bureaucracy have become citizens’ 

main experiences with the state. As such, these experiences are bound to affect how ethnic 

minorities feel about the state. 

In the case of Myanmar, there is an additional reason for studying citizen-state 

encounters to understand minority-state relations because of an on-going armed conflict. 

Ethnic minorities residing in areas of limited statehood—which are places “where the state 

lacks the ability to make and implement decision and/or lacks a monopoly on use of force” 

(Risse 2011; Risse and Stollenwerk 2018, 404)—continue to interact with street-level 

bureaucrats; and these encounters play a unique role in shaping their views of the Myanmar 

state.16 Many ethnic minorities live in the areas of Myanmar where the state does not hold 

a monopoly over the legitimate use of physical force. In some areas of limited statehood, 

there is mixed authority, where the government and armed groups both have substantial 

influence over the population. Residents of such areas often interact with the agents of state 

and agents of an armed group on a regular basis.17 In other areas of limited statehood, the 

armed groups are the dominant authority and the state is absent altogether; such areas are 

	
15 UNDP. July 3, 2015, “Study visit to Mongolia and Viet Nam reveals important lessons for Myanmar.” 
https://www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2015/07/03/study-visit-to-
mongolia-and-vietnam-reveals-important-lessons-for-myanmar.html (accessed March 15, 2021) 
16 Areas of limited statehood are not exclusive to the highlands of Southeast Asia. According to Krasner and 
Risse (2014), areas of limited statehood exist in most of the globe outside of the OECD countries. 
17 In areas of mixed authority, there are local government offices, public schools, public hospitals and other 
physical presence of the state. Local residents engage in everyday encounters with the state like residents of 
government-controlled areas (areas of complete statehood). At the same time, armed groups wield substantial 
power as well; they recruit soldiers and staff, collect taxes and issue business permits. 
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also known as rebel-controlled areas.18 To access education, to visit relatives in 

government-controlled areas and for other personal reasons, ethnic minorities from rebel-

controlled areas continue to interact with state agents.19 Ethnic minority residents from 

areas of mixed authority and rebel-controlled areas arguably hold the most contested 

political loyalty to the Myanmar state. As such, the instances of everyday encounters with 

the state present a window of opportunity to indicate to ethnic minorities from areas of 

limited statehood what the state’s intentions are toward their community. 

 
1.3.3 Preliminary Correlations 

A robust correlation between indicators of the quality of citizen-state encounters and ethnic 

minorities’ attitudes toward the state, or attachment to the state, further underscores the 

imperative of investigating the relationship between these two phenomena. 

Using data from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) and the Latinobarómetro, I 

compiled individual-level survey data from 13 East and Southeast Asian countries and 18 

Latin American countries.20 From the questions included in these surveys, questions that 

	
18 It is unclear what proportion of ethnic minority population reside in rebel-controlled areas. It is estimated 
that 80,000 Kachin, which is one of the ethnic minority groups examined in this dissertation, are residents of 
rebel-controlled areas; that is about 10 percent of Kachin population in Myanmar (Saning 2014). Many more 
Kachin live in areas of mixed authority. Similarly, an estimated population of at least 800,000 Karen, another 
ethnic minority group with a long legacy of armed conflict, reside in rebel-controlled or mixed authority 
areas (Jolliffee 2016). 
19 All of these activities require interactions with state agents at checkpoints, in government offices, or in the 
streets. Furthermore, Myanmar does not have a formal reintegration program for former rebels; as such, these 
individuals have to visit local government offices to obtain official identification documents, such as the 
National Registration Card and the household registration document. These documents are required to 
register one’s children to a government school, own properties, or apply for house construction permits. 
20 The Asian countries are Japan, Korea, China, Mongolia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, 
Singapore, Vietnam, Cambodia, Malaysia and Myanmar. The Latin American countries are Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. Cross-national data are 
limited to just wave 4 of the ABS (Hu and Chu 2015) and wave 14 of the Latinobarómetro (Lagos 2009) data 
collection because the vast majority of regional barometers and other cross-national surveys do not include 
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gauge pride in citizenship and political loyalty are closely related to the concept attachment 

to the state. From the questions included in the surveys rating of respondents’ experiences 

in the local government and their experiences with the police are closely related the quality 

of citizen-state encounters, or everyday encounters with the state.21 I combined these 

individual-level survey data with demographic data (age, gender and urban residency), and 

country-level characteristics, such as Ln of GDP per capita, polity score (from 2008 for 

Latin American countries and 2014 for Asian countries) and whether or not the country 

experienced an ethnic civil war. 

Results from a series of linear regression analysis using the data described above 

(presented in Table B.1 in Appendix B) indicate that indicators of everyday encounters 

with the state are positively correlated with indicators of attachment to the state. The 

positive effects are also statistically significant in all models. 

 
1.4 Contributions 

This dissertation is situated at the intersection of the literature on state consolidation, 

nation-building and ethnic politics. It recognizes state consolidation to be a multi-faceted 

process. A careful delineation in this dissertation between the material and symbolic 

dimensions of the state contrasts with literature on state-consolidation which often blurs 

the physical state, its symbolic reach and state capacity. For example, Carbone and Memoli 

(2015) define state consolidation as a process where a state “establishes a more complete 

territorial presence, overcoming possible resistance to its order; as it develops sufficient 

	

questions about local government services. I used the Ethnic Power Relations dataset to identify politically 
non-dominant ethnic groups. 
21 See Appendix B for details on how the concepts attachment to the state and everyday encounters with the 
state are coded based on the survey data. 
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administrative resources and a reasonable capacity to implement public policy; and as its 

authority and agencies are deemed legitimate by the country’s populace and its politically 

significant groups” (p.15). By delineating the material underpinnings of state from its 

symbolic reach, this dissertation theorizes how the former affects the latter. The arguments 

and findings that flow from this theorization are far-reaching and make several 

contributions to the literature. 

First, this dissertation highlights the importance of understanding how ordinary 

citizens experience the state and in particular, its services and programs, because their 

experiences play a central role in shaping the implications for their political behavior. This 

study examines how ethnic minorities experience face-to-face encounters with state agents 

in the street-level bureaucracy. It argues that how individuals are treated in such 

encounters—that is, how public services are delivered to them—affects their attachment to 

the state. This emphasis on the centrality of people’s experiences with the state concurs 

with a recent scholarship which finds that stigma and negative bureaucratic interactions 

associated with receiving the Medicaid benefits lead to lower political participation, 

including voter turnout and voter registration (Michener 2018). What matters for political 

behavior is individuals’ experiences of obtaining government services more so than 

whether they obtain such services. By examining how individuals experience the state, this 

dissertation joins the growing body of literature that underscores the importance of 

interpersonal interactions and everyday experiences in changing attitudes and other 

political outcomes (Sands 2017; Kalla and Broockman 2020; Sands and Kadt 2020; Karim 

2020). Investigating the forces that shape such experiences and the implications of such 

experiences point to an exciting frontier of social science research to better understand 
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individual political behavior, which matters for governance, democracy, and other political 

phenomena. 

By shifting the focus to people’s experiences, this study expands our understanding 

of what constitutes an exchange relationship between citizens and the state. Consistent with 

existing works, this dissertation perceives minority-state relations to be fundamentally an 

exchange relationship—that is, ethnic minorities giving loyalty to the state is contingent 

on receiving something from the state (Hechter 2013; Wimmer 2018). However, whereas 

scholars have thus far focused on material exchanges, this research emphasizes the 

importance of receiving dignified and attentive service experiences from the state. 

A running theme in this dissertation relates to implication of my argument for 

existing explanations. The extant literature primarily looks at policies and institutions, 

macro-level factors, to explain minority-state relations. However, how these policies and 

institutions affect people’s day-to-day life, more so than these macro-level factors 

themselves, have implications for political behaviors. For example, members of the same 

ethnic group do not get the same benefits from their political representation. As such, this 

dissertation emphasizes the importance of understanding how individuals experience 

macro-level political forces, including nation-building policies, political representation and 

war. This recognition advances our understanding of minority-state relations beyond 

structural explanation. To that end, this dissertation brings attention to how the literature 

has narrowly focused on the most surface-level and distant aspect of power-sharing, 

namely, descriptive representation. Indeed, exploring how power-sharing affects the lives 

of ordinary ethnic minorities is necessary to better understand the link between power-

sharing and attachment to the state. 
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Another contribution to the literature relates to how we think about ethnicity and 

ethnic politics. While the literature recognizes that ethnic politics operates in the mundane 

world, in the field of comparative politics, it is strongly associated with rare, extraordinary, 

and high-stakes situations, like civil war, political violence, voting and distribution of 

public goods. By examining how ethnic perceptual lens drives people’s behavior and 

perception of their experiences in the street-level bureaucracy, this study provides a widely 

occurring example of how ethnic politics operates in everyday situations. 

This dissertation also makes empirical contributions. It brings evidence from 

Myanmar, an understudied country in political science, in conversation with important and 

much debated issues in the discipline. This work also pioneers innovative social science 

research in Myanmar. Existing Myanmar scholarship tends to be descriptive—they 

primarily seek to describe political systems and institutions or explain specific phenomena 

within Myanmar. This dissertation stands at the forefront of the nascent body of scholarship 

on Myanmar that draws generalized patterns to explain political behavior. It joins the first 

generation of scholarship on Myanmar using survey research and mixed methodology and 

constitutes a methodological expansion in how we study Myanmar politics. 

 
1.5 The Case of Myanmar 

To evaluate my theory, I draw on extensive qualitative and quantitative evidence, including 

interview, survey and experimental data, a robustly multinational state, Myanmar. So, why 

Myanmar? Drawing on empiric from Myanmar offers several advantages.22 

	
22 The historical background on Myanmar, patterns of nation-building, political representation of ethnic 
minorities and conflict legacy are further discussed in Chapter 3. 
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First, the distinction between attachment to the state and attachment to the nation 

is relatively clear in Myanmar because the state-sponsored nation is the core group, and 

ethnic minorities by and large strongly reject this Bamar-centric national identity.23 An 

overarching national identity is effectively missing in Myanmar. The literature on 

nationalism and nation-building suggests that a common experience, such as war against a 

foreign country, conscription, and mass education, are necessary to forge an overarching 

national identity (Weber 1976; Gellner 1983). The population in Myanmar lacked such an 

experience both before and after becoming an independent country. During the colonial 

period under the British, many ethnic minorities served in the British Army during the First 

World War and then in the Allied Forces during the Second World War, but the Bamar 

population did not. Furthermore, the British utilized ethnic minorities to put down Bamar’s 

anti-colonial movements. If anything, these experiences would have reinforced separate 

ethnic identities and otherness between ethnic minorities and the Bamar population. Then, 

once Myanmar became independent, the country immediately descended into civil wars 

fought along ethnic lines before the central government was able to institute nation-

building policies. Again, the civil war fought along ethnic lines most likely reinforced 

separate identities. 

The absence of an overarching national identity in Myanmar is also evident in the 

lexicon of the languages in the country. There is no word for “Myanmar national” (an 

equivalent of American, French, etc.) in Burmese, which is the official language and 

language of the politically dominant ethnic group, nor in ethnic minority languages. There 

	
23 Sai Wansai. November 8, 2017 “All-inclusive national identity is the way to peace in Myanmar” 
https://asiatimes.com/2017/11/successful-forging-myanmars-national-identity-way/ (accessed March 11, 
2021) 
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are just “Myanmar citizens.” Because the overarching national identity is largely missing, 

the relationship between the state and ethnic minorities can be considered as strictly 

vertical.24 

This distinction is particularly useful for operationalizing the concept attachment 

to the state. For example, consider the following survey question that is often used to gauge 

attachment to the state and related concepts: How proud are you to be [nationality]? In 

some countries, responses to this question might convey vertical and horizontal 

relationships (attachment to the state and to the overarching nation). However, in 

Myanmar, responses to this question would strongly correspond to the concept of 

attachment to the state. 

Second, by situating my dissertation in Myanmar, this dissertation has the potential 

to illuminate whether everyday encounters with the state and other potential determinants 

of attachment to the state can improve minority-state relations in countries ravaged by 

armed conflicts. Although some ethnic minority groups mobilized insurgency since the 

country became independent in 1948, others remained (and continue to be) loyal to 

Myanmar. As such, Myanmar is home to many ethnic minority groups with a legacy of 

armed conflict and many without it. This important variation allows me to conduct a 

subnational study, controlling for country-level and relevant group-level characteristics 

while varying conflict legacy. Such an analysis is valuable as it can reveal whether 

	
24 The Myanmar people are keenly aware of their ethnic (lumyo) and religious (badar) identities. Ethnic 
minorities’ only link to the state seems to be through citizenship. Relatedly, the country’s name in the ethnic 
minority languages is not ethnically neutral. In Jinghpaw (Kachin), the country is Myen Mung which means 
country of the Bamar (Myen). In Falam and Hahka (Chin), the country is Kawlram which also associates the 
country with the Bamar (Kawl). While these ethnic minority groups claim territories within Myanmar to be 
their ancestral lands and claim to have the rightful ownership of those lands, they associate Myanmar and the 
Myanmar state with an out-group. As such, when they express loyalty and identification with Myanmar, they 
are in essence indicating attachment to a state they associate with an out-group. 



	 35 

individual-level minority-state relations can be reconciled against the backdrop of armed 

conflicts. In essence, the case of Myanmar offers a conservative test of my theoretical 

argument. 

 
1.5.1 The Context of Highland Southeast Asia 

The existence of the state is a given for much of the world’s population today. In contrast, 

the state is relatively new and foreign in the highland Southeast Asia, making the region a 

particularly interesting setting to study attachment to the state. Focusing on Myanmar 

provides a glimpse into this phenomenon in the context of the highlands of Southeast Asia. 

This region, also known as the Southeast Asian Massif or Zomia, spans from Vietnam to 

India, and includes all the highlands of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Myanmar and the 

four provinces of southern China, and is home to several ethnic groups in northern and 

western Myanmar. Scott (2009) considers this region to be “the world’s longest-standing 

and largest refuges of populations who live in the shadow of states but who have not yet 

been fully incorporated” (p.325). 

Scott’s (2009) reading of Southeast Asian history suggests that historically, this 

region was a refuge to lowland rebels, defeated armies, banned religious sects and those 

who wanted to evade taxes, forced labor and other burdens of the pre-modern state. It 

existed outside of the reach of the historical lowland states in the region. Its residents 

viewed the lowland states and their state-making projects with suspicion, developing 

cultural practices and characteristics that were designed to keep the state at a distance.25 

	
25 Some scholars of Southeast Asia disagree with Scott’s portrayal of the SEA highland societies as state-
resisting cultural zones (Formoso 2010; Slater and Kim 2015). However, they would nevertheless agree that 
this region of the world largely remained outside of the state’s direct control until the last century. 
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In the post-colonial world, this region constitutes a borderland and exists at the 

fringes of modern states. The highlands, along with its population, which is often referred 

to as hill tribes, were split and incorporated into the colonial and the post-colonial states in 

the region. Through this process, its population became non-core groups and ethnic 

minorities in mainland Southeast and South Asian countries.26 Upon decolonization, 

however, many hill tribes launched armed rebellions in order to resist the incorporation 

into the framework of an independent state.27 Today, a large portion of the highlands is 

considered to be areas of limited statehood. In addition to the foreignness of the state 

presence, rebels with ethno-nationalists claims (and rebel-controlled areas) and limited 

statehood present a constant reminder and temptation of an alternative to the existing state. 

Given the historical context of Southeast Asian highlands and contemporary challenges to 

state’s internal sovereignty, whether the local population accepts the state’s right to rule 

and identifies with the state is significant. 

 
1.6 Plan of Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter 2, I develop a theoretical argument 

explaining why and how everyday encounters with the state matter for ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. I also layout an explanation for when everyday encounters with the 

state enhance, and I highlight the role of coethnicity in these routine interactions. The 

chapter ends with an outline of the observable implications of the overarching theoretical 

argument (3 hypotheses). Before evaluating the hypotheses, Chapter 3 contextualizes the 

	
26 In Myanmar nearly all the officially recognized ethnic minority groups are hill tribes, though a significant 
proportion has urbanized. Today, some pockets of the highlands have urbanized as well. 
27 Examples of such groups include Assamese, Mizo, and Naga in India, Arakan, Karen and Kachin in 
Myanmar and Hmong in Laos. 
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case of Myanmar by examining the historical trends of nation-building, ethnic minorities’ 

political representation, and various conflict legacies ethnic minority communities 

endured. The aim of this chapter is twofold: to give a descriptive overview of the context 

in which the empirics of this study is situated and to show limitations of the macro-level 

frameworks we often turn to in order to explain minority-state relations in Myanmar and 

beyond. Then, Chapter 4 describes the original survey data I collected in Myanmar and 

tests the dissertation’s main theoretical argument based on the survey data. Chapter 5 hones 

in on the mechanisms linking ethnic minorities’ experiences in the street-level bureaucracy 

and their attachment to the state. To that end, I draw on qualitative interviews to illustrate 

how ordinary ethnic minorities experience the state as well as how they evaluate such 

experiences. I present evidence which indicates perceived group status as a mediating 

factor linking the two phenomena of interest in this dissertation. Then, Chapter 6 presents 

qualitative and experimental evidence supporting my argument that coethnicity between 

ethnic minority clients and agents of the state enhances the formers’ experiences with the 

state. Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the main findings of the dissertation, discusses policy 

implications and future of everyday encounters with the state, and advances broader 

extensions for the work. 
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Chapter 2 
Theory: Relational State Building through Street-level Bureaucracy 

 
 
The state is material and symbolic (Weber 1978; Bourdieu and Farage 1994). It is 

physically manifested as infrastructure, institutions, and agents (i.e., the bureaucracy, 

government offices and civil servants). Symbolically, it is embedded in the consciousness 

of its citizens. These two dimensions of the state are not the same nor are they always 

congruous. Its physical presence does not denote its symbolic sway over the citizens. 

Citizens may question the state’s rightfulness to rule over them even as the state constructs 

government offices in their localities. The main argument I make in this dissertation is that 

the state’s material dimension matters for its symbolic power. Specifically, ethnic 

minorities’ interpersonal experiences in the street-level bureaucracy determine their 

attachment to the state. This chapter lays out the theoretical foundation for this argument. 

The chapter begins by defining everyday encounters with the state as interpersonal 

interactions between citizens and agents of the state. I refer to citizens who are engaged in 

such encounters as clients and civil servants interacting with the clients as agents 

throughout this chapter. I argue that agents’ behavior toward their clients is guided by their 

ethnic identification, which is perceived as an “uncertainty reducing mechanism” that helps 

people make sense of their social and political world (Hale 2008). I also argue that clients’ 

behavior toward their agents and their overall perception of their everyday encounters with 

the state are driven by their ethnic identification. Viewed through this ethnic perceptual 

lens, ethnic minority clients interpret their experiences in the street-level bureaucracy as 

signals of the state’s intentions toward their ethnic group. Ultimately, ethnic politics is at 

the very heart of these mundane encounters and how they are perceived by ethnic 
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minorities. The chapter concludes with a discussion on implications of my arguments 

which are then tested in the subsequent chapters. 

 
2.1 Citizen-State Encounters 

My conceptualization of everyday encounters with the state borrows from Lipsky’s notion 

of street-level bureaucracy. This phrase, first coined in 1969, refers to the facet of the state 

that allows for face-to-face contact between public professionals and citizens. Street-level 

bureaucracy includes “the [public] schools, police and welfare department, lower courts, 

legal service offices, and other agencies whose workers interact with and have wide 

discretion over the dispensation of benefits and the allocation of public sanctions” (Lipsky 

1980, xi). Depending on how expansive or limited the welfare services are, street-level 

bureaucracy in some countries may primarily provide “services” intended to support the 

state’s legibility project, such as issuing identification documents, household registration, 

and taxation (see Scott 1998). Regardless of the nature of the service, street-level 

bureaucracy serves as the pivotal contact between citizens and the state (Lipsky 1980; 

Pepinsky, Pierskalla, and Sacks 2017). These interactions tend to occur in local government 

agency offices but can also take place in the streets (e.g., getting stopped by a traffic cop), 

public schools or public hospitals. Drawing inspiration from Lipsky’s work, I focus on the 

face-to-face interactions between street-level bureaucrats and ordinary citizens; I call these 

interactions everyday encounters with the state.1 I also go beyond Lipsky’s work, which 

focuses on American experiences and the nature of bureaucratic work and street-level 

	
1 The existing literature refers to these interactions as the public encounter (Goodsell 1981; Bartels 2013). I 
prefer to call them everyday encounters with the state to denote the citizens’ point of view because for the 
theoretical argument presented in this dissertation, what matters is not only how the encounters happened but 
also citizens’ perception of their experiences. 
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bureaucrats’ behavior. Instead, I focus on ordinary citizens’ bureaucratic experiences and 

their perception of such experiences. 

Two features of everyday encounters with the state set it apart from other types of 

state encounters (i.e., meeting or writing to representatives): how direct and personal the 

interaction is, and how frequently it occurs (Lipsky 1980). After waiting hours for one’s 

turn to meet with a street-level bureaucrat, the client’s experience suddenly becomes very 

personal. For example, in a welfare office in the United States, a client might reveal their 

difficulty getting a job, staying motivated to complete GED classes, a recent death in the 

family, information about child support collection and/or other personal details (Watkins-

Hayes 2011). In a similar vein, in a township office of the Land Records Department in 

Myanmar, a client trying to add the names of her nieces to the family property deed might 

explain to the agent her family history, conflict between family members and why she is 

trying to add additional names to the deed. These encounters are personal not only because 

the information revealed is personal but also because they are conveyed face-to-face. The 

agents observe their clients’ discomfort, urgency, and/or despair while the clients observe 

affirmation, empathy and/or judgement from their agents. 

 
2.1.1 What Clients Evaluate 

Everyday encounters with the state should not be conflated with public goods and services, 

which are the motivation and outcome of the encounters. Iterations of these encounters 

conclude with approval or denial of the clients’ applications, and these outcomes may elate 

or disappoint the clients. Nevertheless, given that everyday encounters with the state are 

face-to-face, they are primarily defined by an interpersonal dimension. In such interactions, 

agents and their clients exchange verbal and non-verbal cues which make lasting 
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impressions on the latter. Clients’ reactions to the interactions are affected by agents’ 

gestures, looks, attitudes, tones, and words, all of which make the former feel respected, 

heard, cared for, or discriminated against. Put differently, everyday encounters with the 

state denote how public goods and services are delivered more so than whether they are 

delivered. 

The existing literature recognizes the distinction between how individuals view the 

outcome, process and treatment involved in everyday encounters with the state (Soss 

1999). Distributive justice, which is “fairness of the outcomes people received,” and 

procedural justice, which is “fairness of the process by which outcomes are allocated and 

disputes are resolved” have received considerable attention in political science (Thibaut 

and Walker 1975). Scholars have found that to the people at the receiving end, process 

matters more than outcome (Tyler 2001). However, scholars have later pointed out that 

interactional justice, which is the interpersonal (mis)treatment people received, is not only 

distinct from procedural justice but also that to clients, interpersonal treatment matters 

more than the process (Tyler and Bies 2015; Tyler 2001; Bies 2001; Stel and Ndayiragije 

2014). In other words, clients’ perception of how they are treated is the cornerstone of their 

evaluation of interactions with those in the position of authority (Tyler and Bies 2015; Bies 

2001). 

Building on these diverse scholarly insights, I focus on interactional justice of 

everyday encounters with the state. I perceive that clients’ evaluation of their encounters 

with street-level bureaucrats are primarily based on the interpersonal treatment. 

Interpersonal treatment can be defined by words and gestures that affect how the client 

feels. Positive treatments make the client feel that they were treated with respect, care and 
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were heard. Positive treatment experiences also include instances when the agent goes the 

extra mile for the client, spends more time with the client and sympathizes with the client 

in the case of an unfavorable outcome. The agent might also provide the client with 

“privileged information,” enabling them to navigate the system better than others (Lipsky 

1980, 90). In some situations, the privileged information may enhance the clients’ chance 

of receiving a more favorable outcome. However, regardless of the outcome, the client’s 

overall experience is more satisfactory when the treatment is positive. In contrast, negative 

treatments include verbal and nonverbal cues which might be perceived as rude, 

condescending, or discriminatory in nature. Additionally, negative treatments may also 

result in the client receiving an unfavorable outcome. 

Over the course of their life, ordinary citizens have many experiences as clients of 

the state. These experiences, gathered in their memory box, are likely to be a combination 

of negative and positive experiences. Certain experiences might be more frequent or more 

intense, and thus, are more memorable; these experiences are likely to weigh heavily in the 

overall evaluation of citizens’ experiences with the state. This means that a client with an 

overall positive evaluation may be less inclined to update their overall positive assessment 

because of an instance of negative experience. However, repeated negative experiences are 

likely to dampen the client’s positive evaluations. In other words, I expect clients’ 

evaluations of their experiences to be relatively stable. 

 
2.2 Attributing Street-level Bureaucratic Experiences to the State 

Why do ethnic minorities’ experiences as clients of the state inform their attachment to the 

state? Ordinary citizens attribute their experiences in local government offices to the state 

because they recognize local government offices and street-level bureaucrats as local 
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manifestations of the state. This recognition is facilitated by visuals and symbols in and 

around local government offices. The outside of the office prominently displays the name 

of the government agency, and the inside of the office displays national symbols like the 

president’s portrait, the country’s flag, or a map of the country. These displays remind the 

clients that they are in the state’s space. Additionally, the bureaucrats might be in uniforms, 

which reinforces their association with the state. 

Furthermore, in many developing countries, ordinary citizens typically visit local 

government offices for services over which the state has a monopoly. Such services include 

processing applications for household registration documents, national registration cards 

or business licenses. These documents typically display the state’s name and the signature 

of a state agent. Because the state has a monopoly on these services, when ordinary citizens 

determine that they need such documents, they are already aware of the need to interact 

with state agents. Thus, while ordinary citizens might be cognizant of different levels of 

government (local, regional, or national), they nevertheless recognize that government 

offices at all levels are physical manifestations of the political organization that claims 

authority over the territory in which they reside. 

In addition to recognizing the physical manifestation of the state, ethnic politics 

also plays a crucial role in minorities’ attribution of their everyday encounters with the 

state to the state. The starting point for this discussion is Hale’s (2008) conceptualization 

of ethnicity. He defines identity as “the set of points of personal reference on which people 

rely on to navigate the social world they inhabit” (Hale 2008, 34). Ethnicity is an especially 

useful type of identity or reference point which helps people make sense of their social and 

political world because it “operates primarily in the realm of the unconscious” (Hale 2008, 
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49). This perceptual lens drives human behavior in all kinds of situations including voting, 

political mobilization and how ordinary citizens pursue public goods and services (Posner 

2005; Habyarimana et al. 2007; Chandra 2007; Adida et al. 2017). Human behavior driven 

by ethnic perceptual lens can also lead to civil war and political violence (Horowitz 1985; 

Brubaker and Laitin 1998; Hale 2008;  Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010). While these 

extraordinary and high-stakes situations have attracted interest in the discipline of political 

science, my theoretical contribution shifts the focus to how ethnicity operates as an 

“uncertainty-reducing mechanism” in ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the 

state. It is important to not overlook ethnic politics in realm of the mundane because 

everyday experiences serve as influential underpinning for ordinary citizens’ individual 

political behavior (Sands 2017; Michener 2018; Kalla and Broockman 2020; Sands and 

Kadt 2020). 

I argue that ethnic minorities’ perceptual radar is especially sensitive when they 

encounter the state, because they are members of a politically non-dominant ethnic group, 

or the non-core group. Members of such groups may have had negative experiences. 

Depending on the country’s social and political history, this perceptual radar may be less 

sensitive in other situations like going to the market or attending sporting events. However, 

when encountering the state, they process their experiences from the point of view of a 

member of a politically non-dominant group. 

Given their group status, ethnic minorities are suspicious of the state and are 

constantly motivated to gather information about the state’s intentions toward them, and 

information-gathering primarily occurs in street-level bureaucracy. That is because it is the 

most tangible aspect of the state to them. The information they gather about the state, based 
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on their experiences, signals their symbolic status and potential for material gains. Positive 

treatments convey to them that the state cares about their group and assures them of a 

positive future prospect. In contrast, negative treatments increase their apprehension of 

their fate as citizens of the state. These signals, I argue, are the basis of ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. In short, ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state 

inform their attachment to the state because ethnic minority clients interpret their 

experiences as signals of the state’s intentions toward their ethnic group. 

 
2.3 Ethnic Politics in Mundane Interactions 

The literature has long recognized that ethnicity influences citizen-state encounters 

(Gooden 1998; Liberman 2001; Neubeck and Cazenave 2001; Distelhorst and Hou 2014), 

however, much of the existing works has been limited to studying responsiveness of the 

state agents in answering clients’ inquiries. The inquiries might request for help with 

registering to vote or information on eligibility requirement for a government program; the 

existing studies examine whether or not the requests were answered. Experimental studies 

to date have found that minorities are less likely to receive a response when they contact 

their elected representatives and other agents of the state (Butler and Broockman 2011; 

White, Nathan, and Faller 2015; Landgrave 2020).2 Research also indicates that state agents 

are more responsive to their coethnic clients (Butler and Broockman 2011; McClendon 

	
2 These findings are likely to be driven by ethnic majority agents. Very few studies in this line of research 
examine the agents’ racial or ethnic identity. At the same time, it is likely the case that the majority of agents 
interacting with ethnic minority clients are members of the politically dominant ethnic group. In her study of 
welfare bureaucrats, Watkins-Hayes (2009) mentioned the following about the Staunton Office of the 
Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance in March 2001: 44.4 percent of the office’s caseload 
family heads were Black, 35 percent Hispanic, 15.9 percent White, and 4.3 percent Asian while 48 percent 
of the agents were White, 26 percent Black, 19 percent Hispanic, and 6 percent Asian. This welfare office is 
likely to the norm rather than an anomaly in terms of majority-minority ratio of the agents. 
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2016).3 While these studies provide important insights about the role of ethnicity in citizen-

state encounters, they are limited by their focus on state agents’ responsiveness.4 As 

discussed in a previous section, everyday encounters with state entails an interpersonal 

dimension, which cannot be captured by studying state agents’ responsiveness alone. 

Recognizing this limitation of existing works, recent scholarship expanded to studying not 

just responsiveness but also the content of the responses (Einstein and Glick 2017; Hemker 

and Rink 2017; Giulietti, Tonin, and Vlassopoulos 2019). These works did not find 

evidence of responsiveness discrimination. In other words, there was no difference in the 

rate at which ethnic minority and majority clients received responses for their inquiries. 

Instead, these studies found meaningful differences in tone and quality of responses given 

to racial and ethnic minority clients. These works focus on discriminatory behaviors of the 

bureaucrats. Indeed, this scholarship leads to a new direction in our understanding of the 

role of ethnicity in citizen-state encounters. Nevertheless, their focus was limited to agents’ 

behavior in indirect citizen-state encounters (i.e., email and letter inquiries) and overlooked 

the clients’ behavior, responses, and perceptions. I advance this literature by theorizing the 

role of ethnicity in not just the agents’ behavior but also in the clients’ perceptions of how 

they are treated when they interact with the agents. 

 

	
3 Butler and Broockman (2011) found that while requests from putative Black constituents received fewer 
replies overall and minority legislators responded more frequently to requests from putative Blacks. 
Similarly, McClendon (2016) found that Black and White South African politicians were more responsive to 
same-race than to other-race constituents. 
4 Scholars have also examined whether public officials’ responsiveness is affected by socioeconomic class of 
the constituents. Carnes and Holbein (Carnes and Holbein 2019) did not find evidence of a differential 
response rate by socioeconomic class. However, a study of municipal government administering social 
welfare programs in Colombia found that social class and connection matter for citizen-state encounters; the 
bureaucrats provided less information about the programs to poor citizens and internal migrants (Slough 
2020). 
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  Client 

 Ethnic favoritism?  Yes No 

Agent Yes (1) Positive experience (2) Positive experience 

No (3) Positive experience (4) Negative experience 

Figure 2.1: Ethnic minority clients’ perception of their experiences 
 

I argue that agents’ and clients’ behaviors in face-to-face encounters are driven by 

two-way ethnic favoritism. That is, both agents and clients exhibit in-group preferences 

and out-group discrimination. On the one hand, ethnic minority state agents actually try to 

go the extra mile for their coethnic clients compared to other state agents. They give their 

coethnic clients more time and a thorough examination of their situations. Thus, their 

coethnic clients receive better services from them than from other state agents. On the other 

hand, ethnic minority clients have differential expectations of and responses to their 

coethnic state agents. They believe that one of their own would look after them more so 

than others. Thus, ethnic minority clients perceive that they received better services even 

when the care and attention given to them by coethnic state agents are the same as what 

other agents would have given them. Two-way ethnic favoritism has an important 

implication for ethnic minorities’ evaluation of their everyday encounters with the state: 

everyday encounters with the state are more positive for ethnic minorities when they 

interact with coethnic state agents compared to when they interact with other state agents. 

As Figure 2.1 shows, given two-way ethnic favoritism, ethnic minority clients are 

expected to perceive positive experiences when interacting with coethnic state agents more 

often than not. In some instances, ethnic favoritism from both the agents and clients 

generates the clients’ perception of positive experiences (quadrant 1). In other instances, 

ethnic favoritism from either the agents or the clients can also lead to that perception 
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(quadrant 2 and 3). Ethnic favoritism from both parties is not necessary to generate the 

perception of positive experience for the clients. As such, there is just one scenario in which 

encountering coethnic agents does not lead to the perception of having had a positive 

experience: when neither the agent nor the client exhibits ethnic favoritism. In this scenario, 

the ethnic minority client has a negative experience—that is, the agent is seen as rushed, 

inattentive, unfair, disrespectful and/or discriminatory. I recognize that there are instances 

in which ethnic minority clients may have a negative experience when encountering 

coethnic state agents. The prevalence of negative experiences (quadrant 4) resulting from 

coethnic agent-client interactions in relations to positive experiences (quadrants 1 to 3) 

resulting from coethnic agent-client interactions is beyond the scope of this dissertation. I 

assume the latter to be more prevalent than the former. 

 
2.3.1 Agents’ In-group Preference 

Why would ethnic minority street-level bureaucrats favor coethnic clients? An extensive 

body of social psychology literature establishes that people tend to have in-group and out-

group biases (Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002). Existing literature, particularly on 

distributive politics, show considerable evidence that individual public officials do have 

the tendency to favor their ethnic communities (Franck and Rainer 2012). According to a 

study based on 139 countries (De Luca et al. 2018), ethnic favoritism is a global 

phenomenon. These studies predominantly look at distributive politics, which is concerned 

with whether or not public goods and services are delivered. Drawing on insights from this 

literature, my theory shifts the focus to the politics of everyday encounters with the state, 

which is concerned with how the goods and services are delivered, as perceived by the 

clients. I argue that we can expect ethnic favoritism to be as prevalent as, if not more 
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prevalent, in street-level bureaucracy than it is in distributive politics, because street-level 

bureaucracy is highly conducive to ethnic favoritism. 

First, street-level bureaucrats interact with clients individually and so, they deliver 

“private” goods which are less costly than public goods. These services provided by street-

level bureaucrats can be seen as “private” goods because the quality of service they provide 

vary from client to client, which is significant for the outcome the clients receive. Here, 

ethnic favoritism influences street-level bureaucrats to give more favorable services to their 

coethnics. Coethnic favoritism in the context of street-level bureaucracy comes in the form 

of a more personalized and attentive service. It can also entail giving the client the benefit 

of the doubt—that is, coethnic agents might not assume the worst about their client. 

Additionally, ethnic favoritism from a street-level bureaucrat might also come in the form 

of “privileged information” which permits the clients to better navigate the system (Lipsky 

1980, 90). In contrast, distributive politics involves direct cost as it provides tangible public 

goods and services. For example, politicians may have to divert funds from a certain 

constituency or locality to another, build more schools, dig more wells or boreholes, and 

so on, all of which takes planning and resources. Recent studies have shown that politicians 

and public officials face a number of constraints on that front (Edjemyr, Kramon, and 

Robinson 2017; Harris and Posner 2019). As a result, even when public officials are prone 

to engage in ethnic favoritism, they may be prevented from doing so. Therefore, public 

goods and services that street-level bureaucrats deliver privately are less costly in a sense 

that they do not require a larger budget or a coordination among several agency offices. In 

essence, street-level bureaucrats face fewer “hard” constraints that would prevent them 

from engaging in ethnic favoritism. 
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Furthermore, street-level bureaucrats have a wide discretion over how they perform 

their duty (Lipsky 1980). To keep up with demands of their work, they must make decisions 

about who they will help and how much. According to Lipsky (1980), bureaucrats develop 

their own patterns of simplification and routines to make their tasks manageable. The 

resulting actions aid some clients and harm others. Given that the bureaucrats are often 

overworked and face time constraints, I expect that the few clients to whom they give extra 

care would be those that are most socially proximate to them. Generally speaking, in 

societies in which racial or ethnic identity is politically relevant, social proximity between 

agents and clients will be determined predominantly by coethnicity. In addition to 

coethnics, people who are socially proximate to the agents might include their friends, 

family members, and depending on context, co-religionists. In some instances, those with 

a higher social status could be socially proximate to the agents, and this personal 

connection could lead to more attentive services. 

Two reasons stand out for why coethnicity drives agents’ behavior. On the one 

hand, ethnic minority agents may feel deeper compassion and concern for those who are 

socially proximate to them, because they can imagine themselves or their relatives being 

in the same situation (Dubois 2010). They feel a sense of “linked fate” (Dawson 1994) 

where a bond is more or less activated when agents meet their clients (Otten and Wentura 

1999; Dubois 2010), and influences the agents’ demeanor, tone and the duration of time 

they spend trying to resolve their clients’ problem. On the other hand, even without 

assuming any sympathy, in-group norms of reciprocity may incentivize coethnic state 

agents to engage in ethnic favoritism (Habyarimana et al. 2007). Institutions that police 

ethnic communities, like findability of coethnics in social networks, may especially 
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facilitate social sanctioning.5 These institutions are expected to incentivize agents to not 

shirk from helping coethnic clients. The act of giving extra care to coethnic clients might 

earn the bureaucrat a higher moral standing in their ethnic community, while disregarding 

coethnic clients may make one the subject of community gossip. Both mechanisms are 

relevant in regard to agents’ friends, family members and those with whom they share an 

identity. The latter mechanism—findability and reputational cost—is more relevant for 

those who might be socially proximate to the agent due to their high social status. 

 

2.3.2 Clients’ In-group Preference 

The existing studies of ethnic favoritism in political science tend to focus on the supply 

side and behavior of the state agents. Similar to the agents, clients’ ethnic favoritism is 

driven by both in-group and out-group biases. The first refers to mutual trust among in-

group members and the expectation that in-group members would take care of “one of their 

own” while the second refers to a sense of distrust of and an expectation of discriminatory 

treatment from out-group members (Moy and Ng 1996; Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 

2002). 

First, ethnic minorities prefer coethnic service providers. In their study of the 

demand-side perspective, Thielemann and Stewart (1996) examined AIDS patients and 

found that a clear majority of the respondents—and ethnic minorities more so than 

Whites—expressed a strong preference for receiving services from their coethnics. In a 

	
5 The study by Habyarimana et al. (2007) found that individuals are able to locate strangers who are coethnics 
at a higher rate than strangers who are non-coethnics. An implication of this finding is that uncooperative 
coethnics are easier to locate and may face social sanctions more so than an outgroup member who is 
uncooperative. 
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more recent study, Hsu, Hackett, and Hinkson (2014) found that African Americans and 

Hispanics care about having coethnic service providers more so than other ethnic groups. 

Such preferences are also apparent in the interviews I conducted in Myanmar. An ethnic 

minority civil servant in Kachin State shared that once the clients become aware of her 

ethnicity, coethnic clients would flock to her desk even though other civil servants were 

available and ready to process their case.6 Ethnic minority clients may prefer coethnic 

service providers because they are more comfortable talking to their coethnics than service 

providers of another ethnicity. Their preference may also be driven by their expectation 

that their coethnic would be more attentive to them. It may also be based on their prior 

experiences or history of mistreatment experienced by their ethnic group. 

Relatedly, ethnic minority clients may be more prone to overlook shortcomings of 

their coethnic agents. That is, even in instances where their coethnic agents defy their 

expectations, they might be quick to forgive and forget. They may even give the agents the 

benefit of the doubt. For example, some agent might be especially harsh to their coethnic 

clients to demonstrate their professionalism to their superiors. Even in this situation, clients 

might be sympathetic towards the agents because they perceived the agents to be working 

under enormous pressure put on them by superiors who are ethnic majorities. Such an 

instance might negatively affect the clients’ overall evaluation of their experiences in the 

street-level bureaucracy only if the client is not prone to ethnic favoritism (quadrant 4 in 

Figure 2.1).7 

	
6 Interview with an LIP civil servant, Kachin State, May 12, 2019. 
7 This expectation that ethnic minority clients may be quick to forgive and forget negative behavior of their 
coethnic state agents is consistent with research findings on how voters process information about politicians. 
Adida et al. (2017) found that “voters reward good-performing incumbents only if they are coethnics, and 
punish bad performers only if they are non-coethnic.” Although the context of street-level bureaucracy and 
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Furthermore, ethnic minority clients may expect discrimination when encountering 

ethnic majority agents (Moy and Ng 1996; Duck and Fielding 1999). Again, clients’ 

expectation may be based on their own experiences, or history of race relations in their 

specific locality or their country. Whether discrimination was intentional or unconsciously 

done is not always clear, but perceived discrimination can still affect the clients’ evaluation 

of their everyday encounters with the state. In contrast, when ethnic minority clients 

encounter coethnic agents, likelihood of perceived discrimination will be fairly low. 

In sum, while the existing literature focuses on ethnic favoritism from public 

officials and street-level bureaucrats, a careful consideration of the clients’ side suggests 

that ethnic favoritism likely drives their behavior as well. 

 
2.3.3 Why Positive Treatments may be Elusive 

Treating ethnic minorities well seems like a low-cost way of winning over their 

hearts and minds. However, the discussion above illuminates why positive experiences are 

still elusive in bureaucratic settings. Agents have a wide discretion over how they perform 

their responsibilities, which lead to a wide range of treatments of their clients. I have argued 

that agents’ treatment of their clients is shaped by coethnicity. Other factors, such as 

monitoring and trainings on professional and soft skills, may also affect agents’ behavior 

(Banerjee et al. 2012; Brierley 2020; Landgrave 2020). 

At the same time, whether an experience was positive lies in the eye of the beholder: 

the clients. I have argued that ethnic minorities’ perceptions of their experiences with the 

state are influenced by their reliance on ethnicity to navigate the street-level bureaucracy. 

	

electoral politics are different, biased information processing can be expected in everyday encounters with 
the state. 
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Ultimately, clients’ perceptions of their experiences are co-determined by agents’ and 

clients’ ethnic perceptual lens and in-group preferences. 

 
2.4 Discussion 

Attachment to the state is a psychological and attitudinal phenomenon that occurs at the 

individual level. The theory above indicates that fostering ethnic minorities’ attachment to 

the state is a micro-level process based on tangible experiences attributed to the state. It is 

implied in this theory that the state, through its street-level bureaucrats, plays an active and 

consequential role in shaping ethnic minorities’ attachment to it. The theory also builds on 

Karim’s (2020) work on relational state building but goes a step further. While Karim 

(2020) shows that face-to-face interactions between state agents and ordinary citizens 

matter for state building, my argument focuses on the quality of these interactions.8 It is 

important to examine clients’ experiences and their perceptions of these experiences, rather 

than whether they had an interaction at all, because they indicate the variability in the 

quality of the services privately delivered to the clients by the state agents. 

Echoing Wimmer (2017), the theory presented in this chapter characterizes 

minority-state relations as an exchange relationship. However, diverging from the literature 

which focus on an exchange of tangible public goods and services, my proposed theory 

emphasizes interpersonal interactions. Ethnic minorities give political loyalty to the state 

in return for dignified and considerate treatments because such treatments signal their 

group status in the polity. Tangible goods are not excluded from the exchange; rather, they 

	
8 The treatment in Karim’s (Karim 2020) was a 20-30 minute face-to-face household visit by police officers. 
Those in the control group did not receive such a household visit. The study compares survey responses from 
these two groups. The respondents did not rate the quality of the interactions, which are presumed to be 
equally positive. 
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are perceived more as added perks of positive treatments from the state agents. An 

observable implication of the theory is that ethnic minorities who have had positive 

everyday encounters with street-level bureaucrats should express stronger attachment to 

the state. Such ethnic minorities should also perceive their ethnic group to have a higher 

group status compared to other ethnic minorities. 

Hypothesis 1 Ethnic minorities who experience positive everyday encounters with 
the state have a stronger attachment to the state. 
 
Hypothesis 2 Ethnic minorities who experience positive everyday encounters with 
the state perceive their ethnic group to have more power in the country’s politics. 
 

My proposed theory of relational state building has implications for how we think 

about the role of power-sharing in minority-state relations. According to this theory, ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state is a result of their perceptions of the state, which are 

based on their most tangible experiences with the state. In contrast, power-sharing is a 

multifaceted and relatively distant phenomenon. Pitkin (1967) identifies three facets of 

representation: descriptive, symbolic, and substantive. Descriptive representation is a 

matter of visual resemblance, and only entails the extent to which the representative 

resembles those being represented (Pitkin 1967). It does not guarantee symbolic 

representation, which entails the extent to which the represented feel represented, nor 

substantive representation, which entails “acting in the interests of the represented in a 

manner responsive to them” (Pitkin 1967, 75:209). Symbolic and substantive 

representation are individual level phenomena and may affect ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. As such, positive treatments that ethnic minority clients receive 

when encountering coethnic agents may be interpreted as substantive representation in 

street-level bureaucracy. However, it is unlikely that descriptive representation on its own 
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would have an ameliorating affect on minority-state relations. The theory I presented does 

not negate the potential effect of power-sharing in diverse societies; rather, it underscores 

the importance of examining the effect of power-sharing beyond descriptive representation. 

One of the arguments made in this chapter is that ethnic minorities’ everyday 

encounters with the state are more positive when they interact with coethnic state agents. 

At the same time, ethnic minority clients may have positive experiences when they 

encounter non-coethnic state agents. However, positive experiences are expected to be 

more frequent when they encounter coethnic state agents. 

Hypothesis 3 Ethnic minorities who encounter coethnic agents of the state have 
more positive experiences compared to those who encounter other agents. 

 

Hypothesis 3 implies that increased bureaucratic representation might correlate 

with positive encounters with the state and thus, also with stronger attachment to the state. 

However, such a conclusion would be an oversimplification. That is because ethnic 

favoritism takes effect only when the agent and client both recognize one another as 

coethnics. Without the mutual recognition, neither party can give the other preferential 

treatments. Thus, in a context where ethnicity is visually distinguishable, increased 

bureaucratic representation may be directly correlated with positive encounters. However, 

in a context where establishing coethnicity is information intensive, the ameliorating effect 

of bureaucratic representation on minority-state relations might be moderated by social 

networks and the embeddedness of state agents in their ethnic communities.9 Again, how 

	
9 Determining coethnicity in Myanmar bureaucratic setting is complicated because ethnicity is not visually 
distinguishable, many ethnic minorities take on a Bamar name as their official name, and many ethnic 
minorities are able to speak Bamar without a pronounced accent. State agents are able to establish ethnic 
identities of their clients based on information indicated in clients’ paperwork, but clients do not always know 
agents’ ethnicity. The difficulty in determining coethnicity is further discussed in Chapter 6. 
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representation affects minority-state relations is a multilayered process with context-

specific complications. 

 
2.5 Conclusion 

The theoretical argument developed in this chapter is that everyday encounters with the 

state informs ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state, and ethnic politics drives everyday 

encounters with the state. Chapter 4 tests hypothesis 1 and shows the effect of everyday 

encounters with the state on attachment to the state. Chapters 5 and 6 evaluate hypothesis 

2 and 3, respectively. 
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Chapter 3 
Context: Nation-Building, Representation and Conflict Legacy 

 
 
Before evaluating the theoretical expectations, this chapter contextualizes the case of 

Myanmar by taking a closer look at ethnic minorities’ nation-building experiences, 

political representation, and conflict legacy. In doing so, this chapter also assesses the 

extent to which existing macro-level frameworks explain the variation in minority-state 

relations in Myanmar as well as their limitations. Based on preliminary analysis of 

available survey data, as described in Chapter 1, this chapter emphasizes the imperative of 

turning to a micro-level explanation for determinants of ethnic minorities’ attachment to 

the state. The chapter begins with a brief background on Myanmar. Then it describes the 

variation in ethnic minorities’ nation-building experiences, the relative uniformity in the 

level of ethnic minorities’ descriptive representation in the government, and conflict 

legacies.1 The chapter concludes with a sketch of Myanmar’s public administration system, 

the context in which ordinary citizens’ everyday encounters with the state occur. 

 
3.1 A Brief Background 

Myanmar is home to many ethnic groups, among which eight are recognized as “major 

national races:” Arakan, Bamar, Chin, Kachin, Karen, Karenni, Mon, and Shan.2  Of the  

	
1 These discussions involve mentions of Myanmar’s ethnic groups and its subnational administrative units, 
the states. When mentioning ethnic groups, I use the term members of the group prefer—Arakan, Karen, and 
Karenni rather than Rakhine, Kayin and Kayah. The latter set is the official spelling utilized by the 
government. There is no alternative version of Chin and Kachin. When mentioning the administrative unit, I 
use the official spelling—Rakhine, Kayin and Kayah States rather than Arakan, Karen, and Karenni States. 
2 The Myanmar government officially recognizes 135 “national races” or taingyinthar (136 since 2015). This 
is a very controversial number; most ethnic minorities reject this categorization and consider it to be 
inaccurate (Callahan 2017). For example, while most Kachin historians and cultural associations claim that 
there are six Kachin (linguistic) groups, the government lists twelve—six of twelve appears to be random 
subcategories of one of the linguistic groups (Jinghpaw). It is unclear how and when the government arrived 
at that number (Cheesman 2017). 
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Table 3.1: Politically Relevant Ethnic Groups in Myanmar 

Major Groups Population (%) Other Groups Population (%) 
Bamar 69.4 Pa-O 1.6 
Karen 6.4 Rohingya 1.2 
Shan 4.6 Palaung 0.9 
Arakan 4.2 Danu 0.4 
Mon 2.6 Lahu 0.3 
Chin 2.0 Inn 0.3 
Kachin 1.6 Kokang 0.3 
Karenni 0.6 Naga 0.3 

  Akha 0.2 
Source: 2018 Township Reports compiled by the GAD. 
Shan population share excludes the non-titular ethnic groups, but population share of all other 
“major” ethnic groups include titular and non-titular groups. The Rohingya population is 
enumerated as "Bangladeshi" in GAD’s Township Reports. 

 

many ethnic groups in Myanmar, only the “major national races” and a handful of ethnic 

minority groups are politically relevant (see Table 3.1).3 Bamar is the majority ethnic 

group, accounting for nearly 70 percent of the population, and is the politically dominant 

ethnic group. All “major national races” except Bamar are associated with an 

administrative unit designated as a state (the states are shaded in Figure 3.1); they are 

considered to be titular ethnic minority groups and the groups without such an association 

are non-titular ethnic minority groups. Myanmar is also home to several ethnic groups that 

are not recognized as a “national race.” This category includes Chinese, Rohingyas, Indians 

and other groups of South Asian descent. 

 

	
3 Posner (2005) considers an identity group to be politically relevant if such cleavage matters for political 
competition and social conflict. In the context of Myanmar, politically relevant ethnic groups refer to any 
ethnic group, whether or not it is officially recognized by the government, that has mobilized a political party 
or a rebel organization. By this definition, Dawei, Dynet, Kaman, Kumi, Lhavo, Lisu, Mro, and Wa ethnic 
groups are also politically relevant. However, they are not indicated in Table 3.1 because I cannot obtain 
population estimates for these groups from the township reports. 
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Figure 3.1: States and Regions of Myanmar. Ethnic minorities are the dominant local 
population in the states (shaded). 
 

The present-day Myanmar is an amalgamation of what was once the Bamar 

kingdom and several surrounding autonomous territories. The kingdom and the territories 

came under a single political authority for the first time during the British colonial period. 

Before the British arrival, the Bamar kingdom spanned over the Arakan, Mon and much of 

the Karen areas. Then, right before the decolonization of Myanmar, the Panglong 

Agreement in 1947 ensured that the amalgamated units would become the “Union of 

Burma” in the post-colonial period. Karen leaders attended the historic Panglong 

Conference but only as non-signatory observers while Mon, Arakan and Karenni were 

missing altogether (Walton 2008). The presence of Mon and Arakan ethnic groups at the 
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conference was deemed unnecessary by the Bamar leaders because Mon and Arakan 

regions were conquered and annexed by the Bamar kingdom before the British arrival. 

Karen was a special case as some of its population resided in autonomous territories and 

some in territories of the Bamar kingdom. 

Soon after the country became independent in 1948, the incumbent government’s 

political rivals and several ethnic minority groups launched armed rebellions.4 Many of the 

rebel groups became established armed organizations and developed effective control over 

territories in the peripheral areas of the country. They established rebel-controlled areas as 

the Myanmar state attempted to setup its physical presence in the ethnic minority areas of 

the country. These armed organizations also became influential forces in the country’s 

politics for decades to come. 

 
3.2 Nation-building: Variation in Accommodation of Ethnic and Religious 
Minorities 
 
This section explains that although all the ethnic minorities in Myanmar experienced the 

promotion of Burmese language and culture over their own, the state generally favored 

ethnic minority groups it deemed to be indigenous over ethnic groups it deemed to be of 

foreign origin. Additionally, non-Buddhist ethnic minorities were targeted with Buddhist 

missionary activities. Together these policies produce three types of ethnic minority 

experiences: that of (1) indigenous Buddhist ethnic minorities who are culturally 

accommodated, (2) indigenous non-Buddhist ethnic minorities who are discriminated on 

religious grounds, and (3) “foreign” ethnic minorities who face political exclusion and 

more discrimination. 

	
4 See Smith (1999) and Lintner (1994) for in-depth accounts of why and how these rebellions began. 
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Since the early years of the modern-day Myanmar, Bamar has been the dominant 

ethnic group and Buddhism has held a special status. However, in those early years, ethnic 

and religious minority groups nevertheless were more or less accommodated and were 

included in the national government. Leading up to independence, the interim government 

included several ethnic minority ministers.5 Ethnic minority groups were also represented 

in the constituent assembly in 1947 which was an elected body tasked with designing the 

country’s first constitution. This trend of political inclusion continued during the post-

independence parliamentary era. In fact, according to Hlaing (2007), the first prime 

minister in the post-independence Myanmar, “publicly declared that national unity would 

only emerge if the Government instituted a system that accommodated the cultural 

differences among ethnic groups and guaranteed the economic well-being of all ethnic 

groups” (p. 155). A handful of ethnic minority leaders were appointed as cabinet ministers 

throughout parliamentary era (Tinker 1961).6 Furthermore, the ceremonial role of the 

president was rotated by ethnic group; the first was a Shan, the second a Bamar, the third 

a Karen and the fourth would have been a Kachin had it not been for the military coup in 

1962 (Steinberg 2010). 

Beyond the central government, ethnic minorities made up a substantial portion of 

the government’s armed forces during the early years of independent Myanmar. Ethnic 

minorities who served in the British and Allied military were incorporated into the post-

	
5 These ministers were: Abdul Razak (Muslim), Sao Sam Htun (Shan), and Mahn Ba Khaing (Karen) (Crouch 
2016a). 
6 These politicians held various cabinet position in the central government: Sao Shwe Thaike (Shan), Sao 
Hkun Hkio (Shan), Sao Htun Aye (Shan), Shein Htang (Chin), Sama Duwa Sinwa Nawng (Kachin), Mahn 
Win Maung (Karen), Sao Wanna (Karenni), Vam Thu Mawng (Chin), Rashid (Muslim), and U Khin Maung 
Latt (Muslim). 



63 

	

	

independence government armed forces, and most likely made up more than 60 percent of 

the armed forces at the time.7 Moreover, a Karen military general was appointed as the first 

Commander-in-Chief of the government’s armed forces. However, his tenure was short-

lived, as he was removed from the position as fighting between the Karen resistance forces 

and the government troops intensified in early 1949. Now turning to the civil service, there 

were prominent Muslim judges and public officials as well (Crouch 2016b). 

At the subnational level, the state governments and their corresponding civil service 

were responsible for general administration in their respective states (Tinker 1961). At the 

time, there were just four states: Kachin, Karenni (later Kayah), Shan and Karen States. 

Rakhine and Mon States were not created until 1974 by the socialist government. The 

titular ethnic groups in their respective states were appointed as the head of state and led 

the state governments. Secondary literature suggests that regardless of whatever the formal 

setup may have been, on the ground, the society at large continued as before the 

independence. The Chin Hills were still largely administered under the Chin Hills 

Regulation of 1896 and the mountain tracts of the Kachin State continued under the 

customary law of the tribes and rule of hereditary Duwas (chiefs) (Tinker 1961). In Shan 

State, the Sawbwas and other aristocratic hereditary officials joined the service of the State 

Government (Tinker 1961) and they continued to take charge of local governance like they 

did before (Taylor 2009). Business as usual also meant that students in minority areas 

continued to attend Christian missionary schools and other private schools where language 

of instruction was English or a local ethnic language (Tinker 1961). Additionally, 

	
7 According to Callahan (2012, 42) and Taylor (2009, 100), Karen accounted for 35 percent, Chin 16 percent, 
Kachin 11 percent, Indians 32 percent, and “Burman” (Bamar, Mon and Shan) 24 percent of the armed forces 
in the country in 1941, just seven years before independence. 
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minorities’ customs, language and religion were accommodated in day-to-day life on the 

ground. As a Myanmar scholar puts it, “tradition and custom still reign, and Rangoon is 

very far away” (Tinker 1961, p.163). 

Why would the post-independent Bamar-led government accommodate ethnic 

minorities? One possibility is that political elites of the parliamentary period genuinely 

believed that accommodating ethnic minorities was the best way to achieve unity in a 

diverse society. Another possibility is that the central government was too incapacitated to 

pursue any nation-building policy, other than a more laissez faire approach of 

accommodation (in the first few months at least), due to the internal turmoil. In addition to 

factionalism within the incumbent party, the country plunged into civil war right after it 

officially became independent. The communists were the first to rebel, and various ethnic 

minorities followed suit in the name of Kachin, Karenni, Karen, Mon, and Arakan 

independence. Due to the civil war, an estimate of as much as 75 percent of the towns 

across Myanmar fell to one insurgent group or another during the first year of independence 

(Callahan 2003). As such, it is possible that the central government’s initial nation-building 

policy was accommodation because it was preoccupied with its own survival and did not 

have the capacity to craft more resource-consuming policies. 

Once the central government was able to launch a counterinsurgency and regained 

control in 1950, it continued to accommodate ethnic minorities. This may be because the 

government was eager to persuade the “good” ethnic minorities—those who had not joined 

the rebellions— to remain loyal to the government. Rebellions tend to begin with just a 

small group of people in secrecy (Lewis 2017), and most of Myanmar’s ethnic minorities 



65 

	

	

did not participate in the rebellions nor were they sympathetic with their coethnic rebels.8 

The central government, often aided by ethnic minority politicians, launched various 

campaigns to deter its “good” ethnic minorities from joining the “bad” ethnic minorities, 

the rebels. The government applauded and expressed appreciation to its “good” ethnic 

minority citizens who were instrumental in the counterinsurgency (Yone 1948).9 In fact, it 

was the “loyal Karens” who informed government troops of a Karen rebel leader’s 

whereabouts which led to his demise.10 

Myanmar’s political landscape drastically changed with the military coup in 1962. 

General Ne Win and military elites transformed the country into a one-party state led by 

the Burmese Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) as the only legal party.11 The regime 

nationalized all sectors of the economy and isolated the country from foreign influence 

(Taylor 2009). Christian missionary schools and other private schools were also 

nationalized, and Burmese became the only official language of instruction. Ordinary 

citizens, regardless of ethnicity, lost political freedom (Fink 2001). The BSPP era was 

marked by mismanagement, poverty, and xenophobia, and eventually culminated in the 

largest urban uprising in the country’s history at the time. The uprisings effectively ended 

the BSPP rule in 1988. 

	
8 See Thawnghmung (2011) for an account of the “other” Karen who did not participate in or support their 
coethnic rebels. 
9 February 3, 1949. The Nation, “Govt. appeal to loyal Karens;” August 11, 1949 The Nation, “Good Karens 
reassured;” March 14, 1950. The Nation, “Karen Minister Issues stern warning to KNDO;” January 1, 1950. 
The Nation, “Frontier leaders reiterate warning against joining renegade Naw Seng.” 
10 August 15, 1950. The Nation, “End of KNDO Boss.” 
11 In the immediate aftermath of the coup, the military leaders established the Revolutionary Council, which 
then formulated the Burmese Way to Socialism. All political parties, except the BSPP, were abolished on 
March 23, 1964 (Taylor 2009; Nakanishi 2013). 
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With regards to nation-building policies, Myanmar’s socialist regime began to 

delineate taingyinthar, meaning “national races,” from other ethnic minorities. This 

practice laid the foundation for exclusionary policies with regards to Chinese, South 

Asians, and some Muslim ethnic groups like the Rohingya. The government’s technical 

definition for “national race” is “a cultural group present in what is now known as 

Myanmar before the first British annexation of Burma in 1823” (Thawnhmung and Yadana 

2018, 117). For most citizens, the term taingyinthar differentiates between “indigenous” 

and “foreign” ethnic groups.12 Beginning in 1964, a large population of South Asian 

descent was expelled from Myanmar (Myint-U 2008).13 In 1978, the socialist government 

launched Operation Nagamin (meaning “Dragon King” in Burmese), which was conducted 

by immigration officers and military personnel, to register citizens and expel non-

taingyinthar from western Myanmar before the planned national census in 1983. This 

operation forced 220,000 Rohingya people to flee the country (Farrelly 2016). Aside from 

the extreme case of the Rohingya, the non-tangyinthar ethnic minorities faced various 

kinds of discrimination including being barred from studying professional subjects such as 

medicine, engineering, and other technical training (Lwin 2000). 

The socialist government’s exclusionary practices were further crystallized in the 

1982 citizenship law. This new law outlines three types of citizenship: “full,” “associate” 

and “naturalized.” Only members of taingyinthar have rights to full citizenship. Regarding 

non-taingyinthar, those who qualified for citizenship under the 1948 citizenship law were 

	
12 Note that some portions of the Chinese population have assimilated (“Burmanized”) and are registered as 
ethnic “Bamar.” Some Muslim groups are recognized and registered as a taingyinthar. As “Bamar” or 
taingyinthar, they have rights and privileges as any other officially recognized “national races.” 
13 There are debates over whether the government expelled them or if they left after their businesses were 
seized and nationalized. 
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made “associate” citizens and those who have been in Myanmar for at least three 

generations were made “naturalized” citizens. Associate citizens cannot occupy any 

government offices and naturalized citizens are prohibited from holding political offices 

and from serving in the armed forces. As such, there was a significant decrease in Muslims 

serving in the civil service in the socialist era (Crouch 2016b). From the government’s 

standpoint, it was clear that “membership in the national race is the gold standard for 

citizenship and the primary basis for determining the rights of someone claiming to be a 

member of the political community” (Cheesman 2017, 471). 

While excluding non-taingyinthar, the socialist government was eager for 

participation of members of taingyinthar and vigorously recruited from ethnic minority 

areas (Taylor 2009). The new constitution, which was instituted in 1974, created 

subnational administrative units for “major” ethnic groups that were without a titular state; 

it established Chin State, Mon State and Rakhine State. Though the subnational 

administrative units had no political power by this point, they gave the impression of 

equality of ethnic groups (Taylor 2009). Furthermore, the Union Day celebrations, 

commemorating the Panglong Agreement, became a huge spectacle. A flag, representing 

the unity of the various ethnic groups in Myanmar, would travel all over the country. Ethnic 

minorities from remote areas were brought to Yangon, the largest city in the country, as 

special guests for the Union Day celebrations. For many ethnic minorities it was the first 

time they had been to a city and they considered it to be the chance of a lifetime.14 The 

	
14 Interviews with ethnic minority BSPP party officials in summer 2017. They all commented that General 
Ne Win was really good at see-yone-yay (mobilize support and loyalty). One of the interviewees recalled 
how they were so indoctrinated about the peril of the disintegration of the union that he and his friends grew 
up genuinely worried about the disintegration. 
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government also established an Academy for the Development of National Groups to train 

individuals from ethnic minority areas to appreciate the diverse culture of the country while 

recognizing the need for unity of the state (Taylor 2009). 

Regarding access to political power, the socialist government valued loyalty to the 

party above all else. The socialist government did not “share” power with any one ethnic 

group, but anyone, regardless of ethnic or religious background, could access political 

power, at the subnational level at the very least, as long as they were loyal to the party. 

Those who proved themselves to be loyal to General Ne Win could even rise to a powerful 

position in the national government. At the local level, the township and village People’s 

Councils, which supervised activities directly affecting people’s lives, were staffed with 

local residents (Taylor 2009). Therefore, in localities with predominantly ethnic minority 

population, ethnic minorities managed local administration. A Kachin BSPP official 

remembered, “The BSPP repudiated self-determination but allowed for self-rule.”15 In 

some localities, field laborers and trishaw drivers with very little formal education became 

“people’s judges.” Taylor (2009) notes, “…the BSPP system also served to create 

participatory institutions of the type normally associated with the modern state but having 

no separate power from the regime. Members of such organizations tended to develop 

attachment to the state…” (p.316). Initially, ordinary citizens were excited about this 

opportunity to participate in local governance, but their excitement waned as 

mismanagement became apparent. 

At the national level, the party’s Central Committee and People’s Parliament were 

dominated by Bamar but the taingyinthar groups had some representation (Nakanishi 

	
15 Interview with LB, Yangon, August 11, 2017; interview with BLZ, Yangon, July 11, 2017. 
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2013). Though the extent of ethnic minority inclusion in highest echelons of the BSPP 

authority is unknown, some of the top ten most powerful BSPP officials were not Bamar. 

For example, the BSPP’s powerful Assistant Secretary, Tin Oo, and the penultimate 

President of the socialist regime, Sein Lwin, were Mon (Hlaing 2007). A Kachin Christian, 

Lazum Kum Hpang, also rose to the rank of Brigadier General and was a regional 

commander in the government’s armed forces during the 1980s. 

In sum, the BSPP laid the foundation for two distinct nation-building policies with 

regards to its ethnic minorities: cultural accommodation of ethnic groups recognized as 

taingyinthar and exclusion of other ethnic groups. An important implication of these 

policies was that among the taingyinthar, no one ethnic group was singled out by the 

government for a more severe discrimination on the basis of their ethnicity. In contrast, 

non-taingyinthar were targeted with identity-based discrimination and exclusion. 

This pattern of nation-building policies continued through military dictatorship and 

the present-day Myanmar. After the socialist government was toppled in 1988, the military 

junta launched another operation (titled Pyitharyar meaning a clean and beautiful nation 

in Burmese) between 1991 and 1992; it resulted in the displacement of 270,000 Rohingya 

(Farrelly 2016). In 2017, another clearance operation was conducted in western Myanmar 

which resulted in the displacement of more than 700,000 Rohingya (Myint-U 2020).16 

 

 

	
16 Aside from the expulsion of the Rohingya, non-taingyinthar face immense discriminatory treatment in 
their visits to the street-level bureaucracy. For example, obtaining government issued identification 
documents requires more perquisites and scrutiny, and thus, longer processing time, for them compared to 
members of taingyinthar (Interview, Head of the township LIP office (Karen), Yangon Region, October 17, 
2019; Civil servant in the township LIP office, Kachin State, May 12, 2019). 
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Table 3.2: Respondents in the combined survey sample by ethnicity 

 N Percent Buddhist (%) 
Bamar 2343 66.5 98.2 
Chin 305 8.7 27.3 
Kachin 302 8.6 0.3 
Karenni 24 0.7  
Karen 160 4.5 65.4 
Mon 3 0.1  
Arakan 101 2.9 97.0 
Shan 128 3.6 98.4 
Others 157 4.5 53.7 
Source: ABS, WVS, and author’s survey 

 

3.2.1 Assimilation Efforts: Promotion of Buddhism 

A discussion of nation-building policies in Myanmar would not be complete without 

highlighting the promotion of Buddhism and the Burmese language by the government. 

Myanmar is predominantly a Buddhist country. According to the 2014 census report, 90 

percent of the country’s population is Buddhist, and Christianity is the largest minority 

religion, accounting for 6 percent. While there is no official data on religious make up of 

each ethnic group in Myanmar, all but 3 (Chin, Kachin and Karenni) of 8 “major national 

races” are thought to be predominantly Buddhist; column 4 in Table 3.2 provides an 

estimate based on the available survey data.17 While all taingyinthar were allowed to 

	
17 Consistent with existing assumptions, Table 3.2 suggests that Bamar, Arakan and Shan are homogeneously 
Buddhist and Karen is majority Buddhist (65.4 percent). The rest of Karen respondents are Christians. Table 
3.2 also suggests that a significant portion of the Chin population is Buddhist. Chin is generally thought to 
be a predominantly Christian ethnic group. This assumption is true for the population in northern Chin State 
(Falam, Hakha, Tedim, Thantlang, and Tongzang Townships), but the Chin population in southern Chin 
State, Magway and Bago Regions are majority Buddhists—or rather, Animists who the government officials 
registered as Buddhists. Kachin is generally thought to be a predominately Christian ethnic group, and this 
assumption is reflected in the presented estimate. 
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practice their culture, they were also taught Burmese (Hlaing 2007), and the government 

targeted taingyinthar Christians with the promotion of Buddhism.18 

Like Buddhism, the development of Burmese as the common language was part 

and parcel of the government’s nation-building policy. In 1952, “Burmese became 

obligatory in all state business” although it was unfamiliar to government officials and civil 

servants in the newly incorporated ethnic minority areas (Tinker 1961, p.177). Given the 

primacy of Burmese, there are debates over the extent to which the government 

accommodated minority languages. Some Myanmar scholars argue that the government 

forbid the teaching of minority languages in government schools from 1962 well into the 

2000s (South and Lall 2016). However, according to Hlaing (2007), the government 

allowed minority language instruction during the socialist era; the government did not 

forbid but rather decreased the funding for minority language instructions. During this 

period, the minority language teachers (who also taught other subjects) eventually opted 

not to take on the additional duty of language instruction. While minority language policy 

is a significant part of nation-building, it is not discussed further in this chapter because all 

ethnic minorities generally experienced the same language policy, and thus, it is likely to 

be less relevant, compared to religion, in explaining cross-group variations. 

The origin of Buddhist missionary activities has its roots in Myanmar’s 

parliamentary era. The leading politician in these early years was U Nu, the first prime 

minister of the country. He was a deeply devout Buddhist and was convinced that “apathy 

	
18 All religious minorities faced discrimination. I focus on discrimination against Christians because nearly 
all the non-Buddhist taingyinthar were Christians. My aim here is to highlight variation in nation-building 
policy toward taingyinthar minorities. Many Muslims and adherents of other South Asian religions fall under 
non-taingyinthar minorities. 
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to religion was responsible for 80 percent of the disorders in Burma and that to overcome 

them it was necessary to bring about a religious revival” (Smith 1965, 146). There was also 

a sense that “Buddhism suffered under British rule in Burma” (Trager 1966, 127). Part of 

the initiative to revive Buddhism in Myanmar was “propagating the faith among non-

Buddhist hill peoples” (Smith 1965, 154). As early as 1950, the government set up the 

Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Buddha Sasana Council. Tasked with Buddhist 

missionary activities within the country, the Council sent out hundreds of monks, set up 

new monasteries in the frontier areas, and collected cash and other donations for 

distribution among the converts (Smith 1965). By 1952, 122 missionary schools had been 

set up in those areas of the country, and students who embraced Buddhism were given free 

textbooks and clothing (Smith 1965). By 1959, “Buddhism was spreading steadily” in the 

mountainous areas (Smith 1965, 165). The other religions were tolerated, and non-

Buddhists were not persecuted per se but they were encouraged to convert to Buddhism. 

Then in 1961, Buddhism was officially adopted as the state religion by a joint 

session of Parliament (Trager 1966). This act fulfilled a campaign promise made by U Nu 

and his party as they prepared for the 1960 general election. This campaign promise led to 

considerable opposition from religious minorities (Trager 1966).19 

When the military took over the country in 1962 and launched “the Burmese way 

to socialism,” Buddhism’s special status diminished, and the Buddhist missionary activities 

	
19 The promotion Buddhism also served as a political tool throughout Myanmar history. During the 
parliamentary era, U Nu campaigned to make Buddhism the official religion in order to gain votes. During 
the post-1988 era, the military junta brought a tooth relic of the Buddha from another country and sponsored 
construction of hundreds of pagodas in an attempt to bolster regime legitimacy (Fink 2001). And in the recent 
years, Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD were thought to have played to Buddhist nationalist sensibilities for 
electoral gains (Barany 2018). 
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lost its momentum. The BSPP officially took a more neutral stance toward religion 

compared to the previous government, and Myanmar seemed to be a secular state in the 

early years of the socialist regime. However, by the 1980s, there were reports of active 

discrimination against Christians in the civil service and the military, and discrimination 

against Christians intensified after the post-socialist era (Fink 2001).20 Christians were not 

barred from joining the civil or military service, but were not able to rise through ranks, 

particularly in the military, unless they and their family members converted to Buddhism.21 

These measures discouraged Christians from joining the military and encouraged the active 

servicemen to leave. Ethnic minority groups that were predominantly Christian, like Chins 

and Kachin, were primarily affected by the discriminatory measures. By the late 1990s, 

few Chin and Kachin service men remained in the military, the most powerful institution 

in the country.22 Outside the military, non-Buddhist civilians also experienced 

discrimination. Non-Buddhist civil servants and students were often forced to donate to 

Buddhist monasteries, and applications for church construction permit were routinely 

delayed (Fink 2001). 

The promotion of Buddhism and discrimination of religious minorities likely 

affected Buddhist and non-Buddhist ethnic minorities differently. On the one hand, 

promoting Buddhism could increase affinity between the Buddhist ethnic minorities and 

the predominantly Buddhist state and, thereby, foster stronger attachment to the state. On 

	
20 Interview with BLZ, Yangon, July 11, 2017. 
21 Interview with BLZ, Yangon, July 11, 2017. 
22 Interview with BLZ, Yangon, July 11, 2017. 
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the other hand, for the religious minorities, the promotion of Buddhism could further 

induce a feeling of otherness in a predominantly Buddhist state. 

 
3.2.2 Preliminary Analysis: Nation-building Experiences and Attachment to the 
State 
 
Thus far, I have explained that the successive Myanmar governments did not target its non-

core ethnic groups with specific nation-building policies. Rather, among taingyinthar, 

religion is the main cleavage that determined an individual or group’s nation-building 

experiences. Those who are Buddhist primarily experience Burmanization in terms of 

Bamar language and culture imposition, while those who are non-Buddhist experience the 

additional imposition of Buddhism. Do these nation-building experiences inform ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state? 

Table 3.3 reports a series of t-test which assessed the difference between several 

comparison groups regarding their attachment to the state; this analysis utilizes the ABS, 

WVS and the original survey data I collected. The top row compares pride in citizenship 

of Buddhist taingyinthar to that of Christian taingyinthar; it confirms that the former has a 

more favorable attitude toward the Myanmar state compared to the latter (those who would 

have experienced more homogenizing impositions).23 In other words, the variation in 

nation-building experience is consistent with the general trend of ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. 

	
23 According to the available survey data from Myanmar, the ethnic minorities that the political elites attempt 
to exclude from the Myanmar nation actually exhibit higher attachment to the state compared to ethnic 
minorities that the political elites attempt to include. Although non-taingyinthar respondents have a lower 
attachment to the state on average compared to the Bamar respondents, they have a higher attachment to the 
state compared to several taingyinthar groups. This puzzling finding may be due to the small sample size of 
the non-taingyinthar respondents. It is also possible that the excluded ethnic groups falsified their 
preferences. 
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Table 3.3: Comparison of Pride in Citizenship 

Comparison groups Obs. Group 1 Group 2 Difference 
(s.e.) 

Buddhist v. Christian 3343 2.86 2.25 0.60 *** 
(0.02) 

Christians only     

Chin v. Kachin 514 2.18 1.97 0.22*** 
(0.06) 

Karen v. Chin 276 2.82 2.18 0.64*** 
(0.09) 

Karen v. Kachin 350 2.82 1.97 0.89*** 
(0.10) 

Buddhists only     

Arakan v. Shan 214 2.81 2.66 0.15* 
(0.08) 

Karen v. Arakan 199 2.78 2.81 0.03 
    (0.08) 
Karen v. Shan 223 2.78 2.66 0.11 

    (0.08) 
Karen v. Chin 186 2.78 2.44 0.34*** 

(0.09) 
Chin v. Shan 201 2.44 2.66 0.22** 

(0.09) 
* p <0.10, ** p <0.05, *** p <0.01 

 

However, other sets of comparison in presented in Table 3.3 indicate that there are 

outstanding group-level variations within each type of nation-building experience.24 As 

explained in the previous section, all the Christian taingyinthar presumably had a similar 

nation-building experience, yet their attitude towards the Myanmar state differ along the 

ethnic cleavage. Among the Christian taingyinthar compared in Table 3.3, Karen’s 

attitudes toward the Myanmar state are 29 and 43 percent more positive than that of Chin 

	
24 The figures indicate the group mean of pride in citizenship measured by the following survey question: 
how proud are you to be a citizen of Myanmar? The possible responses range from “not proud at all” (coded 
as 0) to “very proud” (coded as 3). 
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and Kachin, respectively; and these differences are statistically significant at the 

conventional level. Differences along the ethnic cleavage among Buddhist taingyinthar are 

smaller compared to differences among Christian taingyinthar. Nevertheless, there are 

significant differences between Arakan and Shan, Karen and Chin, and Chin and Shan. 

While Myanmar’s nation-building policies were not determined by ethnicity, minority-

state relations appear to vary by ethnicity. Furthermore, there are individual-level variation 

within each ethnic minority community (see Figure 1.2 in Chapter 1). The historical trends 

in nation-building policies in Myanmar can explain the general trend—that is, whether 

those who experienced fewer homogenizing impositions have more positive attitudes 

toward the Myanmar state. However, it is imperative that we look beyond the macro-level 

frameworks to better understand aforementioned variations. 

 
3.3 Political Representation of Minorities Since 2011 

This section turns to another macro-level framework: power-sharing and representation. It 

explains that in the post-2011 Myanmar, nearly all the main ethnic minorities, except 

Karen, had substantial descriptive representation in the country’s legislative bodies. No 

one group had more access to power than other groups. Given the relative uniformity in 

terms of representation, power-sharing hardly explains variations in ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state in Myanmar. 

In the post-BSPP era, Myanmar was ruled by a military junta, formally known as 

the State Law and Order Restoration Council between 1988 and 1997 and as the State 

Peace and Development Council (SPDC) between 1997 and 2011.25 Then the country’s 

	
25 This regime changed the country’s name in English from Burma to Myanmar. 
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political landscape changed in 2011 as it began transitioning towards democracy. In 2010, 

the country held the first multiparty election since 1960, and in 2011, there was a “peaceful 

transfer of power” to the winning party, the Union Peace and Development Party (USDP), 

and the junta leader dissolved the SPDC. There are debates over whether the regime change 

was a transfer of power because the USDP is a military-proxy party, and it primarily 

consists of retired military generals and businessmen closely associated with the military. 

In any case, this opening made political representation of ethnic minorities possible. This 

section describes the descriptive representation of ethnic minorities in the union 

government, the national parliament, the regional governments, and the regional 

assemblies since 2011.26 

The national parliament, or Assembly of the Union (known in Burmese as the 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw) is the combined assembly of the national-level upper and lower 

houses. Members of the upper house, or Amyotha Hluttaw, represent the largest subnational 

administrative unit, the regions and states (akin to the Senate in the U.S.). There are twelve 

representatives from each region/state. Members of the lower house, or Pyithu Hluttaw, 

represent townships (akin to the House in the U.S.); there is a representative from each of 

the 330 townships across Myanmar. Each subnational administrative unit has regional 

assemblies which consists of two MPs from each township in the state/region. As stipulated  

by the 2008 constitution, 25 percent of all the legislative bodies in Myanmar were reserved 

for military appointed MPs.27 

 

	
26 This arrangement was established in the 2008 constitution which was written by the junta leaders. 
27 This stipulation effectively made constitutional amendment impossible, as more than 75 percent of the 
national legislature is required for the provision. 
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Table 3.4: Descriptive Representation of Ethnic Minorities in the National Legislature 

Ethnic group Post-2010 (%) Post-2015 (%) Population (%) 
Arakan 4.9 6.1 4.2 
Chin 4.1 4.1 2.0 
Kachin 2.8 3.5 1.6 
Karen 3.9 4.7 6.4 
Karenni 2.6 2.4 0.6 
Mon 2.8 1.6 2.6 
Shan 7.9 6.6 4.6 
Source: Union Election Commission; 2018 GAD Township Reports. The 
percent for Shan excludes the non-titular groups (e.g., Danu, Pa-O, Palaung, 
etc.). Non-titular groups are included in the percent for other ethnic groups. 

 

Table 3.5: Descriptive Representation of (Titular) Ethnic Minorities in the Regional 
Assemblies 

 
Ethnic group/state State Assembly (%) State-level Population (%) 
Arakan in Rakhine State 91.2 73.4 
Chin in Chin State 100.0 95.6 
Kachin in Kachin State 55.6 38.8 
Karen in Kayin State 50.0 60.4 
Karenni in Kayah State 42.9 60.8 
Mon in Mon State 55.0 39.0 
Shan in Shan State 36.5 31.4 
Source: Union Election Commission; 2018 GAD Township Reports. The percent for Shan 
excludes the non-titular (e.g., Danu, Pa-O, Palaung, etc.). Non-titular ethnic groups are 
included in the percent for other ethnic groups. 

 

Generally speaking, ethnic minorities had very little representation in the 

president’s cabinet but they had considerable representation in the legislatures and in the 

regional governments. Between 2011 and 2021, there were just five ethnic minorities 

appointed to the highest and most visible positions in the national government.28 Other than 

Arakan and Karenni who were absent from such positions, no one group among the main 

	
28 These politicians were: Sai Mauk Hkam (a Vice President, Shan), Henry Van Thio (a Vice President, 
Chin), Naing Thet Lwin (a cabinet minister, Mon), Mahn Win Khaing Than (speaker of the house, Karen), 
and T Hkun Myat (speaker of the house, Kachin). 
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ethnic minority groups seemed to have greater access to political power compared to 

others. 

Turning to representation in the legislative bodies, Table 3.4 indicates seat share of 

taingyinthar in Myanmar’s national parliament by their population share in the country.29 

It shows that of the main ethnic minority groups, only Karen and Mon were 

underrepresented in the national parliament; the rest were either proportionally represented 

or had more representation than their population share in the country.30 A similar pattern 

is shown in Table 3.5, which summarizes the seat share of the ethnic minority groups in 

the regional assembly in their titular state; only Karen and Karenni were underrepresented 

in the state assembly. Do these varying levels of political representation inform ethnic 

minorities’ attitudes towards the Myanmar state? 

A potential conclusion we may draw based on the available survey data is that the 

excitement over the on-going regime transition at the time and considerable descriptive 

representation of ethnic minorities in the country’s legislative bodies help explain why 

Myanmar’s ethnic minorities expressed a generally high level of pride in citizenship (which 

	
29  The military appointed MPs were excluded from determining the parliamentary seat share by ethnic group. 
Demographic information of the MPs in the post-2015 parliament—namely, their ethnicity, gender, age, 
religion, etc.—were prepared by the Enlightened Myanmar Research Foundation, a Yangon-based non-profit 
research institution (https://www.mypilar.org). The demographic data of all the candidates that competed in 
the 2015 general election originally come from the Union Election Commission. Demographic information 
of the MPs in the post-2010 parliament comes from Egreteau (2014). 
30 Myanmar elections feature several ethnic parties, which specifically claim to represent interests of a 
particular ethnic group, and a handful of national parties (e.g., the NLD and USDP) which are not associated 
with any one ethnic group or a subnational region. The national parties are seen as Bamar-led parties. 
Although most ethnic minority groups organize an ethnic party, their coethnic MPs (the election winners) 
tend to be those who are associated with the national, rather than ethnic, parties. For example, Kayah, Kayin 
and Mon ethnic parties did not win a single seat in the 2015 lower house election, and over three quarters of 
Chin and Kachin MPs in the national legislature are affiliated with the leading national parties. 



80 

	

	

averages 2.44 out of 3 based on existing survey data, as mentioned in Chapter 1).31 

However, ethnic minorities’ descriptive representation is hardly consistent with the 

patterns of variation in their attitudes towards Myanmar. While Karen is consistently 

underrepresented, as Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1 showed, Karen group has a much more 

favorable attitude towards the Myanmar state compared to some of the groups with more 

representation in the national parliament. There is also considerable variation among 

groups with at least a proportional representation. Generally speaking, Arakan, Chin, 

Kachin, Karenni, and Shan are all overrepresented, yet they hold vastly different attitudes 

toward the Myanmar state. Furthermore, the parliamentary seat shares of both Chin and 

Kachin, the ethnic groups selected for the survey research in this dissertation, was nearly 

twice their population share in the country (and they experienced similar nation-building 

policies); yet, the Chin population expressed more favorable views of the Myanmar state 

compared to the Kachin population. Again, similar to nation-building policies, minorities’ 

political representation explains only the general trend in attachment to the state in 

Myanmar. 

 
3.4 Variation in Conflict Legacy 

This section turns to another notable macro-level force that potentially affects ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state in contemporary Myanmar—conflict legacy. Generally 

speaking, there were three different types of ethnic group in regard to conflict statuses at 

	
31 In other words, the overall average of ethnic minorities’ pride in citizenship in pre-2011 Myanmar might 
have been lower that in post-2011 Myanmar. At the same time, the analysis presented in Table B.1 in 
Appendix B, which is based on the Asian Barometer Survey and the Latinobarómetro, suggests that there 
may not be a robust correlation between the country’s level of democracy and ethnic minorities’ attachment 
to the state; the coefficients associated with the polity score is negative and statistically significant in one 
model, but positive and statistically insignificant in other models. 
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the time of this research: groups with on-going armed conflict with the central government, 

groups in relative peace with the central government after a long conflict, and groups 

without a long legacy of armed conflict. This section explains how this variation came to 

be. 

Nearly all the main ethnic minority groups in Myanmar have a long legacy of armed 

conflict and trace rebellion in their ethnic community to the years surrounding the country’s 

independence in 1948. By 1949, armed rebellions in the name of Arakan, Karen, Karenni, 

Mon, and Kachin independence were already underway.32 The only ethnic minority 

communities without an armed rebellion at the time were Shan and Chin. Many of these 

nascent movements failed but were reorganized and became established armed 

organizations. For example, the Kachin rebellion began 1949, but the leader of this initial 

movement surrendered within a few months. The second round of Kachin rebellion, known 

as the Kachin Independence Organization and Army (KIO/A), developed into one of the 

strongest rebel organizations in Myanmar. Around 10 years after independence, a rebellion 

emerged in the Shan communities. 

Chin rebellions were also attempted in the early 1960s, but none seemed to have 

materialized into a nascent movement. Thus, the Chin area was a conflict-free zone 

throughout the socialist period. Following the 1988 uprisings (post-socialist period), the 

Chin National Front (CNF) and its armed wing, the Chin National Army (CNA), were 

established by the Chin pro-democracy student activists (Swift 2013). Despite the onset of 

	
32 See Table 3.6 for a summary of insurgencies in the first decade since Myanmar’s independence. The Karen 
rebels played a critical role in the establishment and strengthening of rebellion in other ethnic minority 
communities, including Mon, Karenni, Arakan and Kachin. Once the Kachin rebel organization was 
established, it also aided the revival and re-establishment of other ethnic rebellions. 
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Chin ethnic insurgency, the Chin population hardly sees their community as being in a 

contentious relationship with the central government.33 This may be because the 

CNF/CNA’s manpower is very small and it rarely engages in armed conflict with the 

central government. 

 

Table 3.6: Insurgencies in the first decade since Myanmar’s independence. 

Insurgent Group Year Sustained rebellion?  

Arakan People’s Liberation 
Party 

1947 Yes, for about 10 years. Subsequnt 
Arakan rebellions were short-lived. The 
longest running Arakan insurgent 
organization is the Arakan Army, which 
was founded in 2009.  

United Karenni States 
Independence Party 

1947 Yes, but highly dependent on the KNU 
initially. The movement was revied as 
the Karenni National Progressive Party 
in 1957.   

Communist Party of Burma 1948 Yes, but became defunct in 1989.  

Kareni National Union/ Karen 
National Defense Army 

1949 Yes, and a faction splintered in 1994 as 
the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army.  

Mon National Defense 
Organization 

1949 Yes, for about 10 years, and then was 
rebranded as the New Mon State Party 
in 1958.  

Pawngyawng National 
Defense Force 

1949 No, but was revived as the Kachin 
Independence Organization in 1961.  

Noom Suk Harn 1958 Yes, as the Shan State Army which later 
splintered into several armed 
organizations.  

 

Source: Lintner (1999) 

 

 

	
33 Interview with a Hakha Chin Baptist minister, Mandalay, Myanmar. May 30, 2019; Interview with a Falam 
Chin Baptist minister, Mandalay, Myanmar. May 31, 2019. 
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There have been several waves of ceasefire negotiations in Myanmar. The most 

recent were in the 1990s and 2010s. After the new military junta took over in 1988, it 

successfully negotiated a series of bilateral ceasefire agreements with nearly all the armed 

groups; the Karen National Union was the only major armed group that refused to enter a 

ceasefire agreement (Oo 2014). Armed conflict intensified in the Karen area as it eased in 

other ethnic minority areas. Over the years, nearly 90 percent of the armed groups (35 of 

40) that agreed to the ceasefire were disarmed or incorporated into the government’s armed 

forces as the People’s Militia or the Border Guard Force. By the late 2000s, tensions were 

rising between the military and the groups that refused to be incorporated into the 

government’s armed forces, and armed clashes resumed in some areas of the country.34 

Then, in 2011, the newly elected government renewed the ceasefire negotiation effort. In 

this round of peace talks, the majority of armed groups in Myanmar, including the Karen 

National Union, agreed to ceasefire—though occasional skirmishes continued in the Karen 

area. The notable groups that did not agree to a ceasefire in this round were the Kachin 

Independence Organization and the Arakan Army. Thus, in the years leading up to this 

research being conducted, armed conflict continued in the Kachin and Arakan areas.35 

In sum, there were three different types of groups in regard to conflict statuses: (1) 

Arakan, Kachin and Karen endured the longest and/or most intense experience of armed 

conflict with the central government, (2) Karenni, Mon and Shan lived in relative peace 

after a long armed conflict, and (3) Chin lived in the most conflict-free zone compared to 

	
34 On June 9, 2011, the 17-year ceasefire agreement between the military and the KIA (the only ceasefire 
agreement from the 1990s that was written down) broke down, and war resumed in the Kachin area. For more 
information about ceasefire negotiations and agreements in Myanmar see Oo (2014) and Min and Win 
(2007). 
35 There was a temporary truce in the Kachin areas in the months when this research was conducted. 
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other ethnic groups in Myanmar. Indeed, the Chin areas remained more or less conflict free 

for much of Myanmar history and is arguably the most peaceful ethnic minority area in 

country. Do these conflict experiences inform ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state in 

Myanmar? 

Analyses of the available survey data do not show clear pattern of correlation 

between conflict legacy and ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state. The Karen 

population experienced longer and more intense armed conflict with the central 

government compared to Chin, but they expressed more favorable views of the Myanmar 

state compared to Chin. Furthermore, Arakan, Kachin and Karen populations lived in the 

shadow of on-going conflict at the time when the survey data were collected, but they 

expressed vastly different attitudes towards the Myanmar state. 

 
3.5 Discussion 

I have presented three prevailing explanations for minority-state relations in contemporary 

Myanmar. While they explain broad trends, outstanding variations remain. One of the 

reasons for the limitations is likely to be as follows. The aforementioned explanations are 

perceived to operate at the macro-level, implying that those in the same category (in terms 

of nation-building policy, level of political representation or conflict legacy) received the 

same “treatment.” However, in reality, the way in which these macro-level factors affect 

individuals are moderated by a number of other factors, leading to different experiences on 

the ground. For instance, members of an ethnic group with on-going armed conflict with 

the central government may have different conflict-related experiences. Given the 

individualized experiences, perceiving these factors in broad strokes masks over the 

implications that matter for the political outcome of interest. Another reason for the 
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limitation is that ethnic minorities’ attitudes toward the state is an individual, political 

behavior. As such, it is better explained by individual-level explanations. 

The theory I presented in the previous chapter turned to an individual-level 

explanation—how individual ethnic minorities experience the state. I argued that ethnic 

minorities’ most tangible experiences with the state, which in the context of Myanmar and 

many developing countries is face-to-face routine interactions with street-level 

bureaucrats, inform their attitudes toward the state. This consequential phenomenon, 

everyday encounters with the state, occurs within the context of a country’s public 

administration system. This chapter concludes in the following section with a brief 

overview of the public administration system in Myanmar. 

 
3.6 Administering Myanmar 

Myanmar’s public administration is hierarchical, geographically defined, and expansive. 

The country consists of fifteen administrative areas: seven “regions”, seven “states” and 

the Union Territory. The states make up the peripheries and the borderland of the country, 

and the ethnic minorities are the dominant local population there. Each of these 15 

administrative divisions are divided into districts, which are further divided into 

townships.36 The townships are further divided into wards (urban) and village tracts (rural), 

 and the wards and villages are organized into household system.37 

	
36 A handful of townships in Sagaing Region and Shan State are grouped and designated as “self-administered 
areas” for six ethnic minority groups. The self-administered areas are created in the 2008 constitution for 
specific ethnic groups, all of which are considered minorities within their state/region but a majority within 
specific townships. Five of these are called “self-administered zones,” consisting of two or three townships 
and one is a “self-administer division,” consisting of six townships. 
37 The household system is a way for the state to informally organize wards and villages by 10-households 
with a head for every 10-households; it is not an administrative unit, however. 
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Since 2011, there are two levels of government in Myanmar: the union government 

and the state government. However, Myanmar is a highly centralized state with nearly all 

the administrative power emanating from the union government. The union government is 

led by the President, who is elected by the members of parliament (MP); the President 

himself is also an MP. The President appoints all the union-level ministers, except for 

Ministers of Defense, of Home Affairs, and of Border Affairs, which are appointed by the 

Commander-in-Chief.38 The state/region governments are led by Chief Ministers, who are 

appointed by the President; thus, the Chief Ministers are ultimately accountable to the 

President. Except for the state/region-level Minister of Border and Security Affairs which 

is appointed by the Commander-in-Chief, the Chief Ministers appoint all region/state-level 

ministers in consultation with the President. 

Each region/state government has its own cabinet of ministers, but the region/state-

level ministries are not standalone ministries, independent of the union ministries. They 

also do not fit neatly within the structure of union ministries; they are better thought of as 

extensions of certain dimensions of the union ministries.39 Additionally, the region/state 

government lack its own civil service and is entirely reliant on the union government’s 

civil service for administration of its territory (Saw and Arnold 2014). This setup of 

region/state government is the same across all 14 regions and states. Therefore, although 

	
38 In Myanmar, the offices of President and of the Commander-in-Chief are held by different individuals, and 
the latter is not subordinate to the former. 
39 The number of region/state ministries differ by region/state because some ministries are relevant only in 
certain region of the country. For example, there is a Minister of Natural Resources in the Kachin State 
Government but not in the Chin State Government. This may be because the Kachin State is abundant in 
gemstones and minerals while the Chin State lacks such natural resources. The discrepancy between the 
number of union ministries and region/state ministries means that many of the union ministries do not have 
corresponding region/state ministries. 
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the terminology differs, regions and states are administered in the same manner, and the 

states do not enjoy more devolution from the union government. 

The union or federal government in Myanmar consists of nearly forty ministries. 

Most of these ministries have agency offices at the union, state, district, and township 

levels. There is no independent “local government” in Myanmar, and the bulk of the face-

to-face encounters between ordinary citizens and the state occur in the various agency 

offices at the township level.40 For all intents and purposes, the township level agency 

offices are the local government offices. 

While all the township level agency offices serve as the interface between ordinary 

citizens and the state, the General Administration Department (GAD) is considered the 

backbone of public administration in Myanmar (Saw and Arnold 2014).41 It coordinates 

between different agency offices, and it is the only department that exists at the locality 

level (wards and village tracts).42 This setup of administrative structure ensures that the 

presence of the state is felt at the local level across Myanmar. 

The term “civil servant” has a fairly expansive meaning in Myanmar because the 

public sector is expansive. Civil servants include not just the public officials in government 

agency offices but also the railway workers, teachers, and healthcare workers, as these 

sectors largely remain under government control. My theory and empirical analysis focus 

	
40 The township municipal office is the only truly decentralized government agency, as it does not report back 
to any of the ministries in the union government (Arnold et al. 2015). Its tasks include issuing small business 
licenses (including for market vendors and roadside stalls, butchers, hotels, and restaurant) and construction 
permits for commercial and residential projects. It also manages the local markets. 
41 The GAD was under a direct of control to the military until early 2019 when it was the GAD was formally 
transferred from the Ministry of Home Affairs to the Ministry of the Office of the Union Government, which 
was led by the elected government. 
42 Beginning in 2012, the GAD Administrators at the ward/village tract level have been elected (Saw and 
Arnold 2014). 
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on the type of civil servants who are most associated with the state’s administrative power: 

the ones who work in the government agency offices. Such civil servants would include 

those who collect taxes or issue various official documents like the government-issued 

identification documents, household registration documents, construction permits, vendor 

licenses, reference letters and many more. They are the face of the state to ordinary citizens 

in Myanmar. 

Note that these civil servants do not provide welfare services, which is effectively 

nonexistent in Myanmar. The “services” ordinary citizens obtain from them are part of the 

state’s legibility project more so than servicing and supporting citizens’ material needs.43 

The next chapter evaluates the extent to which ethnic minorities’ experiences in 

Myanmar’s street-level bureaucracy affect their attachment to the state. 

	
43 Everyday encounters with the Myanmar state stand in contrast to the type of services citizens might obtain 
in countries with a more expansive and robust welfare state. In those countries ordinary citizens visit local 
government offices to obtain welfare services, not just to apply for official documents. 
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Chapter 4 
The Determinants of Ethnic Minorities’ Attachment to the State 

 
 
The literature has long noted the integral role of street-level bureaucrats in mediating 

citizen-state relationship. In this chapter, I use original survey data from Myanmar to 

provide the first (to my knowledge) statistical assessment of the relationship between 

ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state and their attachment to the state. 

From Myanmar’s numerous ethnic minority groups, Chin and Kachin are the focus of the 

survey data I collected. The chapter begins with a summary of case selection and the data 

collection process in Myanmar. In the main analyses, attachment to the state is 

operationalized as three attitudinal measurements and everyday encounters with the state 

as a three-item service rating. The chapter concludes with a discussion of how my findings 

relate to the existing literature and an outline of additional tests of the generalizability and 

the internal validity of my findings. 

 
4.1 Case Selection 

Chin and Kachin are selected for this survey because they are the two most similar 

taingyinthar with different conflict legacies. First, Chin and Kachin “joined” Myanmar on 

negotiated terms in the process of decolonization. Many ethnic minority groups, including 

Arakan and Mon, were incorporated into the pre-modern Myanmar state through military 

conquest prior to the arrival of the British (Myint-U 2008). In contrast, the Chin and Kachin 

Hills remained politically separate from the Bamar heartland. When the British were 

preparing to leave, these groups (along with other groups in the “Frontier Areas” of British 

Burma) had the option of remaining in the colony. However, both Chin and Kachin decided 

to join the union after the Bamar independence leaders made promises of full autonomy in 



90 

	

	

the internal administration of their area (Walton 2008). Additionally, Chin and Kachin 

experienced similar nation-building policies in the post-colonial state. Both groups are 

predominantly Christian in a country with Buddhism as the official religion. As such 

members of both groups faced similar assimilationist policies and discrimination. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, at the time when this research was conducted, these 

groups had a similar level of descriptive representation. These similarities are expected to 

help mitigate omitted (group-level) variable bias in drawing analytical inferences. 

The two groups are selected also because despite sharing many similarities, they 

have vastly different conflict legacies. While the Chin population lived in relative peace 

for much of Myanmar’s history, Kachin lived in the shadow of an armed conflict because 

of the fighting between the Kachin Independence Army and Myanmar’s armed forces.1 

This important variation allows for examining the effect of everyday encounters with the 

state on ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state in a peaceful context and in a society 

with on-going armed conflict. 

 
4.2 The Data 

Given Myanmar’s long authoritarian history, social science survey research is a relatively 

new approach to studying the country’s politics. The Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) and 

the World Value Survey (WVS) were first conducted in Myanmar in 2015 and 2019 

respectively.2 The survey data used in this chapter is different from existing survey data in 

two aspects. In contrast to the existing survey data which aimed to construct a nationally 

	
1 Since 2017, there were intense fighting in southern Chin State between the government’s armed forces and 
the Arakan Army, an armed group with the goal of self-determination for the Arakan people—not between 
the government and the Chin insurgents. 
2 They were the 4th wave of ABS and the 7th wave of WVS. 
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representative sample, the data I collected aimed to construct a sample representative of 

two ethnic minority groups, Chin and Kachin. Also, unlike the existing survey data which 

were enumerated by members of the politically dominant group, the survey data I collected 

were enumerated by ethnic minorities.3 The sample I work with consists of 822 

respondents. 

I utilize multistage sampling to obtain a sample representative of Chin and Kachin. 

At the first stage, from 330 townships across Myanmar, 35 townships with a substantial 

Chin and Kachin populations were selected. At the second stage, I made a random selection 

of three localities in each township. At the third stage, approximately eight households 

were randomly selected from each locality after a random selection of a starting landmark 

and a sampling interval (information about the sampling strategy and procedure are 

detailed in Appendix A). 

The survey interviews were conducted face-to-face by Chin and Kachin 

enumerators whom I trained and supervised. There are several reasons, including serious 

errors in the data collection process, to be concerned about survey data generated from the 

developing world (Lupu and Michelitch 2018; Seligson 2005). I attempted to mitigate some 

of the concerns by overseeing which housing units the enumerators approached and by 

observing a number of interviews. I also intended to raise the morale of the enumerators 

by being on the road with them. 

 

	
3 The research teams that collected existing public opinion survey data in Myanmar are typically recruited 
and trained in Yangon. When implementing the survey in ethnic minority areas, they typically employ locals 
to interpret, often on the spot. Ethnicity of the enumerator affects the respondents’ answers and coethnicity 
between the interviewer and respondent may mitigate response bias (Adida et al. 2016). Issues relating to the 
interviewers’ ethnicity is discussed in this chapter as well as in Chapter 5 and 6. 
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Figure 4.1: Summary of Multistage Sampling 

 

The survey interviews were conducted in five languages: Burmese, Jinghpaw 

(Kachin), Falam (Chin), Hakha (Chin), and Tedim (Chin).4 The translations were prepared 

in advance so that the enumerators were not translating on the spot. All the enumerators 

were bilingual, fluent in their own ethnic minority language and Burmese. To ensure that 

ethnicity of the interviewers matched most respondents in the sample, only Kachin 

enumerators conducted interviews in Kachin townships and Chin enumerators in Chin 

townships.5 This was done to increase respondents’ comprehension and comfort as well as 

to mitigate bias, as scholars have found that ethnicity of the interviewer affects the 

respondents’ answers (Adida et al. 2016). Scholars also indicate that bias can arise if the 

	
4  There are six main linguistic groups in the Kachin community, and Jinghpaw more or less functions as the 
lingua franca. The Chin community is very diverse linguistically, and no one language can be identified as a 
lingua franca. As such, three dominant languages from northern Chin State were selected for translation. No 
local language from southern Chin State was selected because according to community activists and local 
experts, the population in southern Chin State were more fluent in Burmese compared to the population in 
northern Chin State. 
5 Enumerator-respondent ethnicity did not match for non-Chin and non-Kachin respondents, which accounted 
for about 34 percent of the sample. 
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respondents think that the survey is sponsored by the government or political actors (Lupu 

and Michelitch 2018). In addition, in Myanmar, respondents can also be wary of certain 

local NGOs. To mitigate the refusal rate and question sensitivity, the enumerators were 

trained to emphasize that the survey was sponsored and supervised by a graduate student. 

 
4.3 Measuring Attachment to the State 

Attachment to the state is defined in this dissertation as citizens’ identification with, 

affirmation of, and political loyalty to the state. It conveys the state’s symbolic power over 

them; that is, their view of the extent to which the state has the right to rule over them. 

State legitimacy as the outcome of interest could be operationalized as compliance with the 

state’s mandates. However, while compliance is observable, it does not always indicate 

that the individual accepts the state’s right to rule. Legitimacy may instill a sense of 

obligation to comply with the state, but a number of factors including distance from local 

government offices, income level, fees and fear of punishment ultimately determine 

whether the individual actually complies. For example, many people in the ethnic minority 

areas of Myanmar own “without cars,” which are cars without proper license and 

registration, because they cannot afford (or do not want to pay) the fees, not because they 

see the Myanmar state as illegitimate. Car licensing and registration fee in Myanmar can 

be as much as the cost of the car itself. So many people who own multiple cars typically 

register just one of their cars while the rest are “without cars.” Therefore, failing to comply 

with car registration regulations, tax payments or other mandates may not indicate the 

state’s symbolic power over the individual. 

Thus, Hechter (2009b) notes that “when an individual or group obeys rules because 

they anticipate that failure to do so will be met with sanctions, compliance owes more to 
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the government’s [coercive] power than its legitimacy.” In a similar vein, according to 

Weber (1978), “the merely external fact of the order being obeyed is not sufficient to 

signify” that the state is seen as legitimate by its citizens (p.946). Given that the meaning 

of compliance is ambiguous, I rely on attitudinal measurements. 

In this study, attachment to the state is operationalized as three attitudinal 

measurements. Following the existing studies that examine this phenomenon (e.g. Elkins 

and Sides 2007), attachment to the state is operationalized as pride in one’s citizenship 

(“How proud are you to be a citizen of Myanmar?”).6 Meitinger (2018) has pointed out that 

it is unclear what pride actually measures because respondents associate different aspects 

of national identity and citizenship when responding to the pride-related question. Thus, 

using a single-item indicator like a pride measurement can be limiting. 

To mitigate this limitation, I also operationalize attachment to the state as an index 

of responses to several survey questions that gauge affectional bond with the state. The 

respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agree or disagree with the 

following statements: (1) “Myanmar is my country,” (2) “I often support Myanmar sports 

teams when they play against other countries,” (3) “I would support Myanmar even if it is 

in the wrong,” and (4) “I would rather be a citizen of Myanmar than any other country in 

	
6 Possible responses to these questions range from “not proud at all” (coded as 0), “not proud” (coded as 1), 
“proud” (coded as 2) and “very proud” (coded as 3). 
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the world.”7 The variable attachment is an average of responses to these four statements 

and the pride rating.8 

These survey questions are often used to assess national attachment. However, in 

the Myanmar context, ethnic minorities’ responses to these questions convey their attitudes 

towards the state and their citizenship rather than the state-sponsored national identity. 

Many ethnic minorities in Myanmar would argue that there is no common national identity, 

and the state-sponsored national identity is synonymous with membership in the country’s 

politically dominant ethnic group (Wansai 2017). Therefore, while they might see 

themselves as citizens of the Myanmar state and having a relationship with the Myanmar 

state, they are unlikely to see themselves as belonging to the Myanmar nation. 

Additionally, attachment to the state was assessed as a behavioral indicator of the 

respondents’ attitude towards the state. The extent to which survey response reveals 

preferences of the respondents can be compromised by a number of factors including social 

desirability bias, interviewer effect, and translation equivalence across languages (Pérez 

2009). A behavioral indicator offers an alternative measurement that might overcome some 

of the limitations of the survey response validity. At the end of survey interviews, the 

respondents were told that they would receive a pen as a token of our gratitude. They were 

presented with two types of pens and asked to choose one. The two pens were exactly the  

	
7 The statements are adapted from Q3 of the questionnaire for the International Social Survey Programme 
(ISSP 2013). Responses to other questions are moderately correlated with the pride indicator (r ranging from 
0.424 to 0.257). Moderate correlations between the pride indicator and other survey items indicate that they 
measure different dimensions of the same latent variable, but it is not high enough to indicate that the 
dimensions fully overlap. Possible responses to these questions range from “strongly disagree” (coded as 0), 
“disagree” (coded as 1), “agree” (coded as 2) and “strongly agree” (coded as 3). 
8 92 percent of the sample answered all 5 questions. The variable attachment was not coded for respondents 
who answered fewer than two questions. For respondents who answered more than two but fewer than 5 
questions, attachment is average of their responses to the questions they answered. The Cronbach’s alpha 
value of these 5 items is 0.66. 
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Table 4.1: Dependent Variable by Ethnicity. 

Ethnic Group N Pride Attachment Myanmar (%) 

Bamar 171 2.67 2.23 84 

Chin 262 2.18 1.93 66 

Kachin 282 1.98 1.72 40 

Other minorities 104 2.34 2.01 66 

 

same in all aspects except for the phrases written on them: “Thank you” with a smiley face 

on either side and “I Love Myanmar” with the national flag on either side. The phrases 

appeared in English on the pens but were translated into a local language in the 

interviewers’ scripts. Choosing the second type is interpreted as an indication of attachment 

to the Myanmar state. The variable Myanmar is coded as 1 if the second pen was chosen 

and 0 if the first pen was chosen. 

Descriptive statistics summarized in Table 4.1 indicate that Myanmar ethnic 

minorities expressed a relatively high level of attachment to the state. The politically 

dominant ethnic group expressed the highest level of attachment to the state while Kachin, 

the ethnic group with on-going armed conflict with the government, expressed the lowest 

level of attachment. These levels are consistent with the data from existing cross-national 

surveys. They also show that although members of ethnic majority groups express more 

positive attitudes to the state compared to members of ethnic minority groups, ethnic 

minorities generally have a relatively high level of attachment to the state (Elkins and Sides 

2007; Sidanius, Brubacher, and Salinda 2018). 
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4.4 Potential Determinants of Attachment to the State 

The respondent’s assessment of their everyday encounters with the state is measured as an 

index score of a series of survey questions focusing on respect, accessibility, and 

satisfaction. The respondents were asked the extent to which they agree with this statement: 

“The local government officials and civil servants treat me with respect regardless of my 

economic status.” They were also asked: “how easy is it for you to obtain services from 

local government offices?” and “how satisfied are you with your interactions with civil 

servants in the local government offices?” The responses range from “strongly disagree,” 

“very difficult,” and “very dissatisfied” (coded as 0) to “strongly agree,” “very easy,” and 

“very satisfied” (coded as 3). The variable everyday encounters is an average of the 

responses to these questions.9 

The abovementioned questions are intended to capture the interpersonal dimension 

of the respondents’ encounters with the state and their overall experience. The measure of 

everyday encounters is not based on questions about experiences in specific government 

offices, because some offices may be more relevant for some respondents more than others, 

and experiences in some offices may be more memorable for some more than others. These 

questions are particularly apt for capturing respondents’ everyday encounters with the state 

in the Myanmar context where such experiences tend to be cumulative more so than 

discrete That is, applying for a specific document from the government requires visits to 

several government agency offices or meetings with several state agents. This variable, 

which is the main independent variable, is summarized by ethnicity in Figure 4.2. 

	
9 81 percent of the sample answered all three questions, 15 percent answered two, and 4 percent answered 
just one. For respondents who answered fewer than three questions, the variable everyday encounters is 
simply their response for the one question they answered or average of the two questions they answered. 
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Figure 4.2: Rating of Everyday Encounters with the State by Ethnicity. 

 

4.4.1 Other Explanatory Variables 

1. Power-sharing 

As in existing literature, I operationalize power-sharing as descriptive representation in the 

national level government in the main analysis. Specifically, the variable seat share 

indicates the share of seats held by the respondent’s ethnic group in the national 

legislature.10 About 66, 4 and 3.5 percent of MPs in the national legislature are Bamar, 

Chin and Kachin, respectively; this means that Chin and Kachin populations, which 

account for 2 and 1.6 percent of the country’s population, respectively, were over-

represented in the parliament. I utilized alternative measurements of descriptive 

representation in additional analyses (see Section 4.5.1). 

	
10 MP’s ethnicity is determined based on publicly available election data. See Chapter 3 for additional detail. 
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 2. Ethnic attachment 

Scholars in the extent literature often assume that ethnic attachment is detrimental for 

identification with the state (Collier 2009; Robinson 2014). Largely based on the European 

experiences of the initial nationalism emergence, the relationship between these two 

phenomena is thought to be zero-sum in nature. Based on this literature, the expectation is 

that ethnic minorities with strong loyalty to their own group might be less likely to develop 

attachment to the state. To control for this possibility, I included a variable, ethnic 

attachment, which is a composite score of several survey items that aim to gauge the 

respondents’ attitudes towards their own ethnic group.11 The ethnic attachment index of 

Kachin respondents (2.4 out of 3) is higher than that of Chin respondents (2.2). The 

correlation between ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state and attachment to their ethnic 

group is plotted in Figure 4.3. Consistent with the literature, the two phenomena are 

negatively correlated, but the correlation is very weak. 

 
3. Conflict casualty 

Proximity to the armed conflict may affect citizens’ opinions of the state. As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, there is a considerable variation in ethnic minorities’ experiences of the civil 

war. The armed clashes are generally confined to Myanmar’s seven “states,” and armed 

ethnic organizations are headquartered and hold rebel-controlled areas there. There is also 

considerable variation in locals’ experiences of the civil war even within the states. The  

	
11 The respondents were asked: “How proud are you to be [ethnic group]?” Responses to this question were 
combined with responses to the following survey questions to calculate the composite score ethnic 
attachment. Do you agree, strongly agree, disagree or strongly disagree with these statements: (1) “Every 
[ethnic group] should teach their children to speak [ethnic language] fluently;” (2) “It is important to me that 
I am involved in [ethnic group] organizations/associations;” and (3) “I would rather be a [ethnic group] than 
any other ethnic group in the world.” “[Ethnic group]” in the statements were replaced with the group the 
respondent identified with. Note that these questions were omitted when interviewing Bamar respondents. 
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Figure 4.3: Ethnic Minorities’ Ethnic Attachment vs. Attachment to the State (r= -0.09). 

 

majority of the townships in the states are generally peaceful, and urban areas are generally 

safe from crossfire. However, citizens who live in or near pockets of conflict areas can be 

forcefully displaced, get injured, or even lose their lives. Such sufferings may motivate 

resentment against the Myanmar state. Thus, I would expect citizens who endured more 

suffering to have a lower level of attachment to the state than others. 

To evaluate this possibility, I included a dummy variable conflict casualty. It is 

coded as 1 if the respondent reported that their family members or relatives were displaced, 

injured or killed due to the country’s civil war; otherwise, it is coded as 0. About 30 percent 

of the ethnic minorities in the sample reported to have experienced some form of conflict 

casualty.12 

	
12 As expected, a higher percentage of ethnic minorities whose ethnic group is engaged in on-going armed 
conflict with the state reported experiences of conflict casualty. 56 percent of Kachin respondents reported a 
conflict casualty whereas only 9 percent of Chin reported a conflict casualty. When implementing the survey 
in Bago and Magway Regions, my research team reported that a number of Chin households they interviewed 
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 4. Government employment 

Government employment and attachment to the state could be positively correlated for 

several reasons. First, ethnic minorities with strong attachment to the state may join the 

civil service at a higher rate than other ethnic minorities. Second, civil servants and their 

family members may feel more attached to the state because they receive tangible benefits 

from the state through employment. In Myanmar, where very few people are able to obtain 

formal employment, civil servants may feel grateful to the state for giving them a long-

term employment, subsidized housing, and eventually, a pension. In a way, this aspect of 

government employment is related to the potential effectiveness of state-provided public 

goods and services in mediating minority-state relations. 

Furthermore, it is also possible that everyday encounters with the state are more 

positive for civil servants compared to others. They may have specific know-how on 

approaching civil servants and obtaining services they need. Additionally, civil servants 

may also treat other civil servants with more care and respect compared to other clients. 

To control for the possibility that government employment affects attachment to the state, 

I included a dummy variable, civil servant, which indicates whether the respondent was a 

civil servant at the time of the interview. Nearly 22 percent of the ethnic minorities in the 

sample reported to be civil servants.13 

	

had a family member serving the government’s armed forces (based on their observation or casual 
conversations with household members). In contrast, my research team encountered several households with 
a family member serving the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) while implementing the survey in the Kachin 
area. These observations suggests that some Chin victims of conflict casualty could be government soldiers 
while some Kachin victims could be KIA soldiers. Victims’ identity likely matters for how the variable 
conflict casualty affects attachment to the state. This information however was not assessed in the survey. 
13 Controlling for education level, there is no difference in the proportion of Kachin who reported to be civil 
servants compared to the proportion of Chin who made the same report. Interestingly, Chin and Kachin local 
experts I interviewed (semi-structured interviews) thought that a higher proportion of Chin was in the civil 
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Table 4.2: Summary of descriptive statistics 

 N Mean St.Dev Min Max 
Dependent variables 
Pride 

 
639 

 
2.12 

 
0.66 

 
0 

 
3 

Attachment 648 1.85 0.36 0.6 2.8 
Myanmar 640 0.55 0.49 0 1 

Independent variables 
Everyday encounters 

 
645 

 
1.57 

 
0.41 

 
0 

 
2.5 

Seat share 649 3.5 1.26 0 6.5 
Ethnic attachment 647 2.29 0.39 1.25 3 
Conflict causalty 648 0.30 0.46 0 1 
Civil servant 648 0.22 0.41 0 1 
Gender 649 0.49 0.50 0 1 
Non-Buddhist 649 0.81 0.40 0 1 
Urban 649 0.48 0.50 0 1 
Group size 630 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.06 
Life satisfaction 642 1.69 0.62 0 3 
Version 649 0.49 0.50 1 1 
Note: Only ethnic minority respondents are included. 

 

4.4.2 Control Variables 

Basic demographic variables (gender, urban residency, and religion) were included as 

controls. Urban residency indicates whether the respondent lives in an urban area as 

determined by the government’s General Administration Department (GAD). Religion was 

self-reported. Additionally, group size was included because descriptive representation is 

highly correlated with group size; it was calculated based on the township reports compiled 

by the GAD. The variable life satisfaction was included to control for respondents’ general 

disposition. The variable indicates the extent to which the respondent is satisfied with their 

	

service compared to Kachin. Their impression seemed to have been based on the assumption that the Kachin 
population is more critical of the government than the Chin population. 
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life; responses to the survey question range from “not satisfied at all” to “very satisfied” 

(on a 0 to 3 scale). Finally, there were two versions of the survey, varying order of 

questions. A dummy variable version was included to account for this. The descriptive 

statistics of the dependent variables and independent variables are summarized in Table 

4.2. 

 
4.5 Testing the Determinants of Attachment to the State 

The general specification of the models tested in this section can be written as 

𝑌! = 𝛽" + 𝛽#𝑋!# + 𝛽$𝑋!$+. . . +𝛽%𝑋!% + 𝜀! , 

where the dependent variable,Yi, is attachment to the state, and is modeled as a linear 

function of several independent variables (the quality of everyday encounters with the state, 

gender, religion, urban residency, life satisfaction and survey version) and a random error 

term. In additional models, I tested alternative explanations by including parliamentary 

seat share, ethnic attachment, conflict casualty or civil servant as independent variables. 

Because attachment to the state was operationalized as three measurements, the dependent 

variable was pride in some models and the attachment index or the selection of Myanmar 

pen in other models. The survey data I utilized included ethnic minority and majority 

respondents, but only ethnic minorities were examined in the analyses presented in this 

section. That is because the hypothesis being tested focuses on ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state. The models were estimated with robust standard errors clustered 

by locality, because residents from the same ward or village tracts tended to encounter the 

same agent of the state; in other words, they more or less receive the same “treatment.”14 

	
14 Agents in Myanmar’s local government agency offices are typically assigned to accept and handle cases 
from a handful of wards or village tracts and thus, rather than queuing for the next available agent, the clients 
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The coefficients for each independent variable are interpreted as their impact on ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state. 

Results presented in Table 4.3 demonstrate strong support for my hypothesis that 

positive everyday encounters with the state are associated with a stronger sense of 

attachment to the state. Models 1 to 3 show that the effects of everyday encounters on all 

three indicators of attachment to the state are positive; and the coefficients are statistically 

significant at the conventional level in the models in which the dependent variables are 

pride and attachment.15 These effects are also substantively significant. Pride in citizenship 

of an average ethnic minority who reported very negative encounters is estimated to be 

1.62, while it is estimated to be 2.58 for an average ethnic minority who reported very 

positive encounters. This result means that positive everyday encounters with the state can 

increase ethnic minorities’ pride in their Myanmar citizenship by as much as 59 percent. 

In a similar vein, attachment of an average ethnic minority who reported very negative 

encounters is estimated to be 1.59, while it is estimated to be 2.08 for an average ethnic 

minority who reported very positive encounters; this is an increase of 31 percent on the 

respondents’ attachment index. These positive and statistically significant effect of 

everyday encounters with the state hold when I accounted for alternative explanations (see 

Models 4 to 7 in Table 4.3). 

	

are expected to approach the agent who is designated to their locality. Some clients do seek out other agents 
who are willing to take on their case (typically a neighbor, friend, relative, co-ethnic, etc.). 
15 I disaggregated the attachment index and examined the association between everyday encounters with the 
state and each component of the index (see Table B.2). I find that the coefficients of everyday encounters 
with the state are consistently positive for for all the items, though this positive effect is statistically 
significant at the conventional level only when responses to these statements are the outcome variable: “I 
would support Myanmar even if it is in the wrong” and “I would rather be a citizen of Myanmar than any 
other country in the world.” 
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Table 4.3: Determinants of Ethnic Minorities’ Attachment to the State

Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 
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Table 4.4: Results by Conflict Status

 
Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 
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To examine whether everyday encounters with the state have ameliorating effect 

on ethnic groups with on-going armed conflict with the state, I re-estimated Models 1 to 3 

in Table 4.3 with just the Kachin and Chin respondents in the sample. Results from re-

estimation (Table 4.4) are consistent with the main analysis. They also show that effect 

size of everyday encounters on Chin’s and Kachin’s attachment to the state is nearly the 

same; the coefficients are 0.33 and 0.37 on Chin’s and Kachin’s pride in citizenship, 

respectively, and 0.15 and 0.18 on Chin’s and Kachin’s attachment, respectively. These 

findings indicate that positive everyday encounters with the state can improve ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state even when ethnic armed conflict is on-going. 

Evidence of a positive association between everyday encounters and attachment to 

the state is somewhat weaker when the dependent variable is pen selection. This finding 

could result from an imprecise meaning of selecting an “I Love Myanmar” pen over a 

“Thank you” pen. Those who selected “Thank you” pens likely intended to indicate their 

disagreement with the statement, “I Love Myanmar.” However, respondents seemed to 

have chosen “I Love Myanmar” pens for many reasons. On one occasion, a respondent 

verbally expressed that she selected this pen because it is more colorful (Myanmar flag 

printed on either side of the phrase added vibrancy). It is also possible some respondents 

reacted strongly to the phrase “I Love Myanmar” more so than others. Pen selection of 

those who were sensitive to the phrase may have been driven by their reaction to the phrase 

“I Love Myanmar.” In contrast, respondents who were less sensitive to the phrase may 

have made their selection based on the visual appeal of the pen. 

Results presented in Models 3 and 6 in Table 4.4, which show findings by conflict 

status, indicate that everyday encounters with the state are positively associated with 
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Kachin respondents’ pen selection and this association is statistically significant at 0.10 

level. However, Chin respondents’ pen selection is negatively associated with everyday 

encounters with the state, though this association is statistically insignificant. The 

differential effects of everyday encounters with the state on Chin and Kachin respondents’ 

pen selection could also explain the overall weak association in the main model. 

 
4.5.1 Descriptive Representation and Ethnic Minorities’ Attachment to the State 

Power-sharing is the main alternative explanation for ethnic minorities’ attachment to the 

state, but like Elkins and Sides (2007), my analysis indicates an ambiguous effect of 

descriptive representation. In addition to the main analysis (Table 4.3) in which power-

sharing was operationalized as seat share of the respondent’s ethnic group in the national 

legislature, I also used alternative measurements of descriptive representation—whether 

the respondent’s ethnic group was included in the president’s cabinet and whether the 

respondent (their township) was represented by their co-ethnic MP in the national 

legislature. The latter is a more micro-level measurement of descriptive representation 

compared to other measurements. Results presented in Figure 4.4 show that the effects of 

descriptive representation are both positive and negative when the dependent variable is 

attachment. The effects of descriptive representation are positive but not statistically 

significant at the conventional level when the dependent variable is pride. While the effect 

of power-sharing on ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state is ambiguous, inclusion in 

the president’s cabinet (as opposed to other measurements of power-sharing) is most 

strongly associated with ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state.16 This result is 

	
16 Note that regardless of how power-sharing is operationalized, the effects of everyday encounters with the 
state on ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state are consistently positive and statistically significant. 
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Figure 4.4: Effect of Descriptive Representation. 

 

consistent with Wimmer’s (2017) findings. 

These mixed findings likely resulted from the variation in how power-sharing 

affects the lives of ordinary citizens, i.e., symbolic and material benefits of power-sharing. 

For example, power-sharing is expected to result in greater material benefits for the 

politically included groups, but representation does not always lead to benefits. Although 

ordinary citizens can be better off when their co-ethnics hold important positions in the 

government (Kramon and Posner 2016; De Luca et al. 2018), the findings vary by 

distributive outcome (Kramon and Posner 2013). That is because several local conditions 

inform how politicians distribute goods and services (Harris and Posner 2019; Edjemyr, 

Kramon, and Robinson 2017). As such, ethnic minorities are not always better off when 

their group is included in a power-sharing arrangement. This means that power-sharing and 
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attachment to the state may be positively correlated in some contexts but not in others, 

leading to ambiguous findings. 

 
4.5.2 Other Explanations for Ethnic Minorities’ Attachment to the State 

In addition to everyday encounters with the state, direct or indirect experiences of conflict 

casualty and religion also determine ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state.17 As 

expected, the effect of conflict casualty is negative. On average attachment level of ethnic 

minorities who experienced conflict casualty is 5 percent lower than attachment reported 

by other ethnic minorities. 

The effect of religion is also in the expected direction and statistically significant. 

On average, Buddhist ethnic minorities expressed 14 percent more pride in their Myanmar 

citizenship and their attachment level is 9 percent higher compared to non-Buddhist ethnic 

minorities. Similarly, Buddhist ethnic minorities are 43 percent more likely to select “I 

Love Myanmar” pens, on average, compared to non-Buddhist ethnic minorities. In other 

words, social proximity to the politically dominant ethnic group is associated with a higher 

level of attachment to the state. 

Interestingly, gender (male) has consistently positive and statistically significant 

effects on all three indicators of attachment to the state. Controlling for ratings of everyday 

encounters with the state, religion, urban residency, life satisfaction, and survey version, 

pride in citizenship and attachment index expressed by ethnic minority men are, on 

	
17 Income level is potentially an important control variable. It is not included in the analysis because 30 
percent of the respondents did not report their household income. As such, including income in the analysis 
would have resulted in losing nearly 200 respondents in the sample. When I replicated the main models 
(Table 4.3) and included income as a control variable, the results are consistent with the findings presented. 
The coefficients for everyday encounters are positive and statistically significant in all the models in which 
pride and attachment are the dependent variables. Contrary to my expectation, the coefficients for income 
are consistently negative and statistically significant in all the models. 
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average, 4 and 3 percent higher than that of ethnic minority women. Likewise, ethnic 

minority men are 18 percent more likely to select an “I Love Myanmar” pen.18 Given that 

Myanmar is a highly patriarchal society, it is possible that men are treated with respect 

more so than women are, and thus, they may have more positive experiences of with the 

state. It is also possible that more men are civil servants compared to women, and thus, 

they may have more connections and insider knowledge to better navigate the bureaucracy. 

To examine these possibilities, I re-estimated Model 2 in Table 4.3 with an interaction term 

Everyday encounters X Male and Model 7 in Table 4.3 with an interaction term Civil 

servant X Male. Results (presented in Table B.3 in Appendix B) indicate that the effect of 

gender (male) is not facilitated by everyday encounters with the state nor by government 

employment.19 These results affirm that ethnic minority men view the Myanmar state more 

favorably than ethnic minority women, though it is unclear why. 

Contrary to expectation in the existing literature, ethnic minorities’ attachment to 

their own group does not dampen their attachment to the state. The effect of ethnic 

attachment appears to be positive and negative depending on how attachment to the state 

is operationalized. Also contrary to expectation in the existing literature (see Robinson 

2014), urban residency, which is an indicator of modernization, is not positively associated 

with ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state. In fact, in the models presented in Table 

4.3, the effects of urban are consistently negative, though not statistically significant in all 

the models. 

	
18 In contrast, gender does not affect Bamar’s attachment to the state. The effects of male on the three 
indicators of attachment to the state for Bamar respondents are both positive and negative, and none are 
statistically significant. 
19 The coefficients of both interaction terms are negative, though neither is statistically significant. The 
coefficient of male is positive in both models and statistically significant in the second re-estimation. 
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4.5.3 Robustness Check 

My argument emphasizes the importance of the interpersonal dimension of face-to-face 

encounters with state agents. However, what if ethnic minorities’ assessment of everyday 

encounters with the state actually reflects how hard it was for the respondents to reach the 

local government offices or their perception of how efficient the bureaucracy is? To help 

address these concerns, I re-estimated the Model 2 in the main analysis (the model in which 

the dependent variable is the attachment index in Table 4.3) controlling for the variable 

reachability, which is a composite score of both distance and road condition between the 

respondents’ locality and the urban center of the township where the government offices 

are located (Model 1 in Table 4.5).20 To disentangle the interpersonal dimension of 

everyday encounters with the state from bureaucratic efficiency, I replaced everyday 

encounters in the original analysis with responses to a survey question about encountering 

public school teachers—an interaction not affected by bureaucratic efficiency (Model 2 in 

Table 4.5).21 Results show that the positive effects of everyday encounters with the state 

on attachment to the state are robust to these specifications. 

 

 

	
20 Distance was measured using Google map while on the field. Localities in urban areas of the township 
(wards) were coded 0. Villages 10 miles or less from downtown were coded 1, between 10 and 25 miles as 
2, between 25 and 50 miles as 3, and more than 50 miles as 4. I rated the road condition while on the field. 
Excellent road condition was coded as 0, good as 1, fair as 2, poor as 3 and very poor as 4.  
21 This variable is based on the following survey question. How satisfied are you with your interactions with 
government school teachers: very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? 
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Table 4.5: Robustness Check

Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality. Control variables for gender, religion, urban 
residency, life satisfaction and survey version are included in all models. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 

 

Additional concerns include whether respondents’ access to public goods confound 

the effect of their everyday encounters with the state and the possibility that attachment to 

the state is affected by support for the incumbent government, which was led by Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s party, the National League for Democracy (NLD). To evaluate these concerns, 

I controlled for access to electricity and support for the NLD government (Models 3 and 4 

in Table 4.5).22 Results show that the positive effects of everyday encounters with the state 

on attachment to the state are also robust to these specifications. 

	
22 Access to electricity was measured using the following questions. Is electricity the main source of lighting 
in the house? If yes, how regular is your household’s access to electricity? Possible responses were “no” 
(coded 0), “the power is on for only a few hours a day” (coded 1), “several hours a day” (coded 2), “most of 
the day” (coded 3) or all day long (coded 4). Support for the incumbent government is measured using the 
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So far, I have demonstrated that the positive effects of everyday encounters with 

the state on ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state are robust to several specifications. 

However, because these findings are based on observational data, reverse causality in the 

key relationships examined is a possibility. If attachment to the state could influence ethnic 

minorities’ perception of their experiences in local government offices rather than the other 

way around, then my argument would not be valid. 

If reverse causality was the case, then I would expect the two phenomena to be 

positively correlated for all the respondents, ethnic minorities and Bamar. As such, I would 

expect Bamar respondents who expressed higher levels of attachment to the state to give 

higher ratings on their everyday encounters with the state compared to other Bamar. To 

examine the association between everyday encounters with the state and Bamar’s 

attachment to the state, I re-estimated Model 1 to 3 from Table 4.3 with just the Bamar 

respondents in the sample. Results presented in Models 5 to 7 in Table 4.5 challenge the 

expectation stated above. 

The effect of everyday encounters with the state on Bamar’s attachment to the state 

is ambiguous. Bamar’s rating of everyday encounters with the state is negatively correlated 

with their pride in citizenship and the attachment index. A theoretical explanation for why 

attachment to the state influences ethnic minorities’ perception of everyday encounters 

with the state but not Bamar’s perception is not obvious. These findings suggest that 

reverse causality is unlikely. 

	

following question. How satisfied are you with performance of the NLD-led government: very satisfied, 
satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? 
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It is important to note that the statistical significance of the negative coefficient in 

Model 5 in Table 4.5 should be interpreted with caution. The results from this model 

indicate that everyday encounters with the state are negatively associated with Bamar’s 

attachment to the state. However, this result is primarily driven by two outlier respondents. 

All Bamar respondents indicated that they were either “proud” or “very proud” of their 

citizenship. The two respondents who gave the most negative rating of everyday encounters 

also reported to be “very proud” of their citizenship.23 When excluding these two 

respondents, the negative effect of everyday encounters with the state on Bamar 

respondents’ pride level is no longer statistically significant. Thus, it is more fitting to 

conclude that everyday encounters with the state do not affect ethnic majorities’ attachment 

to the state. 

 

4.6 Discussion 

The analyses above show positive and robust associations between ethnic minorities’ 

everyday encounters with the state and their attachment to the state. This finding advances 

our understanding of minority-state relations beyond structural factors. Rather than 

negating the structural factors, it underscores the need to examine implications of structural 

factors at the micro-level—that is, how ordinary citizens are affected by them. The 

structural factors like power-sharing institutions and public policies are limited in 

explaining attachment to the state precisely because attachment to the state is an individual-

level phenomenon. At the same time, structural factors undergird citizens’ experiences with 

	
23 The 3-item service rating for both respondents was determined as 0.66; the maximum for 3-item service 
rating is 3. 
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the state. For example, decades of discriminatory policies in the recruitment and promotion 

of Myanmar’s civil servants resulted in a bureaucracy that is dominated by the ethnic 

majority and a deeply held perception among ethnic minorities that they are interacting 

with Bamar state agents. Both of these factors have a profound affect on ethnic minorities’ 

experiences in the street-level bureaucracy. 

Relatedly, the findings also raise questions about the limitations of focusing solely 

on descriptive representation when studying power-sharing. As discussed already, power-

sharing and representation can take on several facets, yet the empirical literature to date 

primarily examines the association between the most superficial facet of representation, 

descriptive representation, and attachment to the state and related concepts. To better 

understand the role of power-sharing in minority-state relations, it is important to study the 

underlying mechanisms, including how power-sharing might facilitate positive everyday 

encounters with the state. 

The findings from this study join an emerging scholarship that challenges the 

assumption in the literature that loyalty to the state flourishes at the expense of loyalty to a 

sub-national identity (see McMurry, forthcoming.). The ambiguous finding regarding the 

effects of ethnic attachment on attachment to the state suggests that the relationship 

between the two phenomena may depend on the salience of ethnic identity and government 

policies toward the group. In other words, the two phenomena may be compatible under 

some conditions. 

Turning to the effect of religion, the consistent finding that Buddhist ethnic 

minorities are more attached to the Myanmar state compared to other ethnic minorities 

could indicate the logic underlying nationalism as a theory of political legitimacy. The 
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people who are governed accepts the power-holder precisely because the power-holder is 

one of them. Ethnic minorities are not coethnics of the power-holder. However, even if 

ethnic minorities do not see themselves as members of the core group, they may feel 

proximate to the core group and thus, to the power-holder and the state because there is a 

significant commonality between them and the core group. In the case of Myanmar, 

Buddhism, the official religion in Myanmar, facilitates a feeling of proximity to the core 

group. The vast majority of Myanmar’s population, including ethnic minorities, is 

Buddhist. The members of the core group tout being Buddhist as a cornerstone of their 

ethno-national identity (“To be Burmese is to be Buddhist”), which is amplified by the 

state. As such ethnic minorities who are more socially proximate to that identity—–in other 

words, Buddhist ethnic minorities—–may also feel more attached to the state dominated 

by Bamar Buddhists. This interpretation of the effect of religion is slightly different from 

the discussion on different types of nation-building experiences in the previous chapter. 

Being a Buddhist in a Buddhist state is less about having a certain type of nation-building 

experience, and more about an identity one relies on to make sense of one’s surrounding. 

Relatedly, the finding that positive everyday encounters with the state have differential 

effect on ethnic minorities and ethnic majorities is significant. While positive associations 

between everyday encounters with the state and ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state 

are robust, Bamar’s attachment to the state is not affected by their experiences with the 

state. This finding suggests that Bamar’s attachment to the state may be determined by 

something other than an exchanged relationship with the state, such as their sense of 

ownership of the state; and this conclusion is consistent with the nationalism and nation-

building literature. 
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According to Gellner (1983), “nationalism is a theory of political legitimacy, which 

requires that ethnic boundaries should not cut across political ones, and in particular, that 

ethnic boundaries within a given state…should not separate the power-holders from the 

rest” (p.1). Mylonas’ (2012) interpretation of Gellner directly links legitimate authority in 

modern states to the majorities or the core group. The classic and recent literature on 

nationalism and nation-building suggests that the state is perceived to be legitimate to 

members of the core group precisely because the state rules in the name of that ethno-

national group (Wimmer 1997). Naturally, members of the core group would not need 

credible signals of the state’s goodwill toward them. In contrast, for members of the non-

core groups, their perception of the state’s legitimacy is contingent on credible signals of 

the state’s goodwill toward their group; and these signals are derived from their everyday 

encounters with the state. 

 
4.7 Conclusion 

What determines ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state? This chapter has shown that 

ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state play an influential role in shaping 

their attachment to the state. This finding is robust to three different measurements of the 

outcome and to specifications that include control variables for power-sharing, conflict 

casualty, ethnic attachment and government employment. Furthermore, the chapter also 

showed that everyday encounters with the state can have ameliorating effect on ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state even when armed conflict is on-going. 

Outstanding questions relate to the generalizability and the internal validity of the 

findings. The preliminary correlations presented in the introductory chapter suggests some 

evidence of generalizability beyond Myanmar. Future research should conduct a rigorous 
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evaluation of the relationship between ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state 

and their attachment to the state in other countries. Additionally, when evaluating 

generalizability, it is important to also consider what constitutes the most tangible 

experiences with the state in other countries and whether my overarching argument is valid 

in those contexts. Given the Myanmar context, in this dissertation, I defined such 

experiences as routine encounters in the street-level bureaucracy which are primarily 

concerned with services related to public administration. However, in other contexts, the 

most tangible experiences with the state may be more coercive in nature and may involve 

excessive force. They may also relate more to service provision in terms of welfare benefits 

more so than in terms of public administration. 

Because my findings are based on observational survey data, internal validity of the 

findings is a concern. By analyzing the statistical association between Bamar respondents’ 

everyday encounters with the state and their attachment to the state, I show evidence 

suggesting that reverse causality is unlikely. An additional test of internal validity would 

involve utilizing an experimental design to examine whether treatments of negative and 

positive encounters with state agents lead to a change in the respondents’ attachment to the 

state in the expected directions compared to the control group. 

Finally, a concern closely related to the issue of internal validity is the how 

question. Although an experimental design can help substantiate causal direction, it cannot 

shed light on mechanisms linking everyday encounters with the state and attachment to the 

state. This question is addressed in the next chapter, Chapter 5. 



120 

	

	

Chapter 5 
Assessing the Links: Experiences with the State and Perceived Group Status 

 

Do ordinary citizens of Myanmar perceive the state’s existence? How do they experience 

the state and process their experiences? Do these experiences affect how they see their 

group status in the country’s polity? Addressing these questions are critical to 

substantiating that the positive and robust association between ethnic minorities’ everyday 

encounters with the state and their attachment to the state, as presented in Chapter 4, is not 

spurious. This chapter utilizes qualitative data to illustrate how citizens think about their 

experiences in local government offices. It also relies on the survey data introduced in 

Chapter 4 to test the second main claim in this dissertation, which is that ethnic minorities 

who experienced more positive everyday encounters with the state perceive a higher group 

status for their ethnic group. 

 
5.1 Experiencing the Myanmar State 

Face-to-face encounters entail dynamic and interpersonal interactions, and studying this 

phenomenon through service rating and other survey questions can be severely limiting. 

To get a more complete picture of everyday encounters with the state and their 

implications, it is crucial to understand the nature of the space in which these encounters 

occur, how clients navigate that space and how they process and talk about their 

experiences. As such, I draw on qualitative interviews I conducted in Myanmar. This 

research activity consists of 22 focus group discussions (FGD) and 35 semi-structured 

interviews with ordinary citizens, civil servants, local experts and community leaders 
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between 2017 and 2019; in total, I conversed with over 100 individuals.1 The majority of 

interviews took place in Myitkyina, the capital of Kachin State in northern Myanmar, and 

in Yangon, the country’s commercial capital, and the majority of the participants were 

ethnic Kachin.2 I also visited and observed interactions in local government offices in 

Myitkyina.3 The discussion presented in this section is based on these interviews and 

observations. 

 
5.1.1 The State as the Authority-granting Entity 

Ordinary ethnic minorities in Myanmar are aware the state’s presence (naing-ngan-daw in 

Burmese) and strongly associate it with authority. The presence of the state in their midst 

is made apparent by official documents, permits and anything issued by the government.4 

When talking about what they think the state is, respondents resorted to describing 

	
1 The bulk of these interviews were completed before the quantitative works (survey and survey experiments) 
were implemented. My understanding of street-level bureaucracy and everyday encounters with the state 
based on these interviews was influential in designing the survey and survey experiments. I conducted these 
interviews in Kachin and in Burmese. No interview was audio-recorded; this decision was made to better 
protect the participants’ privacy as well as to bolster their comfort during the interview. Two research 
assistants and I hand-recorded the interview responses and discussions. The way in which the sites and 
participants were selected for the FGD is detailed in Appendix A. The recruitment of civil servants, local 
experts and other participants was done on an ad hoc basis; they were recruited through colleagues and 
acquaintances. It was particularly difficult to recruit active civil servants for an interview. Though they gave 
lengthy and sincere interviews, many were not comfortable recruiting their co-workers for the study. A 
number of FGD participants turned out to be civil servants; they made a significant contribution to my 
understanding of citizen-state encounters from the civil servants’ point of view. 
2 Five interviews were conducted in Mandalay, Kalay Myo and Hpa-an. The participants also included 
Bamar, Chin, Karenni, Karen, Shan and Gurkha individuals. 
3 My visits to local government offices can be considered participant observation with the researcher as a 
“complete observer.” In this approach, the researcher is unobtrusive and observes a social process without 
becoming part of it (Kawulich 2005). I accompanied someone in my network when they visited a local 
government office on a real-life matter. I did not talk to anyone other than my collaborator who was also the 
only one who was aware of my identity as a researcher. 
4 Those with a higher level of education (and perhaps, also completed civic education trainings) gave more 
sophisticated responses and mentioned that the state (naing-ngan-daw) and the government (asuya in 
Burmese) are different. They also recognized that the state exists at several level with the ward- or village-
level General Administration office being the lowest level and Naypidaw, the country’s capital, being the 
highest level. 
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restrictions they have experienced due to the state’s authority. A respondent noted, “I know 

naing-ngan-daw exists because we can’t just do whatever we want to do. We need to get 

official permission to do anything.”5 Another participant similarly noted, “Whenever I 

want to do something, I need to approach authorities. I can’t build a house or even an 

outhouse without an official permit. And to get that permit, I need to pay fees to the 

municipal office.”6 A respondent who volunteered with a citizen-led charity ambulance 

service recounted an instance when he and his group were transporting a deceased man 

from the general hospital in Myitkyina to the man’s village in Waingmaw, a nearby 

township. The group was stopped at a checkpoint by security forces because they were 

traveling past the curfew. They had to remain at the checkpoint until 6:00 the next morning 

to continue their travel.7 This restriction in their travel became one of the most memorable 

instances of the respondent’s experience of the state’s authority. In short, encounters with 

street-level bureaucrats in Myanmar are most associated with official documents that 

permit clients to sell, own, travel, build, or attend school. 

A notable feature of everyday encounters with the state in Myanmar is the visits to 

numerous local government agency offices required to complete a simple task. Several 

rounds of visits to government offices may be necessary before obtaining any one of the 

necessary documents or permits. For example, to apply for a small business license, which 

is required for opening a restaurant or a small house-front convenience store (very common 

in Myanmar), one would need to bring reference letters from the Health Department, the 

	
5 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 1, 2018. 
6 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 1, 2018. 
7 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, July 28, 2018. 
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Fire Department, and the Ward/Village Tract-level (VT) office of the General 

Administration Department (GAD), along with the license application to the municipal 

office.8 

Obtaining the requisite reference letters can sometimes create considerable 

frustration.9 An interviewee recalled that when she visited the municipal office to apply for 

a house construction permit, she was asked to bring reference letters from four government 

agency offices including one from the Land Records Department (LRD). She obtained the 

reference letter from the LRD in December right before the Christmas holiday began. Then 

she returned to the municipal office with all the required documents when the office opened 

in the new year. To her annoyance, she was informed that she had to get a new reference 

letter from the LRD because her letter was dated the previous year and could not be used 

in the current year.10 

Even registration for kindergarten at a public school in Myanmar presumes visits 

to local government agency offices. For school registration, the parent or guardian needs 

to bring (1) the child’s birth certificate, (2) household registration and (3) original and 

copies of their government-issued ID. These requirements expect the parent or guardian to 

have visited (1) a village-tract health department to obtain the child’s birth certificate if the 

child was not born in a hospital, and (2) the Ward/VT GAD office and the township-level 

	
8 Interview with a DAO official, Myitkyina, May 26, 2019. 
9 Reference letter from the Ward/VT GAD office is almost always a requisite to obtain reference letters from 
the township level government agency offices. Nowadays a reference letter from the ward/VT GAD office 
is asked even to make a major purchase with an installment plan or for job applications. Additionally, 
employers often ask for reference letters from the police station. The content of reference letters varies 
depending on the purpose and the intended recipient. A generic letter from a ward/VT GAD administrator 
would simply confirm that the person is a resident of their ward/VT. A generic one from the police station is 
something akin to a background check and typically confirms that the person does not have a criminal history. 
10 Focus group interview, Myitkyina, August 16, 2018. 
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office of the Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population (LIP) to obtain 

documentations of household registration and national registration card (NRC).11 

 
5.1.2 Clients’ Recollections 

A major theme in citizens’ accounts of their experiences with street-level bureaucrats is 

whether or not they were “given a hard time” by agents they encountered.12 The “good” 

civil servants do not give them a hard time while the “bad” ones do. One of the respondents 

noted, “[When I’m in a government office] I’m constantly assessing the situation. Should 

I approach this civil servant or the other one? Does she seem like she would give me a hard 

time?”13 

This focus on being “given a hard time” is a result of the impression that the state 

agents have wide discretion over the document and permit application process. The clients 

know that the highest ranking official at the office (the person whose signature is necessary 

for approving the application) does not check the paperwork; they simply sign off on 

applications that are forwarded to them by lower-tier officials who directly interact with 

the clients. The applications get forwarded only after the low-tier officials determined the 

clients’ paperwork to be acceptable. An interview with a lower-tier civil servant confirmed 

	
11 Household registration, NRC and birth certificates together demonstrate proof of birth, family connections 
and citizenship. Household registration and the NRC are essential for basic functions of life, such as opening 
a bank account, employment application and voting, and also for obtaining other services and documents 
from the government. Once one has received the NRC or registered one’s household, they can be used when 
necessary without visiting the township Labor, Immigration, and Population (LIP) office again. However, 
the NRC is expected to be renewed at various points in one’s life and a household registration needs to be 
updated with additional family members or when a “new” household splinters from the existing household. 
12 All the interviews conducted in Kachin included the phrase shayak sha ai and the interviews in Burmese 
ayan yit de, meaning given a hard time. 
13 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 10, 2018. 
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that the agents sometimes are more lax and overlook certain requirement.14 So, when a 

street-level bureaucrat requests additional documents or tells them that he (the agent) needs 

to consult with those in the higher ranks, clients often assume that they are being given a 

hard time. 

Lacking adequate knowledge about the application process contributes to the 

impression described above. Both the civil servants and ordinary citizens I interviewed 

acknowledged that clients are largely unfamiliar with basic information like application 

requirements, fees, and processing time. Additionally, according to the survey data I 

collected, 81 percent of ethnic minority respondents in the sample admitted that they were 

either completely or largely unfamiliar with the process.15 As a result, it is rarely clear to 

the clients that the agent may be requesting additional documents as specified in the 

procedure or that what is perceived to be a delay is actually within the acceptable time 

frame. 

Consider the following example which illustrates how ordinary citizens in 

Myanmar often deal with an anticipated “delay” in processing their application. A resident 

of Waingmaw township went to a local LIP office to apply for a government-issued ID for 

her daughter who was scheduled to travel in a few days. When she was told by the state 

agent who handled her paperwork that the wait would be about 20 days, she discreetly 

handed him 10,000 kyat (the next section discusses nuanced effects of corruption in citizen-

	
14 Interview with an LIP civil servant, Myitkyina, May 12, 2019. 
15 76 percent of the ethnic majority respondents made the same admission. 
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state encounters).16 A few minutes later, she was informed that the ID would be ready the 

next morning.17 The respondent recounted this incidence as an instance in which a corrupt 

bureaucrat was giving her a hard time because he wanted to make extra money. Although 

there was an exchange of money at the conclusion of this encounter, it is unclear if the 

agent’s estimate of processing time was motivated by corruption. It is possible that the 

respondent made such an assumption because she did not know what the actual processing 

time was.18 

Indeed, a significant portion of everyday encounters with the state entails 

information-sharing by the agent and information-gathering by the client. Basic procedural 

information is posted at the entrance in some offices, but they may also be placed in some 

hidden corner. For clients with very little formal education, the posted information is of no 

use. To my knowledge, information services via telephone are not available. So, clients 

would often approach state agents at the relevant offices to ask questions about the process 

and pick up application forms.19 The information exchange itself can leave a lasting 

impression on the clients. 

	
16 This amount is equivalent to about 7 USD and would constitute about 5 percent of the monthly salary of a 
lower-tier official in street-level bureaucracy. Many civil servants are able to survive on such a meager salary 
because the government provides subsidized housing and basic food products like rice, cooking oil and salt. 
17 Respondents in other FGD also mentioned that applications can be processed within 24 hours if one is 
willing to pay. It is not clear how much of the money being asked is the official expedited fee and how much 
is bribe. 
18 Getting a longer than expected estimated processing time is often associated with laziness and corruption. 
In another FGD, one of the participants noted, “It is rarely ever the case that the applications for government-
issued IDs are processed on a timely manner. They [the state agents] are prone to procrastination…They are 
probably just trying to get money from us” (Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 1, 2018). Again, it 
is unclear if the client is aware of the official processing time. 
19 In Myanmar, it is necessary to visit government offices to obtain application forms. Most government 
agencies still rely on paper form, which are not free; none of the agencies that are frequented by ordinary 
citizens have an e-government platform. 
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Many respondents recalled being scolded for asking questions about the process, for not 

knowing the procedure and for not bringing all the required documents. In their view, the 

“good” civil servants patiently explain what they need to know and offer advice on how to 

navigate the application process, whereas the “bad” ones grumble and scold their clients. 

The “good” ones are remembered as being respectful and giving their clients the benefit of 

the doubt even when explaining basic information. The clients who encountered the “bad” 

civil servants often concluded that the agent did not want to help them or that they simply 

did not care. 

Another major theme in clients’ recollection of everyday encounters with the state 

is ethnic-othering by the state agents. A respondent recalled a time when he visited the 

township LIP office to apply for a government-issued ID and the agent asked him if he was 

a rebel.20 The agent said to him, “Where did you lose your ID? Do you not have an ID 

because you are a rebel?” When adult ethnic minorities, particularly men, do not have a 

government-issued ID or other personal documents, state agents often assume that they 

have been involved in clandestine activities.21 In this particular case, the client was a former 

soldier in the Kachin Independence Army and was alarmed by the agent’s question.22 What 

the agent said and the way it was said made him feel like he was viewed with suspicion. 

Another respondent had a similar but less alarming experience. She shared about her 

experience at the Yangon International Airport: “…the way they [the immigration officers] 

	
20 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 10, 2018. 
21 Many Bamar adult men also do not have a government-issued ID, but they are not treated with the same 
suspicion that ethnic minority men often experience. 
22 As mentioned already, Myanmar does not have formal reintegration programs. Thus, when former rebels 
resettle in the government-controlled areas, they have to navigate the reintegration on their own. 
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look at my NRC card and my passport and ask me what kind of name my name is… this 

tells me that they don’t recognize that I am a native here. It makes me feel like a 

foreigner.”23 These recollections indicate that everyday encounters with the state can 

reinforce the perception that ethnic minorities are non-core groups in the Myanmar state. 

 
5.1.3 Corruption in Myanmar’s Street-level Bureaucracy 

Corruption is part of citizens’ experiences of street-level bureaucracy, and it can come in 

the form of bribery, which is typically initiated by the client, or in the form of excessive 

fees and extortion, which is typically initiated by the agent. Generally speaking, the latter 

type of corruption is associated with “bad” civil servants and negative experiences. 

However, it is unclear how bribery figures into citizens’ evaluation of their everyday 

encounters with the state. 

State agents do not seek out excessive fees from every client. They make an 

assessment of who they think might comply with their demand, because they know that 

asking bribe from the wrong client can backfire. A FGD participant compared two very 

different outcomes of a similar demand made by state agents from the local tax collection 

office. Agents from that office once contacted her and asked her to pay 600,000 kyat (about 

400 USD) in property tax. She thought the amount was high and told the agent she could 

not afford to pay that much. In the end, she was able to negotiate it down to 200,000 kyat. 

When she got home and looked at her receipt, it stated that she paid 90,000 kyat, which 

meant the agent pocketed 55 percent of the “tax” she paid.24 She later learned that her sister 

	
23 Interview with BSB, Yangon, July 3, 2017. 
24 Focus group discussion, Waingmaw, August 16, 2018. 
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was asked to pay that same amount by agents from the same tax collection office. Her sister 

did so but told the state agent that she would be writing to a higher-ranking official at the 

office, stating that she paid 600,000 kyat for property tax. The next morning the same agent 

came by her (the sister’s) house and returned the entire amount. This incident suggests that 

some people the state agents contacted were not due to pay their property tax, and that the 

agents were on an extortion spree without the knowledge of the higher-ups. This incident 

also suggests that state agents prey on certain type of clients—perhaps, people who seem 

more timid, less educated and/or without personal connections—more so than other 

clients.25 

It is also important to note that monetary exchange in street-level bureaucracy is 

regressive. It is more burdensome for poorer individuals than others. As a result, corruption 

is more likely to intensify negative experiences of poorer clients more so than others. 

For a few well-to-do clients, corruption presents an opportunity to get ahead. They 

may preemptively offer bribes to avoid negative treatment or to obtain more favorable 

outcomes. The Global Corruption Barometer Asia 2020 (Vrushi 2020) notes that the supply 

side of corruption is a particular concern in Myanmar. That is because the recently initiated 

anti-corruption laws only criminalize the recipients while those offering bribes go 

unpunished; “this allows individuals and private companies supplying bribes to operate 

with impunity” (Vrushi 2020, 12).26 

 

 

	
25 It is important to note that the issue of corruption comes up in FGDs consisting of less educated and poorer 
individuals more so than in other FGDs. 
26 In my conversation with the Chief Minister of Kachin State, he noted that his office regularly received 
letters from local residents which reported the bribe-seeking street-level bureaucrats. 
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Figure 5.1: Percentage of public service users who paid a bribe in the previous 12 
months. (Source: Global Corruption Barometer Asia 2020) 

 

Indeed, the government led by Aung San Suu Kyi’s party, the National League for 

Democracy, intensified anti-corruption campaigns in 2015. The relative success of this 

endeavor is reflected in corruption indices and in the interviews I conducted. According 

the Corruption Perception Index (“CPI 2020: Asia Pacific” 2021), corruption in Myanmar 

has improved significantly, with the country’s CPI nearly doubling between 2012 and 

2020.27 Furthermore, as Figure 5.1 shows, 20 percent of the public service users in 

Myanmar reported that they paid a bribe in the previous 12 months; this figure is 

significantly lower than it is in the neighboring countries like India and Cambodia where 

nearly 40 percent of the respondents made the same admission. It is possible that fewer 

than the actual percentage of respondents who paid bribe admitted to it due to social 

	
27 Myanmar’s CPI increased from 15 to 28. Denmark and New Zealand had the highest CPI in 2020, which 
was 88. 
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desirability bias. At the same time, consistent with these reported trends, several FGD 

participants noted that corruption in the form of monetary exchange has decreased in the 

past few years. They reportedly experienced fewer instances in which they were expected 

to bribe the state agent. They also noted that they were not given a difficult time as much 

as they used to in the past. In sum, while bribery is still part of interactions in street-level 

bureaucracy in Myanmar, it decreased in the past few years and these improvements are 

noticeable to ordinary citizens. 

 
5.1.4 Who You Know Matters 

In an effort to obtain more positive services, ordinary citizens would seek out individuals 

in their social networks who are connected to high-ranking officials in the agency offices 

they needed to visit. Many respondents claimed that lower-tier bureaucrats (the ones who 

directly interact with clients) are courteous when the clients are friends and family 

members of the chief or the deputy chief of the agency office. So, when clients perceive 

their agents to be disrespectful toward them, they would mention that they are friends or 

family members of so-and-so. Personal connection can also lead to more favorable 

outcomes, such as speeding up the paperwork processing time without bribing. In essence, 

personal connection can be thought of as another form of corruption. According to the 

survey fielded by Transparency International (Vrushi 2020), in Myanmar, this form of 

corruption is slightly more widespread than bribery; more respondents admitted to using 

personal connections (25 percent) than paying bribes (20 percent) in the previous 12 

months. 

In one of the FGDs, several participants mentioned a man by the name of N.A. who 

is a good friend of the township police chief. The friendship between N.A. and the police 
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chief seemed to be a common knowledge in that locality. The participants noted, if anyone 

from the locality needed any document that had to be signed off by the police station or 

had a family member arrested, they would ask N.A. for help. In some instances, they might 

even ask N.A. to accompany them to the police station so that they are not given a hard 

time by the officers there. They might also ask N.A. to accompany them if they want to 

plead with the police for a more lenient sanction for their arrested family members.28 

In a similar vein, one of the participants shared that he had the privilege of 

befriending the deputy chief of the township LIP office at a kun-ya stall—kun-ya is a 

Burmese traditional stimulant made of betel leaves, areca nuts and slacked lime paste, 

which is wildly popular particularly among Burmese men. Since then, he would give his 

friend a call and ask for a favor whenever he needed something signed off by the township 

LIP office; each of these calls, he claimed, usually saves him about 30,000 kyat 

(approximately 20 USD).29 

While these quotidian relationships can improve clients’ experiences in street-level 

bureaucracy, their effect tend to be limited to the offices in which the clients’ friends are 

high-ranking officials. That is, if a client visited the township office of the General 

Administration Department, his friendship with the chief of the township LIP office may 

not prove to be advantageous. This mismatch is likely to be the reason why those with 

connections did not report more positive experiences, on average, compared to those 

without such connections. As Figure 5.2 shows, 27 percent of ethnic minority respondents 

in the survey data that I collected reported that they personally know a high-ranking civil 

	
28 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, July 18, 2018. 
29 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, July 18, 2018. 
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Figure 5.2: Personal Connections to Street-level Bureaucrats (Source: Author’s 
survey) 

 
 

servant. Yet, their reported service rating is not higher than that of the respondents without 

such personal connections.30 Given the limitations of personal relationships, another type 

of social proximity to street-level bureaucrats, namely, coethnicity, is likely to the 

prevailing determinant of whether they, the state agents, give special treatment to their 

clients. In Chapter 6, I present evidence indicating that street-level bureaucrats favor their 

coethnic even if they are strangers. 

 
5.1.5 Discussion 

Chapter 4 presented positive and robust associations between ethnic minorities’ everyday 

encounters with the state and their attachment to the state. A major concern that loomed 

over this finding is the possibility of a reverse causality—that is, ethnic minorities’ 

attachment to the state affecting their evaluation of everyday encounters with the state. The 

	
30 T-test indicates that the service rating of those with connections is actually slightly lower, on average, 
compared to those without connection, but the difference is not statistically significant. 
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qualitative evidence I presented above indicates that clients are highly perceptive of the 

state agents’ behaviors towards them. They utilize various strategies, including relying on 

personal connections and bribing, to not only obtain more favorable outcomes but also to 

avoid negative treatment by state agents. In other words, clients’ evaluations of everyday 

encounters with the state are largely based on what they saw, heard, and experienced. It is 

not evident that their attachment to the state determined their perceptions of their 

experiences with the state. The evidence above lends considerable confidence that the 

causal direction, between the two phenomena, goes from everyday encounters with the 

state to attachment to the state. 

 
5.2 Perception of Group Status 

This section presents another aspect of the mechanism linking everyday encounters with 

the state and attachment to the state: ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state 

signal to them their group status within the country’s polity, and this, in turn, contributes 

to their attachment to the state (hypothesis 2). Evidence supporting this hypothesis would 

bolster confidence in the causal relationship of the two phenomena of interest. To evaluate 

this expectation, I utilize the original survey data, which was described in Chapter 4, and a 

linear regression framework. 

 
5.2.1 Perceived Group Status and Attachment to the State 

To evaluate the association between ethnic minorities’ perceived group status and their 

attachment to the state, perceived group status is proxied by responses to the following 

survey question: how much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the national government?  
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Figure 5.3: Ethnic Minorities’ Perceived Group Status (Source: author’s survey) 

 
 
The space in the bracket is replaced with the respondents’ self-identified ethnicity reported 

at the beginning of the survey. Although the wording of the question specifically highlights 

the national government, the respondents were likely thinking about governing authority 

in a general sense. 

The respondents selected from these options, “none,” “a little bit,” “some,” and “a 

great deal” (numerically coded as 0 to 3, respectively), using an answer card. The card 

showed the numerical value, the written response, and the corresponding visual 

representation of each response, making it clear that the group’s power increases in the 

ascending order of the response. It is important to note here that the translation of “some” 

into local languages was closer to “an appropriate amount” or “as much power as we should 

have.”31 Thus, the first two options implied that the group in question does not have as  

 

	
31 The distinction between “a little bit” and “some” was not clear in the translations to Burmese and Jinghpaw. 
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Table 5.1: Effects of Perceived Status on Attachment to the State 

 
Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality.  
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 

 

much power as they should in the county’s polity. In that same vein, the last option implied 

that the group in question has disproportionately more power. Figure 5.3 shows that the 

majority of ethnic minority respondents think that their ethnic group does not have as much 

power as they should have; 10 percent responded “none” and 55 percent responded “a little 

bit.” Kachin respondents’ perception of their group status is slightly lower than that of Chin 

respondents.32 

	
32 The mean perceived group status of Kachin respondents is 1.23 while that of Chin respondents is 1.33. T-
test indicates that the p-value associated with the difference is 0.08. 
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In the first set of linear regressions, perceived group status is the main independent 

variable and indicators of attachment to the state (pride in citizen, attachment index and 

selection of I Love Myanmar pen) are the dependent variables.33 Similar to the main models 

analyzed in Chapter 4, I also included controls for gender, religion, urban residency, life 

satisfaction, and survey version. Results presented in Table 5.1 show consistently positive 

and statistically significant associations between ethnic minorities’ perceived group status 

and their attachment to the state. This finding indicates that ethnic minorities’ attachment 

to the state increases as their perception of group status increases.34 

 
5.2.2 Everyday Encounters with the State and Perceived Group Status 

The second set of linear regressions examines whether perceived group status resulted from 

ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state. In these analyses, the main 

independent variable is everyday encounters with the state, which is measured as a 3-item 

service rating, while the dependent variable is the respondents’ perceived group status.35 

Results from Model 1 presented in Table 5.2 show that controlling for gender, religion, 

urban residency, life satisfaction, and survey version, everyday encounters with the state 

has positive effects on ethnic minorities’ perceptions of their group status. A unit increase 

in service rating is associated with a 20 to 35 percent increase in the respondents’ 

	
33 See Chapter 4 for a discussion on how these measurements of attachment to the state were coded. 
34 This result holds when using alternative measurements for perceived group status. The results from an 
analysis with alternative measurements are presented in Table B.4 in Appendix B. 
35 See Chapter 4 for a discussion on how the variable for everyday encounters with the state was coded. 
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perception of their group status. This result is robust to alternative measurements of 

perceived group status.36 

Thus far, the analyses I presented indicate evidence of associations between ethnic 

minorities’ everyday encounters with the state and perceived group status, and between 

perceived group status and attachment to the state. However, factors other than everyday 

encounters with the state could also contribute to ethnic minorities’ perception of their 

group status. In particular, descriptive representation may determine this outcome. In this 

case, perceived group status affects attachment to the state, but it is largely determined by 

descriptive representation rather than by everyday encounters with the state. Income level, 

which is a proxy for the respondents’ own social status, could also affect perceived group 

status. Additionally, attachment to the state may also determine this outcome—that is, 

perceived group status is associated with attachment to the state precisely because it is 

determined by attachment to the state. 

To determine the association between descriptive representation of ethnic 

minorities and their perceived group status, I examine the effects of representation at the 

national level and in street-level bureaucracy. Descriptive representation at the national 

level is operationalized as the ethnic group’s seat share in the national legislature and also 

as inclusion in the president’s cabinet. Descriptive representation in street-level 

bureaucracy is proxied by the dummy variable indicating whether the respondent’s 

township is in remote areas of Myanmar. Given that data on ethnicity of civil servants is 

not accessible, this proxy serves as an appropriate alternative measurement of descriptive  

	
36 Other survey questions ask about how much power the respondent thinks their group has in the regional 
government and street-level bureaucracy. Everyday encounters with the state has positive and statistically 
significant effects on ethnic minorities’ perception of group status in these institutions. 
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Table 5.2: Determinants of Perceived Group Status 

 
Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality.  
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 
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representation in street-level bureaucracy.37 That is because there are more ethnic minority 

street-level bureaucrats in the remote townships than in other townships.38 As such, the 

variable remote indicates townships with a relatively larger presence of ethnic minority 

street-level bureaucrats. 

Results presented in Models 2 to 4 in Table 5.2 indicate counterintuitive findings. 

None of the variables related to descriptive representation are robustly associated with 

ethnic minorities’ perceived group status. Although all three measurements of descriptive 

representation have positive effects, none are statistically significant at the conventional 

level. These results suggest that in Myanmar, ethnic minorities’ perceived group status in 

the country’s polity may not be affected by their representation in various government 

institutions. Regarding the effect of income, Model 5 in Table 5.2 indicates a negative and 

statistically insignificant coefficient, which means that personal social status does not 

affect ethnic minorities’ perceived group status.39 These results also bolster the evidence 

	
37 According to a report compiled by the Asia Foundation (Saw and Arnold 2014), 89 percent of the gazetted 
civil servants in the General Administration Department are men and 11 percent are women. The research on 
which this report was based could not determine the ethnicity of the civil servants in the General 
Administration Department. 
38 The remote townships are located on mountainous terrains. They are hard to reach and are significantly 
less developed. Civil servants from other areas of the country tend to be unwilling to relocate to remote 
townships. As a result, locals, who are ethnic minorities, are recruited into civil service here more so than in 
other areas of the country. According to some respondents I interviewed, the recruitment process in the 
remote townships is less competitive than it is in other parts of the country. Therefore, it is conceivable that 
ethnic minorities make up a greater percent of street-level bureaucrats in the remote townships than in other 
townships. This conclusion is consistent with the survey data I collected. While 17 percent of the ethnic 
minority respondents from remote townships reported that they were civil servants at the time of the survey, 
only 9 percent from other townships made a similar report. 
39 About 30 percent of the sample did not report their household income. It is important to note that the 
reported incomes were fairly low, and less than 3 percent of the respondents reported a comfortable level of 
household income. Of the respondents who reported their income, 20 percent indicated a monthly household 
income of less than 50,000 kyat (35 USD), 20 percent 50,000 to 100,000 kyat (35 to 70 USD), 38 percent 
100,000 to 300,000 kyat (70 to 200 USD), and 13 percent 300,000 to 500,000 (200 to 335 USD). A larger 
sample of people in a higher income bracket may be necessary to estimate the effect of personal social status 
on perceived group status. 
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 supporting hypothesis 2.40 

To evaluate the reverse causality of the association between ethnic minorities’ 

perceived group status and attachment to the state presented in Table 5.1, I exploit the 

variation in survey versions. There were two versions of the survey, and the version was 

randomly selected for the respondents. In one version (A), respondents were asked about 

their perceived group status right before they were asked a series of questions about their 

attachment to the state. In the other version (B), the order was reversed—respondents were 

first asked the questions about their attachment to the state, then about their perceived 

group status. Respondents with the version (A) were primed to think about their perceived 

group status before answering attachment questions whereas respondents with the version 

(B) indicated their attachment to the state without the priming. It is important to note that 

the priming effect was both positive and negative. Some respondents’ perception of their 

group status was relatively higher and thus, they were primed to think about a “high” group 

status (positive priming). In contrast, other respondents’ perception of their group status 

was relatively lower and thus, they were primed to think about a “low” group status 

(negative priming). In essence, there were two “treatment” groups: priming of a low group 

status and a high group status.41 I utilized a linear regression framework to examine the 

effect of the priming treatments. 

	
40 When I replicated Models 2-5 in Table 5.2 and included the variable everyday encounters, the effect of 
everyday encounters remained consistently positive and statistically significant. 
41 Respondents were asked seven questions pertaining to how much power they think their groups have in 
various government institutions. A respondent is coded as having had “low group status” or negative priming 
if her average rating of all the questions she answered is 1 or lower; they constitute the bottom 31 percent of 
the reported perceived group status. A respondent is coded as having had “high group status” or positive 
priming if her average rating of all the questions she answered is 1.5 or higher; they constitute the top 10 
percent of the reported perceived group status. The ones with mixed reporting of perceived group status, the 
middle 59 percent, were excluded from the analysis. 
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Figure 5.4: The graph reports the effects of ethnic minorities perceived group status on 
their attachment to the state with a 90 percent confidence interval. 
 

Figure 5.4 presents the effects of ethnic minorities’ perceived group status on their 

attachment to the state, controlling for gender, religion, urban residency, and life 

satisfaction. As expected, results show that compared to the respondents who indicated 

their attachment to the state without any priming of perceived group status, those who were 

negatively primed expressed lower attachment to the state, on average. However, the 

analysis did not detect a difference between the attachment to the state of the baseline group 

and that of the respondents who were positively primed. These results provide some 

support that perceived group status affects ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state, not 

the other way around. At the same time, the statistical insignificance of positive priming 

raises questions about efficacy of perceived group status on attachment to the state. 
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In particular, these findings suggest that perceived group status as a mediating 

variable between everyday encounters with and attachment to the state primarily operates 

as a contributor of a negative signal. That is, a low perceived group status lowers ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state, but a high perceived status does not necessarily raise 

their attachment to the state. These findings would suggest that there may be other 

mediating variables linking the two phenomena through a positive signal. 

There are also a few plausible explanations for the null finding of positive priming. 

First, the null finding may be a result of the small sample size. There were just 45 

respondents who were coded as having had positive priming. In contrast, there were 80 

respondents who were coded as having had negative priming and 330 respondents in the 

baseline group. Second, it is possible that the null finding is a result of positive priming not 

being positive enough. The vast majority of those assigned to the survey version (A) gave 

relatively negative responses—that their ethnic group does not have as much power as they 

should. As such, the mean perceived status of those with a negative priming is 0.7; 

considering that 0 and 1 correspond to the responses “none” and “a little bit,” the negative 

priming was fairly negative. However, the mean perceived status of those with positive 

priming is 1.7; considering that 1 and 2 are correspond to the responses “a little bit” and 

“an adequate amount,” the positive priming was not very positive at all. 

 
5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter elucidates mechanisms linking ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with 

the state and their opinions the state. Drawing on qualitative interviews, I described how 

ordinary citizens experience and evaluate their everyday encounters with the state. In doing 
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so, I argued that clients are highly perceptive of their experiences and how they were treated 

by the state agents, which directly influences their evaluation of their experiences with the 

state. Using the survey data and by exploiting the random assignment of different survey 

versions, I presented robust evidence that perceived group status serves as a mediating 

variable linking ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state and attachment to 

the state. These findings lend considerable confidence that everyday encounters with the 

state affect ethnic minorities’ perception of their group status. Although, perceived group 

status affects ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state, the effect is much smaller than 

expected. This finding suggests that much of the effects of everyday encounters with the 

state directly impact attachment to the state or that there may be other mediating variables 

linking the two phenomena. The available data cannot speak to these lingering mechanism-

related questions. 
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Chapter 6 
Ethnic Politics in Everyday Encounters with the State 

 

When are ethnic minorities’ experiences with the state more positive? Policymakers 

typically advocate for professionalism, meritocracy, efficiency, and accountability as 

answers to improving public services. These recommendations are especially pertinent for 

developing countries where public service delivery tend to be characterized by secrecy, 

corruption and non-responsiveness (Hook, Than, and Ninh 2015). These strategies for 

improving public service delivery are echoed in the academic research as well (see 

Banerjee et al. 2012). While not discounting these qualities, I argue that ethnicity also plays 

a central role in ethnic minorities’ everyday encounters with the state and their perception 

of these experiences (hypothesis 3). The aim of this chapter is to evaluate this expectation 

based on qualitative and quantitative evidence from Myanmar. 

The chapter begins by presenting the quantitative evidence which is based on a 

survey experiment implemented in Myanmar in 2019. In the experiment, participants were 

randomly selected to receive a treatment which primed them to think about their encounters 

with coethnic state agents. Their responses were then compared to responses from other 

participants who were asked about “generic,” or Bamar state agents. Results from this 

experiment show strong evidence of clients’ ethnic favoritism. I then supplemented this 

experimental evidence with qualitative evidence based on interviews introduced in the 

previous chapter. These interviews indicate strong evidence of state agents’ ethnic 

favoritism. Together, the quantitative and qualitative works I present demonstrate support 

for hypothesis 3 and its related expectations. 
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6.1 Who are the Street-level Bureaucrats? 

To discuss the role of ethnicity in Myanmar’s street-level bureaucracy, it is important to 

first understand who (or which ethnic group) staffs the bureaucracy. Despite an increased 

interest in the public sector and research on the public administration in Myanmar, we 

know very little about ethnic or religious demography of the civil servants—such 

information is not accessible. Much of this research is conducted by the United Nations 

agencies, like the UNDP, and international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), 

including the Asia Foundation. The research reports from these organizations, secondary 

literature on Myanmar, and the interviews I conducted reveal that Myanmar’s ethnic 

minorities believe that the country’s civil service is disproportionately staffed by Bamar 

Buddhists (Hook, Than, and Ninh 2015, 26). One of the Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 

participants remarked, “Those who are governing our land [Kachin State], they are not one 

of us.”1 

An important implication of the aforementioned perception is that ethnic minorities 

tend to assume that the state agents they encounter are Bamar unless they have information 

indicating otherwise (this is an important assumption I make in the survey experiment 

discussed in the next section). Agents can determine ethnic identities of clients based on 

their paperwork, but clients do not always know agents’ ethnicity.2 Ethnic minorities 

	
1 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 5, 2018. 
2 As mentioned in Chapter 2, in Myanmar, ethnicity is hardly distinguishable visually. Clients might be able 
to deduce agents’ ethnicity based on their name or speech. However, it is very common for ethnic minorities 
to adopt a Bamar name as their official name, many ethnic minority names are Burmanized when written in 
the Burmese language, and the state agents often do not introduce themselves (mention their name) to the 
clients—the clients usually referred to them as saya/sayama which literally mean “teacher” but the term is 
colloquially used to denote respect when talking to a superior. The abovementioned practices tend to mask 
the agents’ ethnicity from the clients. 
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determine whether there is a coethnic in a specific government office in one of the 

following ways. The most common way is that ethnic minority clients come to a local 

government office already knowing that a specific agent is a coethnic (and that they should 

ask for that agent). Such information might be obtained from the clients’ ethnic networks 

or from a ward/village tract General Administration office. In some cases, ethnic minority 

agents who are active in their local churches or local cultural associations might be widely 

recognized by their coethnics. Otherwise, clients become aware of agents’ ethnicity only 

if the agents reveal themselves as such or if they overhear the agents speaking in an ethnic 

minority language. It is possible that only the ethnic minority state agents who want to help 

their coethnic reveal their identity and offer help. In any case, if ethnic minority clients fail 

to determine coethnicity, they most likely assume that they are interacting with an ethnic 

majority agent. 

This assumption about state agent’s ethnicity affects how ethnic minorities perceive 

their (the agents’) actions as well as verbal and nonverbal cues they communicate. In this 

section, I explain that this widespread perception about who staffs the bureaucracy in 

Myanmar is a product of the supply- and demand-side problems of civil service 

recruitment. 

Employment of ethnic minorities, particularly the “hill tribes” like Chin and 

Kachin, in the public sector in Myanmar dramatically increased in the 1970s.3 This increase 

most likely resulted from a widespread access to public education in the ethnic minority 

areas and the active recruitment of the ethnic minorities into the Burma Socialist 

	
3 Interview with BLZ, Yangon, August 11, 2017; interview with Chin pastor 1, Mandalay, May 30, 2019; 
interview with Chin pastor 2, Mandalay, May 31, 2019. 
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Programme Party (BSPP); Myanmar was a single-party state at the time. Many young 

ethnic minorities dreamed of joining the civil service, which provided some level of 

economic stability. Government employment also signified that they were now part of the 

educated class. This trend reversed in the late 1980s and the early 1990s when the BSPP-

led regime declined and eventually collapsed in 1988. Local experts remember this period 

as a time when discrimination against ethnic minorities and in particular, Christians, 

increased in the bureaucracy and in the military.4 Many ethnic minorities found it to be 

increasingly difficult to join the civil service or to get promotions.5 

This period of decreased opportunity in the public sector coincided with the 

establishment of local (domestic) NGOs, increased presence of the INGOs, and greater 

emigration opportunities. Some of the earliest NGOs established in Myanmar, like the 

Metta Foundation and the Nyein (Shalom) Foundation, were founded by ethnic minorities, 

and many educated ethnic minorities found employment in these organizations.6 There are 

now NGOs operating in the Bamar-dominated areas, but the largest NGOs in Myanmar 

predominately operate in the ethnic minority areas and are primarily staffed by ethnic 

minorities. As a result, there is a perception that the Bamar population dominates the public 

sector while ethnic minorities dominate the NGO sector.7 Furthermore, the employment 

	
4 Bamar Buddhist military servicemen who were married to Christians were also passed over for promotions 
(Interview with BLZ, Yangon, July 11, 2017). 
5 In one of the interviews detailed in a publication by the Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies (CPCS), a 
Chin lawyer and politician stated, “If a person is an educated man worthy of a high position, and is a member 
of an ethnic group, he doesn’t get the post. For example, the job of the Director General [which is the highest 
ranking official in a government agency office] we will never get. The job of general in the army we will 
never get. Because we are minorities…Those high positions are not open for us” (CPC 2010, 82). 
6 In another interview detailed in a publication by the CPCS, an older Chin man from southern Chin State 
noted, “As NGOs and INGOs have formed, our youngsters can get jobs easily because Chin are Christians 
and they have learned English. This is one way in which Christianity has supported us” (CPC 2010, 62). 
7 In another interview detailed in a publication by the CPCS, a Bamar NGO staff stated, “In the NGO arena 
[Bamar] is the minority and ethnic [minority] groups the majority. This is because most NGO leaders are 
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opportunities in the NGOs offer better pay compared to the civil service. Generally 

speaking, an entry level salary starts around 150,000 kyat (approximately 100 USD) in the 

civil service and around 500,000 kyat (approximately 335 USD) in the NGOs. The 

dwindling opportunities in the civil service, compounded by increased opportunities in the 

NGO sector, significantly decreased ethnic minorities’ employment interests in Myanmar’s 

public sector. 

Limitations in the supply and demand of ethnic minority recruitment to the civil 

service continue to be an issue today. The vacancies in the civil service are publicly 

announced on display boards at local government offices, but in reality, connections to 

high-ranking government officials or having family members in the civil service 

significantly improve one’s chance of securing a government employment.8 Moreover, 

Kachin youths continue to show very little interest in seeking government employment, 

citing low pay and inadequate benefits. In a focus group discussion with Kachin youth in 

Yangon, only one of ten participants stated that he would consider joining the civil service, 

and focus group discussions I conducted in Myitkyina indicated a similar attitude regarding 

the civil service. In contrast, Chin youths expressed a stronger interest; several Chin youths 

I interviewed stated that they attempted but failed to obtain government employment in 

recent years.9 

	

from ethnic [minority] groups and are concerned for their group. They don’t want to involve [Bamar] people” 
(CPC 2010, 85). 
8 Various focus group discussion and interviews with civil servants. 
9 This increased interest in government employment seems to be a recent trend. When I conducted these 
interviews, one of the country’s Vice Presidents was a Chin politician. The country’s transition toward 
democracy and having a coethnic in a visible and powerful position in the government may have affected the 
Chin youths’ interest in government employment. 
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In sum, these historical and contemporary trends of limited supply and demand of 

ethnic minorities in the civil service contribute to ethnic minorities’ perception that the 

Bamar population primarily staffs the street-level bureaucracy in Myanmar. 

 
6.2 Experimental Evidence 

I leverage a survey experiment conducted in three townships in Myanmar: Kalay Myo, 

Myitkyina, and Hpa-an. These are townships with large Chin, Kachin, and Karen 

populations, respectively. These townships also share many similarities. First, One-Stop-

Shop (OSS) offices—which are consolidations of the most sought-after basic government 

services under one roof for increased transparency and efficiency—have already been 

instituted in all three townships.10 The presence of an OSS office in the township means 

that the convenience with which clients can access the street-level bureaucracy is 

comparable across these townships. Second, roughly 50 percent of the selected townships 

is Chin, Kachin, or Karen ethnic minority populations. Such demographic landscape means 

that Chin, Kachin, and Karen residents of these townships are likely to have encountered 

both coethnic and non-coethnic civil servants in their township’s street-level 

bureaucracy.11 This experience, encountering both coethnic and non-coethnic state agents, 

is important for the experiment I conducted. 

	
10 An OSS office in Myanmar typically features the township level offices of the General Administration 
Department, the Immigration and National Registration Department (Ministry of Labour, Immigration and 
Population), the Farmland Management and Records Department, the Public Health Department, the Internal 
Revenue Department, the Development Affairs Committee (municipal affairs), and the Electrical Power 
Distribution Corporation. These government agencies continued to retain their township offices, separate 
from the consolidated OSS office, and some services are available only at the agency’s township office. 
11 In contrast, in townships with very small Chin, Kachin or Karen population, local residents are unlikely to 
encounter any coethnic state agents. And in the townships in which Chin, Kachin or Karen are the dominant 
local population, most of their everyday encounters with the state are likely to be with coethnic state agents 
rather than with other state agents. The experiment would not have been appropriate in such contexts. 
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Table 6.1: Survey Questions for Dependent Variables 

Control Treatment 

1. How satisfied are you with your 
interactions with civil servants in local 
government offices? 

1. How satisfied are you with your 
interactions with [ethnicity] civil servants 
in local government offices? 

2. Do civil servants you encountered at 
local government offices seem to want to 
help you?  

2. Do [ethnicity] civil servants you 
encountered at local government offices 
seem to want to help you? 

3. Do civil servants you encountered at 
local government offices treat you with 
respect?  

3. Do [ethnicity] civil servants you 
encountered at local government offices 
treat you with respect? 

Note: The space [ethnicity] was replaced with the respondent’s ethnicity indicated at the beginning of the 
survey. Possible responses for questions 1 are “very dissatisfied” (coded as 0), “dissatisfied” (coded as 1), 
“satisfied” (coded as 2), and “very satisfied” (coded as 3). Possible responses for question 2 and 3 are “no, 
never” (coded as 0), “yes, a few times” (coded as 1), “yes, most of the time” (coded as 2), and “yes, 
always” (coded as 3). 

 

As part of the survey experiment, respondents were randomly assigned to the 

control and treatment groups. Those in the control group were asked to rate their 

interactions with “civil servants” while those in the treatment group were asked to rate their 

interactions with coethnic civil servants. The dependent variables in the main analysis are 

based on the survey questions listed in Table 6.1.12 Statistically significant differences 

between the treatment and control groups in the expected direction are interpreted as 

evidence in support of hypothesis 3—which is that ethnic minorities’ encounters with 

coethnic agents are more positive compared to encounters with other agents. 

In essence, those in the treatment group were primed to think about their encounters 

with coethnic state agents whereas those in the control group thought about “generic” civil 

servants. It is important to note that while those in the control group were not explicitly 

	
12 See Appendix A for full survey questions. 
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asked to think about their encounters with Bamar state agents, it is highly likely that they 

did think about Bamar state agents. As the previous section explained, the past 

discrimination of ethnic minorities in the civil service and the current civil service 

recruitment pattern substantiate this expectation. 

Response bias is a concern when employing the survey method to assess people’s 

attitudes. Utilizing a survey experimental approach to gauge ethnic minorities’ perceptions 

of their experiences with coethnic versus “generic,” or Bamar, state agent can help mitigate 

response bias. If respondents were asked to make a direct comparison between the two 

types of state agents, they might be motivated to portray their coethnics in a more positive 

light. However, in an experimental approach, they are unaware that the comparison is being 

made, and thus, may be less motivated to falsify their service experience rating. 

Furthermore, the survey responses I analyzed were collected by interviewers who were 

coethnics of the respondents, and scholars have found that coethnicity between 

interviewers and respondents can mitigate social desirability bias—that is, respondents 

who are interviewed by coethnics are less likely to present their ethnic group more 

favorably (Adida et al. 2016). Indeed, Figure 6.1 indicates that ethnic minorities who were 

primed to think about their coethnic state agents expressed both favorable and unfavorable 

views of their coethnics. 

Figure 6.1 presents the percentage of respondents (in the treatment group) who gave 

the two least favorable ratings of coethnic state agents. For some battery of service-related 

questions, responses about coethnic state agents were hardly negative. About 10 to 20 

percent of the respondents were “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” (as opposed to 

“satisfied” or “very satisfied”) with their encounters with coethnic bureaucrats in the local 
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Figure 6.1: Percentage of respondents in the treatment group who gave the two least 
favorable ratings of their encounters with coethnic state agents. The least favorable ratings 
are “dissatisfied” and “very dissatisfied” for satisfaction-related questions, “difficult” and 
“very difficult” for service accessibility-related questions, and “no, never” and “yes, a few 
times” for other questions. (Source: Original survey data) 
 
 
 
 
government offices, nurses, police officers, and teachers; about 20 to 35 percent thought 

accessing services was “difficult” or “very difficult” (as opposed to “easy” or “very easy”) 

when they encountered coethnic bureaucrats in the local government offices, the General 

Administration Department (GAD), the offices of the Ministry of Education, and the 

offices of the Ministry of Labour, Immigration, and Population; and 21 percent said 

coethnic state agents expected bribes from them “most of the time” or “always” (as 

opposed to “never” or “a few times”). For other set of service-related questions, responses 

about coethnic state agents were fairly negative. About 55 percent of the respondents 

reported that they “never” or “a few times” (as opposed to “most of the time” or “always”) 
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received a fair or respectful treatment from coethnic state agents; and nearly 65 percent 

said coethnic state agents are either “never” or “a few time” willing to help them. 

 
6.2.1 The Sample 

In each township, five urban localities (wards) and five rural localities (villages), in which 

Chin, Kachin or Karen were the dominant local population, were randomly selected. Then, 

in each locality, approximately twenty households were randomly selected for an 

interview.13 In total, my research team completed 593 interviews.14 

To evaluate the effectiveness of the randomization procedure, I conducted a series 

of t-tests which assessed the difference between the comparison groups (thinking about 

encounters with “generic” versus coethnic state agents) for 9 covariates. Table 6.2 indicates 

little evidence of an imbalance between the two groups. The only slight imbalance is with 

respect to urban residency and education level. The treatment group has slightly more 

people from the urban area. The treatment group also has slightly more people with formal 

education. To account for these imbalances, I conducted regression analyses that included 

control variables for urban residency and education level. 

Additionally, I also examined the response rate for the survey questions on which 

the dependent variables were based across the comparison groups (see Table 6.1 for the 

survey questions). Item nonresponse may occur because (1) the respondent is unwilling to 

give an answer due to the fear of retribution, (2) they have not visited the local government  

	
13 The procedure for household and respondent selection in each locality was the same as detailed in the 
stages 3 and 4 in the sampling procedure for the survey described in Chapter 4. The procedure is detailed in 
A.1.1 in the Appendix. 
14 Of them, 31 were not Chin, Kachin or Karen; they were excluded from my analysis because they may not 
have encountered coethnic state agents. 
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Table 6.2: Balance Check 

 

 

offices, or in the case of the treatment group, (3) they have never encountered a coethnic 

state agent.15 If the item response rate were different between the two comparison groups, 

the reason for nonresponse might be correlated with the responses given, and thus, lead to 

	
15 There were 12 service-related survey questions. The response rate for most questions was between 85 and 
95 percent. The response rate for the question about encounters with the police was 55 percent, which is the 
lowest response rate. 
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biased responses. However, Table 6.2 (bottom 3 rows) confirms that there is little evidence 

of an item response rate imbalance between the two groups. 

 
6.2.2 Results 

I utilized the linear regression framework to analyze the experimental data described above. 

The dependent variable, everyday encounters with the state, was operationalized as 

satisfaction in Models 1 and 4, willingness to help in Models 2 and 5, and respectful 

treatment in Models 3 and 6 (statements 1, 2 and 3 in Table 6.1, respectively). In all the 

models, the standard errors were clustered at the locality level, and only Chin, Kachin and 

Karen respondents in the sample weree included in the analysis. 

Results (Models 1 to 3) presented in Table 6.3 indicate strong support for my 

hypothesis that encountering coethnic state agents lead to more positive experiences in 

street level bureaucracy for ethnic minorities. Respondents’ satisfaction rating of coethnic 

state agent is 7 percent more positive than that of “generic” state agents. In a similar vein, 

their ratings of their coethnic state agents’ willingness to help and respectfulness are 34 

percent and 20 percent more positive, respectively, compared to their ratings of “generic” 

state agents. These effects of the treatment remain consistent when I included the control 

variables for urban residency and education level (Models 4 to 6). These results 

demonstrate that ethnic minorities perceive their encounters with coethnic state agents to 

be more positive compared to their encounters with non-coethnic state agents.16 

 

	
16 These results are not driven by ethnic minorities whose group is in a relatively peaceful relationship with 
the central government or by the ethnic minorities whose group has a long legacy of armed conflict with the 
state. Table B.5 in Appendix B shows that results remain consistent across conflict status. 
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Table 6.3: Survey Experiment Results

 
 

Next, I examined the association between ethnic minorities’ ratings of how they 

were treated by the state agents—that is, the frequency at which the state agents were 

perceived to be respectful, fair, willing to help and expectant of bribes—and their ratings 

of satisfaction and perceived accessibility of the services by the control versus treatment 

groups. Generally speaking, more positive ratings of treatment are associated with higher 

satisfaction and accessibility ratings. Interestingly, respectful treatment from coethnic state 

agents is associated with higher satisfaction and accessibility ratings compared to similar 

treatments from non-coethnic state agents. Figure 6.2 shows that a unit increase in the 

frequency of respectful treatment from “generic” state agents is associated with a 0.09 

increase in satisfaction rating, whereas a unit increase in the frequency of respectful 

treatment from coethnic state agent is associated with a 0.17 increase in satisfaction rating. 

In other words, respectful treatment from non-coethic state agents does not lead to as much 

satisfaction as respectful treatment from coethnic state agents. 
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Figure 6.2: Statistical Association between Agents’ Behavior and Clients’ Satisfaction 
with and Perceived Accessibility of Services. The coefficients are results from a series of 
OLS regression in which satisfaction or accessibility is the dependent variable, and gender, 
urban residency and life satisfaction are included as control variables. The standard errors 
are clustered at the locality level in all models. 
 
 

In a similar vein, bribe expectations from coethnic state agents do not seem to 

dampen the satisfaction or accessibility ratings as much as bribe expectations from non-

coethnic state agents. Figure 6.2 shows that a unit increase in the frequency of bribe 

expectations from “generic” state agents is associated with a 0.18 decrease in satisfaction 

rating; but a unit increase in the frequency of bribe expectations from coethnic state agents 

is associated with a 0.13 decrease in satisfaction rating. Furthermore, bribe expectations 

from “generic” state agents decrease ethnic minorities’ perception of service accessibility; 

however, bribe expectations from coethnic state agents do not appear to affect ethnic 

minorities’ perception of service accessibility. 
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Results presented in Table 6.3 and Figure 6.2 show considerable evidence 

supporting hypothesis 3. Additionally, Figure 6.2 emphasizes ethnic favoritism specifically 

from ethnic minority clients. 

 
6.2.3 Limitations 

The results presented above are consistent with the expectation that coethnicity improves 

ethnic minorities’ experiences with the state. However, they also raise questions about 

exactly what the findings reveal. Did ethnic minorities rate their encounters with coethnic 

agents more positively because the coethnic agents gave them better services? Or did ethnic 

minorities rate their encounters with coethnic agents more positively even though coethnic 

agents gave them routine services—that is, same service as other state agents? The first 

question is about agents’ ethnic favoritism whereas the second is about clients’ ethnic 

favoritism. Answers to these questions indicate an important limitation as well as a strength 

of the experimental design I leveraged. Because the findings are based on opinion survey 

data, they primarily shed light on clients’ perceptions and their thinking process. More 

positive ratings of their encounters with coethnic state agents may be ethnic minorities’ 

responses to the agents’ preferential treatments, but we cannot know that for certain. 

Indeed, the experimental evidence I presented revealed very little about agents’ behavior, 

which I examine using qualitative evidence in the next section. 

There are two main concerns regarding the nature of clients’ ethnic favoritism 

indicated in the findings. Are the survey responses indicative of how ethnic perceptual lens 

operates when ethnic minority clients encounter coethnic state agents in street-level 

bureaucracy? Or are the responses simply artifacts of social desirability bias in the context 

of face-to-face survey interviews? The case of the former would bolster my argument about 
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clients’ ethnic favoritism whereas the case of the latter would undermine the validity of my 

findings. As I explained earlier, an experimental design to compare “generic” versus 

coethnic state agents (as opposed to a direct comparison) and the ethnic identity of the 

enumerators can mitigate social desirability bias (Adida et al. 2016). As such, it is most 

likely that the respondents’ ratings indicate their in-group preferences, regardless of the 

agents’ behavior. This conclusion about what the findings reveal supports a mechanism 

undergirding hypothesis 3. 

 
6.3 Qualitative Evidence 

6.3.1 Agents’ Ethnic Favoritism 

Agents’ and clients’ recollections indicated strong evidence of agents’ ethnic favoritism. 

The ethnic minority agents do try to go the extra mile for their coethnic clients. A civil 

servant from the Myitkyina municipal office revealed that she would sometimes offer to 

give a follow-up phone call to her coethnic clients about their case status.17 Another ethnic 

minority agent at the municipal office recalled how he helped reduce construction permit 

fees for a coethnic client from his locality by providing privileged information—he 

informed the client of the relevant municipal codes to file for exemptions from certain fee 

items.18 The first agent this client talked to did not inform him about the possible 

exemptions, but thanks to the coethnic agent, the construction permit ended up costing 40 

percent less than the original amount. 

	
17 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 17, 2018. 
18 Interview with a DAO official, Myitkyina, August 3, 2018. 
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In another instance, a Kachin young man recalled the time when he attempted to 

obtain an official high school transcript but was unable to do so because his father’s name 

stated on the transcript did not match the one stated on his government-issued ID.19 A 

coethnic agent offered him an easy-fix solution—to obtain a reference letter from the 

township police station stating that the two names refer to the same person. 

Coethnic state agents were also noted to be more lenient and more willing to help. 

An FGD participant recalled a time when he tried to renew his expired passport. The state 

agent he encountered (whom he assumed to be Bamar) would not process his paperwork 

because he was supposed to submit the extension request before the passport expired. 

Another agent, a Kachin who was not acquainted with the client prior to this encounter, 

offered to help him and accepted his application.20 

In one of the most memorable interviews, NJR, a former “peoples’ judge” from 

Myanmar’s socialist era (1962-1988), recounted how she helped many coethnics escape 

indefinite imprisonment.21 She was elected as one of 91 members in the party council of 

her township, and was subsequently designated to serve as a judge in the mid-1970s. 

During her time as a judge, NJR requested that the “17 (1) cases” be sent to her, and she 

handled more cases of this nature compared to her colleagues. Section 17 (1) of the 

Unlawful Association Act of 1908 prohibits membership in or association with any 

organization that is declared illegal; and being charged under this act can result in two to 

	
19 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 12, 2018. High school transcript is essentially an official 
certification stating that the individual passed the matriculation exam. It is required for college application 
and certain job applications. If students do not retrieve it from their high school on the dates the document is 
distributed, they would have to go to the township office of the education ministry to obtain an official copy. 
20 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 5, 2018 
21 Interview with NJR, Myitkyina, August 3, 2017. 
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three years in jail (Methison 2009). This act was commonly used in Myanmar to detain 

those linked to insurgent organizations. The vast majority of people charged with section 

17 (1) in NJR’s township were Kachin youth. At the time of her appointment, the cases 

related to section 17(1) were backlogged because the military officers who filed the charges 

did not show up to the appointed court date and trials could not proceed without the 

plaintiff. As a result, the detainees were kept in jail for a long period of time, even past two 

years, without a trial. To process the backlogged cases, she sent notices to the plaintiffs 

(the military officers) three times, stating that the accused will be trialed and sentenced 

without their presence if they do not show up to the court date. Her initiative paved a way 

for many of her coethnic youths to leave jail. 

It is important to note that in instances when there are no coethnics, co-religionist 

state agents can be helpful as well. An ethnic Kachin Christian minister shared about a time 

when an ethnic Karen Christian state agent provided him with the privileged information 

he urgently needed.22 He once traveled to Yangon to retrieve a grand piano donated to his 

church by the Kachin community in Singapore. The agents he encountered at the customs 

told him that they could not release the piano to him unless he paid a fine in addition to the 

import tax because the piano was shipped without a proper paperwork. The fine, he 

discovered, was about 5,000 USD. For about 3 days the retrieval process was stuck because 

the church could not afford to pay the fine. Finally, he was helped by a Karen Christian 

agent who advised him to write an appeal letter to the highest-ranking official at the office 

and to explain in the letter that the piano was for his church. The next day, the customs 

officials released the piano to him after he paid just 4,000 kyat (4 USD). 

	
22 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 9, 2018. 
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While most recollections of client-agent encounter between coethnics indicate 

ethnic favoritism from the state agents, a few interviewees were adamant that they, ethnic 

minority state agents, are professional and treat all of their clients in a similar manner. 

Moreover, they also claimed that their Bamar colleagues treat all clients, including ethnic 

minorities, equally well.23 Nevertheless, the same state agent who dismissed ethnic 

favoritism shared about a time when she helped a former rebel obtain a government-issued 

ID. She initially did not know that he was a rebel soldier but noticed only that he did not 

have all the required documents. If she suspected something unusual with his 

documentation or with his past (such as having served as a rebel soldier), she had the 

discretion to question him further and ask him to bring more documents. Alternatively, she 

could also overlook the client’s patchy past and sign off that his documents were in order. 

When the client discreetly confessed that he was a former rebel, and that he would not be 

able to produce the necessary documents, she decided to do the latter, because she did not 

want his case to be put on an indefinite hold. The client’s confession in itself is an indication 

of his ethnic favoritism—he decided to trust his coethnic with his sensitive information. 

His coethnic, in turn, did not disappoint him. This interaction between a Kachin client and 

state agent suggests that even civil servants who carefully compartmentalize their 

professional from their ethnic or other social identities have moments in which their social 

proximity to the client automatically triggered a sense of bond and sympathy. 

 

	
23 Interview with an LIP civil servant, Kachin State, May 12, 2019. 
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6.3.2 Clients’ Ethnic Favoritism 

While agents’ ethnic favoritism is evidenced by concrete actions they took which often 

helped their coethnic clients better navigate the bureaucracy, clients’ ethnic favoritism is 

more subtle. It primarily consists of tone and demeanor they noticed and how they reacted 

to agents’ behavior. 

Most FGD participants claimed that they perceived a noticeable difference between 

their encounters with coethnic agents and other agents, who were presumed to be Bamar. 

They also stated that they are more trusting of one of their own and “feel warmth” when 

they encounter coethnic agents in street-level bureaucracy. When ethnic Kachin 

participants were asked about their experiences with Kachin civil servants, a typical 

response was, “they are not perfect, but they are better than the Bamar.”24 Coethnic civil 

servants are said to be more attentive and generally more helpful. While they may still ask 

for bribes, the amount is lower than what is typically asked for. The FGD participants 

attributed such experiences to the phenomenon they called sai ga shaga ai, which means 

“the blood spoke.” This phrase, meaning the “shared blood” induces individuals to be more 

sympathetic towards their coethnics, often came up in many Kachin participants’ narratives 

of their encounters with coethnic state agents. 

Many participants also claimed that they either experienced or witnessed 

condescension from “Bamar” agents in local government offices.25 A major complaint 

about Bamar civil servants was the way in which they gave procedural information. A 

respondent claimed that “Bamar civil servants don’t explain the procedure well.” In another 

	
24 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 2018. 
25 Note that “Bamar” agents may not always be Bamar. 
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interview, a Chin youth recalled a time when his father, who was in the timber business, 

was in trouble after operating in a restricted area.26 Subsequently, the local authorities took 

away his father’s truck which was used for transporting timber. His father admitted guilt 

but was very frustrated by his encounters with the local officials because he did not know 

the law and procedure. His father wanted to know how long the officials could hold his 

truck and the process of retrieving the truck. The Chin youth reflected, “had we 

encountered a Chin official, he probably would have explained the law and expectations 

we can have. Because you know, awareness is really important.” The respondent believed 

that a coethnic official would have helped his father better navigate the system. Such 

expectations of their coethnic state agents indicate ethnic minorities’ in-group preferences. 

Clients’ ethnic favoritism is also evident in how ethnic minority clients processed 

negative encounters with their coethnic state agents. At least one participant in 7 of 21 

FGDs I conducted claimed either that coethnic state agents were the same as others, or that 

they were worse than other state agents. They have heard of or experienced encounters in 

which a coethnic state agent was particularly bossy or harsh and was showing off their 

authority. However, a number of these participants then tried to give their coethnic clients 

the benefit of the doubt. A FGD participant (a Kachin villager) said the following about a 

Kachin judged who was assigned to a coethnic’s case: “We did end up paying him a large 

sum of money but that was because he also had to pay people above him regarding this 

case.”27 Some respondents defended their coethnic state agents this way: “You know, they 

[coethnic state agents] work under Bamar. So, they face many obstacles. They don’t have 

	
26 Interview with ZZ, Yangon, July 9, 2017. 
27 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 18, 2018. 
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as much leeway as Bamar state agents. They do try to make sure that their coethnics are 

not unnecessarily harmed by the system.”28 During the FGDs, not all the respondents who 

experienced a negative encounter expressed sympathy for their coethnic state agents, but 

the few who did so revealed how clients’ ethnic favoritism might operate even in 

unfavorable situations. 

 
6.3.3 Limitations 

A major limitation of the qualitative interviews I presented above is that the respondents 

(ordinary citizens and civil servants) predominantly come from one ethnic minority group. 

As such, there may be concerns about whether the insights inferred from the qualitative 

evidence extend to citizen-state encounters experienced by members of other ethnic 

minority groups. 

While the scope of respondents’ ethnicity is fairly narrow, this approach also 

provides an important advantage. As mentioned earlier, coethnicity between the 

interviewer and the respondents can mitigate social desirability bias in answers provided 

and the level of discomfort that the respondents may feel (Adida et al. 2016). Given that I 

conducted these interviews myself, my identity as a Kachin and how I was perceived by 

the respondents likely affected how they interacted with me. By focusing on the 

respondents who would have been most comfortable interacting with me as the interviewer, 

I was privy to “honest” recollections of their everyday encounters with the state.29 

	
28 Focus group discussion, Myitkyina, August 18, 2018. 
29 My point here is not that coethnicity is absolutely necessary to get the “right” or “real” opinion from the 
respondents. The comfort level maybe mitigated by an interlocutor whom the respondents trusted. The FGD 
I conducted with a group of Shan women was joined by a colleague who has worked with the participants in 
the past. This discussion lasted as long as other discussions I conducted with Kachin participants, and the 
experiences recounted by these Shan women were similar to those of the Kachin respondents. In contrast, the 
FGD I conducted with Gurkha, a minority group of South Asian descent, were relatively short; there was no 
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Furthermore, it is unlikely that the experiences recounted by the respondents I interviewed 

was exclusive to just the Kachin. There is no reason as to why the same coethnic dynamics 

cannot be expected in other ethnic minority communities across and beyond Myanmar. 

Thus, I would argue that focusing on one ethnic group for qualitative interview was more 

of a strength than limitation. 

 
6.4 Discussion 

In Chapter 2, I explained that the perception of having had more positive service 

experiences when encountering coethnic state agents can be generated by a combination of 

a two-way ethnic favoritism—that is, ethnic favoritism from either the client or the agent, 

or from both parties. The findings I presented confirmed that ethnic minority clients 

perceive more positive service experiences when encountering coethnic state agents. While 

it is difficult to disentangle clients’ and agents’ ethnic favoritism, experimental evidence 

shows stronger indication of clients’ ethnic favoritism, and qualitative evidence appears 

stronger indication of agents’ ethnic favoritism. Qualitative interviews also reveal that 

ethnic favoritism from state agents typically take the form of providing privileged 

information, and such information helps their coethnics better navigate the bureaucracy. 

This is significant—it suggests that ethnic minority state agents demystify the abstract state 

to ordinary ethnic minority citizens. 

	

interlocutor present at these discussions. The participants seemed uncomfortable and provided fairly terse 
responses. These interviewer-respondent dynamics were likely shaped by political salience of ethnic identity 
in Myanmar. There could be a tremendous difference in dynamics between Myanmar respondents and a non-
coethnic interviewer who is not associated with any ethnic group in Myanmar (a “foreigner”) versus a non-
coethnic interviewer who is associated with an ethnic group is Myanmar. As such, given my association with 
a specific ethnic group in Myanmar, focusing on coethnic respondents to better understand everyday 
encounters with the state in Myanmar was an optimal approach. 
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In Chapter 2, I also explained that there can be negative service experiences with 

coethnic state agents when neither clients nor agents engage in ethnic favoritism. While 

acknowledging that negative experiences do occur, an important assumption I made is that 

when ethnic minorities encounter coethnic state agents, positive experiences are more 

frequent than the negative ones. The interviews I conducted provide some evidence in 

support of this assumption. As mentioned already, at least one participant in 7 of 21 FGDs 

claimed that they did not notice a difference in how they were treated by coethnic versus 

other state agents, or that coethnic state agents were worse than other state agents. In other 

FGDs, negative experiences with coethnic state agents were not mentioned at all. There are 

two likely explanations for why only a few participants recounted negative experiences 

with coethnic state agents. One is that when encountering coethnic state agents, negative 

experiences were less frequent than positive experiences. Another possibility is that there 

were more negative experiences than the FGD participants alluded to, but they were 

overlooked or forgotten. Either scenario would be consistent with my argument that 

coethnicity between state agents and clients improves everyday encounters with the state. 

There are lingering issues that could not be addressed by the quantitative nor 

qualitative evidence I presented. First, it is unclear how encounters with an ethnic minority 

civil servant who is not a coethnic would compare to encounters with ethnic majority and 

coethnic civil servants. If in-group preferences are driven by social proximity, then given 

a common ethnic minority experience in Myanmar, non-coethnic minority civil servants 

should be preferred over Bamar civil servants but not preferred over coethnic civil servants. 

In the experimental design I leveraged, I argued that clients generally assumed civil 

servants to be Bamar, and this includes ethnic minority civil servants whose ethnic identity 
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is unknown to the clients. In the focus group discussions I conducted, the respondents 

primarily talked about Bamar and coethnic state agents, overlooking other ethnic minority 

state agents. If social proximity informs in-group preferences, then revealing the civil 

servants’ ethnic identity, particularly in the townships with a large ethnic minority 

population, may also improve ethnic minority clients’ perceptions of their service 

experiences. Future research should evaluate whether ethnic minorities’ encounters with 

ethnic minority civil servants is comparable to encounters with coethnic civil servants. 

Second, if encountering coethnic agents improves ethnic minorities’ experiences, 

then are ethnic minorities more likely to have positive experiences in places with more 

coethnic agents? This question is essentially about the extent to which descriptive 

representation in street-level bureaucracy might affect ethnic minorities’ everyday 

encounters with the state. In chapter 2, I explained that representation may not affect 

minority-state relations in a linear manner because representation is a multilayered 

phenomenon with context specific complications. To adequately examine the link between 

descriptive presentation and ethnic minorities’ experiences in the street-level bureaucracy, 

data on ethnic composition of the local government offices is necessary. Since such data 

are not available, I rely on the survey data I collected (described in Chapter 4) and whether 

or not the township is remote to create proxy variables. 

The first is, coethnic in office, which indicates the percentage of survey respondents 

who stated that there was at least one coethnic state agent in the government offices they 

tended to visit; this variable is calculated for every group-township.30 The second is, 

	
30 This variable is based on the following questions. Is there at least one low-level [ethnicity] civil servant in 
the government office(s) you tend to visit? Is there at least one high-level [ethnicity] civil servant in the 
government office(s) you tend to visit? The space [ethnicity] was replaced with the respondents’ ethnicity 
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coethnic civil servant, which indicates the percentage of a given ethnic group in a township 

who stated that they were civil servants.31 These two variables are moderately correlated (r 

= 0.31); they are also moderately correlated with township-level population share by ethnic 

group (r = 0.37 coethnic civil servant and r = 0.51 for coethnic in office). These figures 

suggest that ethnic minorities’ descriptive representation, proxied by coethnic in office and 

coethnic civil servant, increases as ethnic minority group’s township-level population share 

increases. Greater values of these variables are interpreted as a greater presence of coethnic 

state agents for a given ethnic group. The third variable I created as a proxy for descriptive 

representation in the street-level bureaucracy is remote. The logic here is that there are 

more ethnic minority civil servants in the remote townships, and a dummy variable remote 

would indicate that. 

Then, I evaluated the statistical association between these variables (as independent 

variables) and the respondents’ rating of their everyday encounter with the state (3-item 

service rating introduced in Chapter 4). Results from this analysis, presented in Table B.6 

in Appendix B, show that service rating is not associated with the variables I used as 

proxies for descriptive representation. The coefficients of the proxy variables are positive 

and negative, and none are statistically significant at the conventional level. These results 

do not provide evidence that ethnic minorities are more likely to have positive experiences 

in places with a greater presence of coethnic agents. This may be because the presence of 

	

indicated at the beginning of the survey. An example of the calculation is as follows. In Bhamo township, 13 
out of 14 Kachin respondents reported that there is at least one low-level or high-level civil servant in 
government offices they tended to visit. So, the value of coethnic in office is 93 percent for Bhamo township. 
31 This variable is based on the survey question: Are you currently a civil servant? An example of the 
calculation is as follows. In Machangbaw township, 7 out of 18 Kachin respondents responded that they were 
civil servants at the time. So, the value of coethnic civil servant is 39 percent for Machangbaw township. 
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ethnic minority state agents does not guarantee that ethnic minority clients will encounter 

their coethnic agent. The extent to which the ethnic minority clients and agents are 

embedded in ethnic social networks might help us explain if and how descriptive 

representation is linked to their experiences with the state. 

 
6.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I explained that the supply (interest) and demand (discrimination) issues 

relating to the recruitment of ethnic minorities to government employment underpin ethnic 

minorities’ assumption that street-level bureaucracy in Myanmar is predominantly staffed 

by Bamar civil servants. Using evidence from a survey experiment consisting of Chin, 

Kachin, and Karen respondents, I demonstrated clients’ ethnic favoritism. Examining 

interview evidence, I showed agents’ as well as clients’ ethnic favoritism. Together, 

quantitative and qualitative evidence I presented are evidence of two-way ethnic 

favoritism, and provide considerable support for hypothesis 3 which states: ethnic 

minorities who encounter coethnic agents of the state have more positive experiences 

compared to those who encounter other agents. 

Results presented in this chapter also point to two exciting lines of inquiry. One 

relates to ethnic minorities’ attitudes toward out-group members who are also ethnic 

minorities. Such a study is much needed in the scholarship on Myanmar politics, as 

minority-minority relations is largely understudied compared to majority-minority 

relations. It would draw insight from the emerging body of literature on identity politics in 

the United States which examines racial attitudes among people of color (see Gomez-

Aguinaga, Sanchez, and Barreto 2021; Pérez 2021). Another line of inquiry relates to the 
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role of descriptive representation in facilitating positive experiences with the state for 

ethnic minorities. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion 

 
 
7.1 Summary of Findings 

This dissertation is motivated by a puzzling observation about minority-state relations in 

the existing works and survey research. Minority-state relations is primarily perceived as a 

group-level phenomenon, yet there is notable variation at the individual-level in each ethnic 

minority communities. Some ethnic minorities hold a significantly higher level of 

attachment to the state compared to their coethnics. The goal of this dissertation has been 

to develop a theory of individual-level determinants of attachment to the state and to 

evaluate testable hypotheses stemming from the theory. 

This dissertation introduces a theory of relational state building which argues that 

ethnic minorities’ most tangible experiences with the state inform their opinions of the 

state. Such experiences involve face-to-face interactions with state agents in street-level 

bureaucracy. Regarding their service experiences, I find that ordinary citizens are highly 

perceptive of how they are treated in their routine encounters with state agents. They pick 

up on the demeanor, gestures, and other non-verbal cues as well as verbal cues from the 

state agents. The bulk of the empirical analysis in the dissertation relates to the implications 

of these service experiences and how these service experiences are processed and 

evaluated. 

First, everyday encounters with the state play an influential role in shaping 

minority-state relations. Using an original dataset on public opinions from Myanmar, I find 

that ethnic minorities with more positive experiences with the state have a higher level of 

attachment to the state, which is operationalized as three different measurements: pride in 



174 

	

	

citizenship, attachment index and the selection of I Love Myanmar pen. This finding 

constitutes an important first step in documenting that everyday experiences affect how 

ethnic minorities think about their country of citizenship. 

Interestingly, I do not find evidence that positive experiences with the state affect 

attachment to the state held by members of the politically dominant ethnic group. This 

result is consistent with my expectation, which is based on Hechter’s (2013) theory of 

“alien rule,” that whether ethnic minorities see the state as legitimate is contingent on 

credible signals from the government regarding its intentions towards their communities. 

Such an exchange relationship may not be as pertinent for members of the politically 

dominant ethnic group. As such, the inconclusive results for ethnic majorities bolster the 

internal validity of my finding that positive experiences with the state improve minority-

state relations. 

Furthermore, the positive relationship between the two aforementioned phenomena 

is robust even in a context with on-going armed conflict. The association between the 

phenomena is not driven by the ethnic minorities we would expect to have more favorable 

views of the state. Rather, the positive relationship between ethnic minorities’ experiences 

with the state and their attachment to the state is detected among potentially the most 

disaffected ethnic minorities. This finding indicates that everyday encounters with the state 

could play a mitigating role in countries affected by legacies of armed conflicts. It suggests 

that local government and service delivery reforms should be a major theme in peace-

building. 

I also find that religion (Buddhism) also affects ethnic minorities’ attachment to the 

state in Myanmar but attachment to one’s own ethnic group and urban residency do not. In 
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Myanmar, Buddhism indicates social proximity to the politically dominant ethnic group. 

Thus, the robust association between religion and ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state 

underscores the role of identity (one’s place in relations to the state and power holders) in 

citizens’ perception of state legitimacy. This is the very logic underlying the principle of 

nationalism. The ambiguous findings regarding ethnic attachment and urban residency 

challenge existing works. These works suggest that ethnic attachment and the overarching 

solidarity have an inverse relationship and that urban residency fosters an overarching 

solidarity, but I do not find evidence supporting these expectations. 

Second, regarding how service experiences are processed and evaluated, they are 

co-produced by interpersonal interactions between service seekers, or ordinary citizens, 

and service providers, or state agents. I find that ethnic favoritism drives the behavior of 

both parties involved in everyday encounters with the state. Drawing on qualitative 

interviews conducted in Myanmar, I find that ethnic minority state agents put in 

considerable effort to ensure that their coethnics have good service experiences. One of the 

most common forms of ethnic favoritism from the state agents is the privileged information 

which helps their coethnics better navigate the bureaucracy. I also find qualitative and 

experimental evidence indicating ethnic favoritism from ordinary citizens in the context of 

citizen-state encounters. 

These findings speak to a number of gaps in the existing literature. In the beginning 

of this dissertation, I pointed out that the literature has yet to address the role of the state in 

shaping minority-state relations, whether the dynamics of the minority-state and majority-

state relations are similar, and how minority-state relations can be reconciled in conflict-

affected societies. First, a major theme in this dissertation is that the material state plays an 
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active role in shaping ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state. The state’s role in mending 

or enhancing minority-state relations transpires through behavior of the street-level 

bureaucrats as well as through civil servant recruitment and training policies. Second, 

results presented in Chapter 4 suggest that the dynamics of majority-state relations and 

minority-state relations are different; they are not determined by the same factors. As such, 

future studies in this line of inquiry should examine whether results are driven by the 

politically dominant groups. It is possible that the dynamics of minority-state and majority-

state relations are similar in some countries but not in others. Finally, results presented in 

Chapter 4 also suggest that determinants of minority-state relations in societies affected by 

armed conflict may not be fundamentally different from those not affected by such 

conflicts. Focusing on how citizens experience the state should be the key to understanding 

and improving minority-state relations in societies with or without a conflict legacy. 

 
7.2 Policy Considerations 

These findings affirm the critical role of local governance and service delivery in peace-

building and national reconciliation. This research emphasizes the importance of 

prioritizing the agenda for service delivery reform, which is already supported by the 

leading INGOs operating in conflict-affected societies and beyond. Currently, such reforms 

in the developing world tend to focus on (1) bringing the government closer to the people, 

often through decentralization or improving accessibility, (2) enhancing professionalism 

and capacity of the street-level bureaucrats, (3) reducing corruption, and (4) e-government 

initiatives. The development of One-Stop-Shop offices across Myanmar in recent years and 

the anti-corruption campaign under the NLD-led government are part of this reform 

agenda. This research advances inclusion and diversity as an important issue area; this issue 
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has thus far received little attention in service delivery reform in the developing world. 

This dissertation also highlights the need to go beyond recruitment to address this issue. 

Indeed, the issue of inclusion and diversity is often associated with the push for a 

more representative bureaucracy because coethnics provide more positive, and more 

dignified, service experiences for ethnic minorities. Positive service experiences, 

regardless of the service providers’ ethnicity, can have a profound effect on ethnic 

minorities’ attachment to the state and other political behavior. As such, while the 

bureaucracy should be more representative of the community it serves, all street-level 

bureaucrats should also be trained in a way that equips them to make positive contribution 

to citizens experiences with the state. Increasing ethnic minority staff is not the only way 

to address the disparity in regard to ethnic minorities’ service experiences. Street-level 

bureaucrats should be given diversity and bias training related to interactions with clients 

who are out-group members. 

At the time of this research, neither minority recruitment nor diversity training was 

part of service delivery reform in Myanmar. 

 
7.3 Future of Everyday Encounters with the State 

The development of e-government is one of the biggest factors in whether face-to-face 

interactions between ordinary citizens and street-level bureaucrats continue to be prevalent 

in contemporary settings. The following example of what it entails to renew vehicle 

registration in the United States and Myanmar in recent years demonstrates how e-

government changes the nature of public service delivery. In the U.S., the renewal process 

is a matter of getting on an online portal and paying the fee whereas in Myanmar, the same 

process requires at least two visits to the township agency office of the Road Transportation 
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Administration Department (the first time to drop off the application and related fees, and 

the second time to pick up the approved renewal document). The same process entails face-

to-face interactions in one context but not in the other. Will face-to-face encounters with 

the state become less prevalent as e-government becomes more widespread? 

E-government can generally be defined as “utilizing the internet and the world-

wide-web for delivering government information and services to citizens” (Ronaghan 

2001, 1). Among the many aims of the push for the development of e-government are to 

make government and its services more accessible and to provide cost effective services. 

The development of e-government began in the early 2000s as access to the internet 

dramatically increased. Despite the significant advances in the development of e-

government, there are several reasons why street-level bureaucracy and face-to-face 

encounters associated with it will continue to be prevalent. 

First, the extent of e-government in a country is highly correlated with its level of 

economic development. According to the UN’s 2020 report (UNDESA 2020), 65 percent 

of its member countries have either a high or very high e-government development index 

(EGDI).1 Countries with high-income economies, like the U.S., Canada, all of western 

Europe and the developmental states in East Asia, have a very high EGDI while countries 

with middle income economies India, Mexico and South Africa have a high EGDI. Most 

countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia, including Myanmar, have a middle or 

low EGDI.2 Countries with limited or no e-government are unlikely to develop a more 

	
1 EGDI consists of “(i) the scope and quality of online services quantified as the Online Service Index; (ii) 
the status of the development of telecommunication infrastructure or the Telecommunication Infrastructure 
Index; and (iii) the inherent human capital or the Human Capital Index” (UNDESA 2020, 231). 
2 Between 2010 and 2020, Myanmar’s EGDI increased by 54 percent. In 2020, Myanmar’s EGDI ranks 146 
of 193 countries (UNDESA 2020), meaning that almost a quarter of the UN member countries have e-
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robust e-government without economic development. Thus, face-to-face interactions in 

street-level bureaucracy will continue to be the dominant mode of service provision in 

developing countries. 

Additionally, certain types of public encounters will continue to be conducted face-

to-face even in countries with a high EGDI. Notable examples of contexts in which face-

to-face encounters will continue include police work, the criminal justice system, and the 

welfare service provision. Furthermore, for people from lower socio-economic classes, the 

types of government services that are available online (like paying the vehicle registration 

renewal fee) will be accessible in-person only. In sum, interactions similar to everyday 

encounters described in this dissertation will continue to be the dominant way in which 

people experience the state in the developing countries and also the dominant way in which 

minority communities and the vulnerable population experience the state in wealthy 

countries in the foreseeable future. 

 
7.4 A Further Agenda 

Throughout the empirical chapters, I alluded to several additional tests to further evaluate 

my theoretical argument. My further agenda extends beyond these additional tests. 

The theory developed in this dissertation operates under the assumption that street-

level bureaucracy exists. Relaxing this assumption opens up several lines of inquiry. First, 

how did the Myanmar state penetrate into ethnic minority areas in the first place? These 

areas of Myanmar existed outside of the state’s reach until the emergence of the modern 

	

government that is less developed than that of Myanmar. As of 2020, all the services of the local government 
offices in Myanmar were provided face-to-face only. As mentioned already, information services via 
telephone were not yet available in Myanmar. It also was not possible to mail in document applications or 
fees. 
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state. Scott (2009) views the process of bringing these “nonstate spaces and people to heel” 

as “the last great enclosure movement in Southeast Asia” (p.4). Interviews I conducted as 

part of this dissertation research suggest that the local presence of the state dramatically 

increased during Myanmar’s socialist era (1962-1988). During this period, Myanmar was 

ruled by a single-party regime, and the state and party apparatuses were effectively fused. 

The party officials were the state agents, and interactions with local party officials 

constituted encounters with the state. Some of the earliest “state presence” in the peripheral 

areas of the country were the local party offices, which would suggest that the state 

authority was effectively absent well into the 1960s. Without the state’s encroachment, the 

traditional local authorities continued to reign. This situation is not unique to the 

peripheries of Myanmar. Herbst notes, “African states came to independence with almost 

no local state structures besides those that were intertwined with traditional authorities” 

(Herbst 2000, 175). This line of research can shed light on the state-consolidation and state-

making in the post-colonial state. 

Scholars have highlighted the role of warfare (Tilly 1990; Sørensen 2001), socio-

geographical conditions (Herbst 2000), ethnic homogeneity (Taylor and Botea 2008), and 

democratization (Carbone and Memoli 2015) in state-building. Specifically regarding 

state-building in Myanmar, scholars have pointed to internal warfare and “neighborhood 

effect.” Primarily examining the colonial and post-colonial Myanmar before the socialist 

era, Callahan (2003) argues that “…warfare builds the Tatmadaw [the armed forces of 

Myanmar] and that the Tatmadaw builds the state” (Guyot 2006, 223). Focusing on warfare 

in Myanmar’s borderland, Han (2020), argues that balance of power moderates the effect 

of neighboring countries in state consolidation. I will conduct archival research and 
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qualitative interviews to examine subnational variation in local state presence in Myanmar. 

This research can illuminate how an authoritarian regime utilized local party structure to 

enhance state-building in previously ungoverned areas. 

Second, acknowledging the slow and relatively recent establishment of the local 

state structures in much of Myanmar’s periphery underscores the need to grapple with how 

ethnic minorities’ attachment to the state would have developed in conditions where face-

to-face interactions with state agents were not prevalent. It is possible that representation 

and traditional authorities’ relationship to the state played a key role in the newly minted 

citizens’ opinions of the state. 

Third, another line of research that grows out of this dissertation will examine how 

ethnic minority residents of the rebel-controlled areas of Myanmar interact with the agents 

and institutions of the state. There is a growing body of literature on rebel governance (see 

Mampilly 2012; Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly 2015; Arjona 2016), but civilians’ in the 

rebel-controlled areas do not experience rebel governance only. From time to time, 

residents of the rebel-controlled areas encounter state agents and even seek out public 

services from the state. My research will study implications of these encounters on their 

opinions of the Myanmar state. This study is partly motivated by my conversations with 

former rebels and residents of the rebel-controlled areas who now live in the government-

controlled areas. This line of inquiry can illuminate implications of these encounters for 

the ethnic minorities who presumably have the most contested attachment to the state. 

Finally, another line of research is a comparative study of how members of the 

trans-national people groups develop attachment to the state. Emergence of the modern 

state led to the partition of the highlands of Southeast Asia, which are today incorporated 
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into Cambodia, China, India, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. The residents of 

these highlands became citizens of the mentioned states, and in the process, people groups 

were divided across the trans-national border. The people group known as Kachin in 

Myanmar are known as Jinghpo in China (one of China’s 55 ethnic minority groups) and 

Singpho in India (one of India’s Scheduled Tribes). Similarly, coethnics of Naga and Chin 

also reside in India, and coethnics of Shan in China and Thailand.3 For these people groups, 

the trans-national borders are porous to a large extent, with many crossing the border for 

temporary or long-term employment opportunities.4 The trans-national nature of life in the 

borderland may complicate the population’s identification with any one state. A close 

examination of this situation can give us a more complete picture of what incorporation of 

the hill tribes to the modern states look like. Additionally, expanding my research to the 

trans-national borderland beyond Myanmar can provide rigorous evaluation of the 

generalizability of the findings presented in this dissertation. 

In short, my broader research agenda is interested in the expansion of material and 

symbolic aspects of state-building. 

 

	
3 Coethnics of Chin are known as Mizo in India. Coethnics of Shan are known as Dai in China and Tai Yai 
in Thailand. 
4 Two months after my project concluded, one of my Chin enumerators, who was a university student at the 
time, departed for Aizawl in northeast India for a temporary employment. Aizawl is about 200 miles 
northwest of his home in Kalay Myo; he worked there for about 4 months and returned when the new semester 
began. 
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7.5 Post-Coup Considerations 

On February 1, 2021, Myanmar experienced another coup—the first was in 1962 and the 

second in the post-1990 election.5 Within three months of the recent coup, there has been 

significant changes to street-level bureaucracy in Myanmar. First, the oversight of the 

General Administration Department was returned to the Ministry of Home Affairs 

(MOHA), which was directly led by military generals.6 The transfer of GAD from MOHA 

to the oversight of a civilian-led government ministry was part of the public sector reform 

undertaken by the NLD government, and was notable in its effort to not only improve the 

agency’s performance and responsiveness but also to demilitarize a key state apparatus.7 

Returning the GAD to MOHA is a significant reversal of the progress made to improve 

citizen-state encounters in Myanmar. 

Second, ordinary citizens’ views of the street-level bureaucrats have changed for 

the worse. On the second day after the coup, a group of doctors from government-run 

hospitals launched the “Civil Disobedience Movement” (CDM).8 This on-going movement 

calls on civil servants across the public sector to not return to work, aiming to weaken the 

military regime by dismantling its governing apparatuses. Over the past months, a large 

segment of civil servants, including street-level bureaucrats, have joined the movement, 

	
5 Between 1958 and 1960, Myanmar was ruled by the military, but it is debatable whether there was a coup 
in 1958. Some scholars considered it to be a coup, but some do not because the military was “invited” by the 
elected government to serve as the caretaker government. 
6 May 6,2021, “Myanmar regime returns public administration oversight to Home Affairs Ministry,” The 
Irrawaddy https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-regime-returns-public-administration-
oversight-to-home-affairs-ministry.html (accessed 05/21/2021) 
7 Matthew B. Arnold, August 24, 2019, “Why GAD reform matters to Myanmar,” East Asia Forum 
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2019/08/24/why-gad-reform-matters-to-myanmar/ (accessed 05/21/2021) 
8 Tommy Walker, February 27, 2021,“How Myanmar’s civil disobedience movement is pushing back against 
the coup,” VOA https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/how-myanmars-civil-disobedience-movement-
pushing-back-against-coup (accessed 05/21/2021) 
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but many continued to perform their duties. The latter are seen as sympathizers of the 

military regime. Whereas the civil servants of pre-coup Myanmar were generally 

associated with naing-ngan-daw or the state, the civil servants of the post-coup Myanmar 

are specifically associated with the new military junta.9 

What do these changes mean for the future of street-level bureaucracy and 

attachment to the state in Myanmar? In the immediate future, everyday encounters with the 

state have been disrupted. Citizen-state encounters that are still occurring are unlikely to 

affect attachment to the state, because the street-level bureaucrats are perceived to be 

regime agents rather than state agents. At the same time, there is no telling what the distant 

future holds for the relevance of the street-level bureaucracy in Myanmar. The previous 

two regime changes also brought about significant changes to public administration, but 

each had different consequences for citizen-state encounters. In a way, the fusion between 

the BSPP and the state in the aftermath of the coup in 1962 made everyday encounters with 

the state more prevalent than ever before and opened up unprecedented opportunities for 

ethnic minorities to be involved in the day-to-day public administration of their localities 

(Taylor 2009). 

In contrast, following the coup in 1990, the military took control of public 

administration, and street-level bureaucracy became a more opaque institution (Taylor 

	
9 After the first month since the coup, the new junta utilized increasingly violent tactics against protesters and 
civil servants who joined the CDM. By the third month since the coup, some civilians also began to use 
violent tactics to defend themselves and to punish those they deem to be sympathizers of the coup-makers. 
A number of ward GAD offices have been burned down. Many GAD administrators have resigned. A handful 
of newly-appointed low-level GAD administrators and those who continued to perform their duties have been 
murdered by unknown attackers. There have also been bomb explosions in the homes of the GAD 
administrators. May 6, 2021, “Myanmar military-appointed administrators killed by anonymous attackers,” 
The Irrawaddy https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-military-appointed-administrators-
killed-by-anonymous-attackers.html (accessed 05/23/2021) 
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2009). This change coincided with a rise in middlemen who, for a fee, sought basic 

government services on behalf of their clients. Given this change, ordinary citizens were 

clients of the middlemen rather than of the state agents, and everyday encounters with the 

state were thought to be less frequent. Depending on how it evolves in the coming months, 

street-level bureaucracy in Myanmar could become more opaque and less relevant in the 

lives of the ordinary citizens. In such a case, another form of public encounter could emerge 

as citizens’ most tangible experiences with the state and mediate citizens’ identification 

with, affirmation of and loyalty to the state. 
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Appendix A 
Research Design and Data 

 
 
A.1 Survey 

A.1.1 Sampling Procedure 

Stage 1: Selection of Townships 

There are 330 townships in Myanmar. In order to obtain a representative sample of the 

selected ethnic groups, Chin and Kachin, and achieve some degree of efficiency, it is 

necessary to sample townships that have some reasonable number of the targeted groups. 

This was done by selecting townships based on the following criteria: (1) Chin or Kachin 

accounts for at least 33% of the township population or (2) at least 1.5% of the Chin or 

Kachin population resides in the township. The ethnicity data from the 2014 census, the 

first census in Myanmar in three decades, has not been released due to sensitivity. 

Therefore, the township selection was based on the Township Reports compiled by the 

General Administration Department (GAD) in 2017. The report contains information on 

ethnic make-up of the township. The total population of the targeted group was also 

estimated based on the GAD Township Reports. Based on the estimates, 1.5% of the 

targeted group was determined as 13,500 for Chin and 10,500 for Kachin. This produces a 

list of 43 townships which are listed in Table A.1 and Table A.2. 

The survey was not implemented in all the identified townships due to difficult 

travelling conditions and security concerns. Three townships in Kachin State could not be 

reached by car; travelling conditions were made worse by the monsoon rain. One township 

in southern Chin State (Paletwa) and three townships in Rakhine State with substantial 

Chin population also could not be reach due to on-going armed conflict in western 
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Myanmar. These townships are indicated in italics in Table A.1 and Table A.2. The 35 

townships in which the survey was implemented are shaded in the map of Myanmar in 

Figure 8.1. 

 

Table A.1: Selected Townships for Chin Sampling. 

State/Region Township Chin Pop. Chin Pop.(%) Bamar Pop.(%) 

Chin Falam 53170 99.39 0.59 

Chin Hakha 44771 97.98 1.89 

Chin Kanpetlet 23007 97.80 2.16 

Chin Matupi 56171 99.80 0.20 

Chin Mindat 45556 98.46 1.48 

Chin Paletwa 79843 80.99 0.14 

Chin Tedim 95766 99.13 0.76 

Chin Thantlang 51857 99.85 0.13 

Chin Tonzang 32650 99.17 0.81 

Sagaing R. Kalay 155669 46.01 53.38 

Sagaing R. Tamu 50713 45.20 49.19 

Rakhine Myinbya 27666 14.03 0.78 

Rakhine Myebon 18460 13.47 0.04 

Rakhine Ann 34069 26.40 3.80 

Bago R. Pandaung 11870 7.99 91.18 

Bago R. Paukkaung 12023 8.27 90.36 

Magway R. Gangaw 12055 9.15 90.83 

Magway R. Aunglan 16203 6.77 91.86 

Magway R. Ngaphe 14858 28.68 71.10 

Magway R. Sidoktaya 23133 51.82 48.13 
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Table A.2: Selected Townships for Kachin Sampling. 

State/Region Township Kachin Pop. Kachin (%) Bamar (%) 

Kachin Bhamo 17842 16.19 51.56 

Kachin Chipwi 20545 98.38 1.33 

Kachin Hpakant 48921 39.13 22.10 

Kachin Injangyang 4883 59.56 23.22 

Kachin Kaung Langhpu 13152 99.57 0.36 

Kachin Machangbaw 8778 94.95 0.35 

Kachin Mansi 38126 45.25 17.20 

Kachin Mogaung 32570 23.13 48.24 

Kachin Monyin 13710 6.68 53.56 

Kachin Momauk 35486 41.96 3.84 

Kachin Myitkyina 117915 49.46 29.55 

Kachin Nawngmung 5755 99.40 0.04 

Kachin Putao 55460 91.14 2.08 

Kachin Tanai 15959 49.83 21.77 

Kachin Sumprabum 10345 99.20 0.58 

Kachin Sawlaw 7399 99.61 0.31 

Kachin Waingmaw 71205 62.28 6.38 

Shan Kutkai 45265 24.05 2.34 

Shan Muse 24261 15.83 13.34 

Shan Mongmit 10809 16.81 40.64 

Shan Lashio 17440 6.05 16.44 

Mandalay R. Pyin Oo Lwin 11904 6.64 75.96 

Mandalay R. Moegoke 32330 18.84 43.03 
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Figure A.1: Townships where the survey was implemented 

 
Selecting townships based on the abovementioned criteria, rather than based on 

titular states, has several advantages. First, it maximizes the number of townships, which 

is the pivotal administrative unit for variation in coethnic representation and citizen-state 

encounters. If only the townships in the Chin and Kachin States were selected for survey 

implementation, then there would be 26 total townships in the sample, significantly 

reducing the statistical power of my analysis. 
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Second, by including townships outside of the titular states, the sample is not only 

more representative of the selected ethnic groups but also the findings are more 

generalizable. Table A.1 and Table A.2 suggest that a significant segment of ethnic 

minorities in Myanmar actually live outside of their titular states. For example, at least 45 

percent of Chin population lives outside of Chin State. Ignoring such a large proportion of 

the targeted ethnic group would lead to a biased sample. Furthermore, Table A.1 and Table 

A.2 show that only the ethnic minorities who reside in their titular states live in townships 

where they are the majority. In other words, majority-minority townships primarily exist 

in the titular states, and majority-minority experience is not a common ethnic minority 

experience in Myanmar. Thus, including townships outside of the titular states allows for 

a more representative sample of the targeted ethnic group. Moreover, living in a majority-

minority administrative unit is also unlikely to be a common experience for ethnic 

minorities in general. Therefore, inclusion of those townships also increases 

generalizability of the findings from this dissertation research. 

Stage 2: Selection of Localities: Wards and Village Tracts 

In each of the selected townships, three localities were randomly selected, weighted by 

population. There are two types of localities in Myanmar: wards (urban) and village tracts 

(rural). Localities with fewer than 50 conventional household as enumerated by the GAD 

township report were excluded from random selection.1 The strategy for selecting localities 

was based on whether the township was ethnically homogeneous with respect to the 

targeted ethnic group. I do not list the names of the selected localities to protect identities  

 

	
1 Localities in the sub-township were also excluded. 
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Table A.3: Urban Population Threshold for the Ward and VT Selection. 

Urban Pop. Wards Village Tracts 
0-10% 0 3 
11-44% 1 2 
45-79% 2 1 
80-100% 3 0 

 

of the locality-level GAD administrators whose permission was obtained before 

implementing the survey. 

Homogeneous Townships 

A township was considered homogeneous if the Chin or Kachin population accounted for 

more than 90 percent of the township population. Sampling localities in these townships 

was fairly straightforward. The selection was based on the level of urbanization, which is 

the proportion of township population that resided in the wards as reported in the 2014 

Census report. The urbanization threshold and corresponding number of wards and/or 

village tracts that were sampled in the township are specified in Table A.3. Safety and 

feasibility were important factors in locality selection. In townships without armed conflict 

or presence of armed ethnic organizations, such as Putao, the sampling was strictly based 

on the threshold specified in the table. However, in more troublesome townships like 

Sumprabum, 3 wards were sampled even though only 1 ward and 2 village tracts should 

have been sampled. 

 Heterogeneous Townships 

A township was considered heterogeneous if the Chin and Kachin population accounted 

for less than 90 percent of the township population. In such townships, Chin, Kachin and 

Bamar were sampled. To do so, only the relatively homogeneous localities were selected—

i.e., wards and village tracts that were either disproportionately Chin, Kachin or Bamar—
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so that there is a high chance that the randomly selected respondents were Chin, Kachin or 

Bamar. To identify such localities, I primarily relied on local residents, including pastors, 

community organizers and youth leaders, to obtain ethnic demographic data at the locality 

level; ethnic demographic data at the locality level does not exist (or rather, is not publicly 

available).2 The localities that were predominantly other ethnic minority groups or of mixed 

population were excluded from sampling. Finally, a predominantly Bamar locality and two 

localities in which Chin or Kachin is the dominant population were randomly selected, 

weighted by population size of the locality. 

 Stage 3: Household Selection 

Within each of the selected locality, approximately 8 households were randomly selected. 

Although the goal was to complete the same number of interviews in each locality, it was 

not possible because some localities had far fewer housing units than was expected. When 

the research team was unable to complete eight interviews in a locality, we completed more 

than eight interviews in the next locality. 

To select households within a locality, a random landmark was selected and then a 

random direction (left or right with respect to the landmark). Households were selected by 

proceeding a certain number of units (the sampling interval). If the enumerators were 

	
2 I also used administrative record of Kachin Baptist Convention to obtain the locality-level ethnic 
demographic information. The KBC record included church roster as well as information on church 
membership (number of households and church members for each of the member churches), and most of the 
KBC churches are local churches, meaning that church members are nearly exclusively from the locality in 
which the church was located. Using this information, I was able to estimate the minimum number of Kachin 
households in a given locality, once I determined the locality of the church. With this information and the 
locality-level population stated in the township report, I calculated the Kachin baptist population in a given 
locality. Then I made a weighted randomly selection of a Kachin locality from the list of locality in which 
the Baptist Kachin population accounted for more than 50 percent. To sample in Chin townships outside of 
the Chin State, I relied on a list of Chin localities (wards and villages with predominantly Chin population) 
from a Chin politician. 
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unable to obtain compliance from the selected household, then unit left or right the initially 

selected household was attempted. Each step of the household selection process is detailed 

below. 

 Step 1: Landmark selection 

Within each locality, the starting point was determined by randomly choosing a landmark 

category: (1) school, (2) ward or village tract welcome sign, (3) Buddhist place of worship, 

(4) non-Buddhist worship place, (5) market, and (6) government clinic. These landmark 

categories were adapted from the research design of the 2015 Asian Barometer Survey 

implemented in Myanmar. I obtained information on the presence of these landmarks from 

local residents. In places where we could not locate the welcome sign (landmark #2), the 

locality GAD office was used as the alternative landmark. In places without government 

clinic (landmark #6), government hospitals were used as the alternative landmark. If the 

selected landmark did not exist in the locality, then another landmark was randomly 

selected. If there were two or more landmark units in that landmark category, then a 

landmark unit was randomly selected. For example, if there are two or more elementary 

schools in the selected locality, then one of the elementary schools was randomly selected. 

 Step 2: Direction selection 

Once a landmark has been selected, a direction (left, right or front of the landmark) was 

randomly chosen. If front was randomly selected, then another randomly selection of 

direction was made in order specify which direction (left or right) from the unit in front of 

the starting point the enumerator should continue. In some instances, the starting point was 

a dead-end street, and thus, not all three directions were available for selection. Once the 

starting point and the direction were selected, the research team continued on the selected 
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side of the road until we come to an end; in other words, the team did not sample units on 

the opposite side of the same road. Once the end of the initially selected street was reached, 

the team proceeded to the intersection on the initially selected street and also closest to the 

end point. There, the team selected a direction on the street not yet sampled. If another end 

of the road was reached, the team repeated the same process until reaching the quota for 

the locality (or run out of housing units). 

 Step 3: Sampling interval 

Finally, within each locality, the sampling interval, the space between each selected 

household, was determined by drawing a random number between 3 and 6. The interval 

was capped at 6 for safety reason. In rural Myanmar, housing units can be far apart, which 

made it difficult to monitor the enumerators from the street. 

If a refusal was encountered, the selected household member was not home, or no 

one was home, then the unit to the immediate right of the originally selected household 

was attempted. If compliance was not reached at this unit, then the unit to the immediate 

left of the originally selected unit was attempted. If compliance was not reached at this 

unit, the household in front of the originally selected unit was attempted. If compliance 

was still not reached by this point, the substitution procedure terminated. Then another unit 

was attempted by the usual interval, counting from the originally selected unit. 

The second attempt to the same unit was made only if the enumerator encountered 

a household member and was informed that the selected household member would be home 

in one to two hours. The second attempts were made on the same day as the initial attempt. 

Fenced plot of land with (at least) a constructed dwelling place was counted as a unit. There 

were a number of fenced plots of land with more than one constructed dwelling place. 



212 

	

	

These dwelling places were not counted as separate units, because in most cases, the same 

extended family lived in the all the dwelling places. Compounds belonging to religion and 

other private institutions were skipped. 

 Stage 4: Respondent selection 

Only respondents between age 20 and 65 were included in the survey. I was concerned that 

younger adults would be less likely to visit local government offices. So, the minimum 

eligibility age for this study was age 20, the average age of college graduates in Myanmar. 

The procedure for respondent selection was as follows. First, at the selected unit, the 

enumerator checked the questionnaire serial number. If the last digit of the questionnaire 

number was an odd number, the enumerator recorded the names of all adult men. If the last 

digit was an even number, the enumerator recorded the names of all adult women. The aim 

of this approach was to obtain a gender-balanced sample. Note that the household members 

who were away indefinitely (e.g., working in China) were excluded from the list. 

Next, the enumerator recorded the birthday of each of the recorded names. The 

person with the next birthday from the day of survey was selected. If no one in the 

household was able to list the exact birthday of the recorded names, then the enumerator 

listed the birth months. The person born in the month when the survey was conducted was 

selected. If no one was born in that month, then the person born in the next month was 

selected and so on. If two or more people were born in the said month, then a random 

selection from those people using a (digital) dice. 
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8.1.2 Survey Questions 

General questions 

1. My first question is, what year were you born? 

2. What is your marital status: single (never married), married, widowed, divorced, 

or separated? 

3. Do you have children? Please include all minor dependents. 

4. How many children do you have? 

5. What is the highest level of school or degree you completed? 

6. Now I am going to ask you to identify your ethnicity. First, I am going read to 

you the list of officially recognized major national ethnic races in this country: 

Bamar, Chin, Kachin, Karenni, Karen, Mon, Arakan, and Shan. Which of these 

groups do you most identify with?  

If the respondent does not identify with any, then ask: If you do not identify with 

any of the eight ethnic groups I just listed, what ethnicity do you identify with? 

7. What is your religious affiliations? Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Muslim, or 

Animist?  

ask ethnic minorities only 

8. Do you understand Burmese? How proficient would you say your Burmese 

language listening skill is: excellent, good, fair or poor? 

ask ethnic minorities only 
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9. Do you speak Burmese? How proficient would you say your Burmese language 

speaking skill is: excellent, good, fair or poor? Please use the same card (Card 

A) to indicate your response. 

Questions related to attachment to the state 

1. “Myanmar is my country.” Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly 

disagree with this statement? I am going to give you this card (Card B) to help 

you indicate your responses. 

2. “I often support Myanmar sports teams when they play against other countries.” 

3. “I feel insulted when I hear foreigners insulting Myanmar.” 

4. “I would support Myanmar even if it is in the wrong.” 

5. “I would rather be a citizen of Myanmar than any other country in the world.” 

6. How proud are you to be a citizen of Myanmar: very proud, somewhat proud, 

not very proud, or not proud at all? Use this card (Card C) to indicate how you 

feel. 

 Questions related to perceived representation and group status 

 Ask ethnic minorities only. [Ethnicity] is replaced with the ethnicity indicated by the 

respondent at the beginning of the survey. There were two survey versions. These questions 

appear BEFORE the set of questions related to attachment to the state in the alternative 

version. 

1. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the national government: none, 

a little bit, some or a great deal? Use this card (Card D) to indicate your answer. 

2. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the [name of the respondents’ 

state/region] regional government? 
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3. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the Tatmadaw? 

4. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the local government agency 

offices in your area? 

5. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the police forces in your area? 

6. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the parliament (Hluttaw) in 

Naypidaw? 

7. How much power do you think [ethnicity] has in the judicial system/justice 

department in your area? 

 Questions related to everyday encounters with the state 

1. Many people say that they are afraid of going to government offices. Would you 

say you are not at all afraid, not afraid, afraid, or very afraid? 

2. How familiar would you say you are with bureaucratic process and procedures? 

Process and procedures mean what kind of endorsement letters and documents 

you need to apply for an ID and government documents, which office you need 

to visit to obtain those documents, and the likes. Would you say you are very 

unfamiliar, unfamiliar, familiar, or very familiar? Please use this card (Card E) 

to indicate your response. 

3. How difficult or easy is it to figure out where government offices are located? 

Please use this card (Card F) to indicate your response. 

4. Generally speaking, how easy is it for you to obtain services from local 

government offices: very easy, easy, difficult or very difficult? (Card F) 

5. How easy is it for you to obtain a household registration document? 

6. How easy is it for you to obtain a National Registration Card (ID)? 
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7. How easy is it for you to obtain a driver’s license? 

8. How easy is it for you to obtain services from the township GAD office? 

9. “Civil servants I have met in local government offices treat me with respect 

regardless of my economic status.” Do you agree, strongly agree, disagree or 

strongly disagree with this statement? (Card B) 

10. “They treat me fairly.” Do you agree, strongly agree, disagree or strongly 

disagree with this statement? 

11. “They treat me with respect regardless of my ethnicity.” Do you agree, strongly 

agree, disagree or strongly disagree with this statement? 

12. How satisfied are you with your interactions with public school teachers: very 

satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? (Card G) 

13. How satisfied are you with your interactions with civil servants in the local 

government offices? 

14. How satisfied are you with your interactions with police officers? 

15. How satisfied are you with your interactions with MPs? 

Questions 16 to 19 are for ethnic minority respondents only. 

16. Is there at least one low-level [ethnicity] civil servant in the government office(s) 

you tend to visit? 

17. If yes, can you name which government offices you were thinking of when you 

answered the previous question? Write down all the office names mentioned. 

18. Is there at least one high-level [ethnicity] civil servant in the government 

office(s) you tend to visit? 
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19. If yes, can you name which government offices you were thinking of when you 

answered the previous question? Write down all the office names mentioned. 

20. Do you personally know any low-level civil servants? 

21. Do you personally know any high-level civil servants? 

22. In the past year, have you talked to a local government official or visited a local 

government office? 

23. If yes, when was the last time you talked to a local government official or visited 

a local government office regarding an official matter: just last week, in the past 

month, in the past six months, or more than six months ago? 

 Questions related to attachment to one’s ethnic group 

 Ask ethnic minorities only. 

1. “A [ethnicity] should marry a [ethnicity].” Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree 

or strongly disagree with this statement? (Card B) 

2. “Every [ethnicity] should teach their children to speak [ethnicity] fluently.” 

3. “I often help a [ethnicity] even complete strangers, simply because he/she is an 

[ethnicity].” 

4. “It is important to me that I am involved in [ethnicity] organizations/ 

associations.” 

5. “I would rather be a [ethnicity] than any other ethnic group in the world.” 

6. How proud are you to be a [ethnicity]: very proud, somewhat proud, not very 

proud, or not proud at all? (Card C) 
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7. “[Ethnicity] members of parliament speak up for the needs of our community.” 

Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with this statement? 

(Card B) 

8. “[Ethnicity] civil servants in the local government look after the needs of our 

community.” 

 Questions related to locality development 

1. Is electricity the main source of lighting in the house? 

2. If yes, how regular is your household’s access to electricity: the power is on for 

only a few hours a day, several hours a day, most of the day or all day long? 

3. How easy is it to access clean water in your area: very easy, easy, difficult, or 

very difficult? 

4. How would you rate the overall condition of streets/roads in your neighborhood: 

excellent, good, fair or poor? 

5. Is there a government provided health clinic in your locality? 

6. If yes, what is the condition of the clinic? To what extent is it complete (with 

medical supplies and services)? 

 Miscellaneous questions 

1. Has any of your immediate family members been displaced, injured, or lost their 

life because of the armed conflict? 

2. How about your distant relatives? Has any of them been displaced, injured, or 

lost their life because of the armed conflict? 
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3. All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days: 

very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? Please indicate your 

response on this card (Card G). 

4. How satisfied are you with the financial situation of your household? 

5. Can you estimate your household monthly income? Please indicate your 

response on this card (Card H). 

6. How satisfied are you of performance of the NLD-led government: very 

satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? 

7. Are you currently a civil servant? 

8. Have you ever been a civil servant? 

9. Are any of your immediate family members in the civil service? 

10. Are any of your friends in the civil service? 

11. Ask ethnic minorities only. In the past, how often have you been treated unfairly 

by a Bamar because you are an ethnic minority? 

12. Did you vote in the 2015 General Election? 

 

A.2 Focus group Discussions and Semi-structured Interviews 

Myitkyina township was selected as the primary site for the focus group discussions. It is 

the capital city of Kachin State. It is the eighth largest city in the country and is also one of 

fastest growing cities in the country. According to the 2018 GAD Township Report, it has 

a combined urban and rural population of nearly 250,000. The township consists of 31 

wards and 29 village tracts (58 villages). Regarding the township population, the 2018 
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GAD report indicates that 49 percent is Kachin, 30 percent Bamar, 10 percent Shan and 5 

percent Nepali/Gurkha. 

I first identified the wards and villages in which Kachin were the dominant local 

population. I focused on Kachin respondents for the focus group discussions, because as I 

discussed in Chapter 6, given the effect of interviewers’ ethnicity on the respondents’ 

answer (Adida et al. 2016) and my association with a specific ethnic group in Myanmar, 

focusing on my coethnic respondents (Kachin) was an optimal approach. Furthermore, my 

goal in conducting focus group discussions was depth, not breadth, and interviewing 

coethnics significantly contributes to that goal. From the identified Kachin localities, I 

selected equal numbers of localities from the urban and rural units of the township (six 

wards and six villages) because the urban and rural populations are likely to have different 

experiences. These populations differ in terms of education and income level as well as 

personal connections to the street-level bureaucrats. Then in the selected localities, 

discussion participants were recruited on the basis of age and gender. Younger and older 

individuals may have different reasons for visiting the street-level bureaucracy. The former 

might be more fluent in Burmese than the latter. Similarly, women are likely to have 

different experiences compared to men. Younger and women participants might be less 

likely to speak due to deference for older and men participants. So, all the discussion groups 

were blocked by gender and age group. Nearly all the discussion groups consisted of four 

to seven individuals. 

 

 Focus Group Discussions 

1. Community activists (Chin and Karenni), Yangon, June 28, 2017 
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2. Youths (Chin and Karen), Yangon, July 6, 2017 

3. Youths from Yangon Kachin Baptist Church, Yangon, July 8, 2017 

4. Community volunteers (Kachin), Myitkyina, July 28, 2018 

5. NGO employees (Kachin), Myitkyina, August 1, 2018 

6. Women (Kachin), Kachin Su Ward, Myitkyina, August 1, 2018 

7. Women women activists (Kachin), Myitkyina, August 6, 2018 

8. Men (Kachin), Kyun Pin Tar Ward, Myitkyina, August 7, 2018 

9. Women (Kachin), Kyun Pin Tar Ward, Myitkyina, August 7, 2018 

10. Men (Kachin), Thidar Ward, Myitkyina, August 9, 2018 

11. Men (Kachin), Tatkone Ward, Myitkyina, August 10, 2018 

12. Men (Kachin), Palana Village Tract, Myitkyina, August 12, 2018 

13. Women (Kachin), Palana Village Tract, Myitkyina, August 12, 2018 

14. Men (Kachin), Nan Kwe Village Tract, Myitkyina, August 14, 2018 

15. Women (Shan), Waingmaw, August 16, 2018 

16. Women (Kachin), Thidar Ward, Myitkyina, August 18, 2018 

17. Men (Kachin), Alam Village Tract, August 19, 2018 

18. Women (Kachin), Alam Village Tract, August 19, 2019 

19. Men (Kachin), Myay Myint Ward, Myitkyina, August 22, 2018 

20. Women (Kachin), Myay Myint Ward, Myitkyina, August 22, 2018 

21. Men (Gurkha), Myitkyina, August 23, 2018 

22. Women (Gurkha), Myitkyina, August 23, 2018 

Semi-structured Interviews 

1. SN, community activist (Kachin), Yangon, June 28, 2017 
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2. BHA, community activist (Karenni), Yangon, June 29, 2017 

3. EZN, community activist (Kachin), Yangon, June 30, 2017 

4. BSB, NGO employee (Kachin), Yangon, July 3, 2017 

5. MA, local activist (Kachin), Yangon, July 4, 2017 

6. SS, local activist (Kachin), Yangon, July 4, 2017 

7. SAMO, local activist (Shan), Yangon, July 5, 2017 

8. AL, local politician (Chin), Yangon, July 7, 2017 

9. MK, student (Chin), Yangon, July 8, 2017 

10. ZZ, student (Chin), Yangon, July 9, 2017 

11. John, community activist (Karen), Yangon, July 10, 2017 

12. BLZ, Former Tatmadaw officer (Kachin), Yangon, July 11, 2017 

13. BBKN, a local expert (Bamar), Yangon, July 15, 2017 

14. SK, local expert (Karen), Yangon, July 17, 2017 

15. Paul, son of former BSPP official (Kachin), Myitkyina, July 24, 2017 

16. SHN, minister (Kachin), Myitkyina, July 26, 2017 

17. KDN, former BSPP official (Kachin), Myitkyina, July 27, 2017 

18. NJR, former BSPP official (Kachin), Myitkyina, August 3, 2017 

19. LB, former BSPP official (Kachin), Yangon, August 11, 2017 

20. NS, local politician (Chin), Yangon, August 13, 2017 

21. PDK, former BSPP official (Kachin), Jacksonville, FL, August 30, 2017; March 

7, 2018 

22. GAD ward administrator 1 (Kachin), Myitkyina, July 28, 2018 

23. GAD ward administrator 2 (Kachin), Myitkyina, August 2, 2018 
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24. Interview with a DAO official, Myitkyina, August 3, 2018; May 26, 2019. 

25. GAD ward administrator 3, Myitkyina, August 4, 2018 

26. LIP civil servant, Kachin State, May 12, 2019 

27. Daughter of KIA rebels (Kachin), Myitkyina, May 26, 2019 

28. Chin pastor 1, Mandalay, May 30, 2019 

29. Chin pastor 2, Mandalay, May 31, 2019 

30. Retired township head of Ministry of Education 1 (Chin), Kalay Myo, June 30, 

2019 

31. Retired township head of Ministry of Education 2 (Chin), Kalay Myo, June 31, 

2019 

32. Head of the township LIP office (Karen), Yangon Region, October 17, 2019 

33. WM, a local expert, Yangon, October 17, 2019 

34. Head of the district LIP office (Karen), Karen State, October 22, 2019 

 

A.3 Survey Experiment 

A.3.1 Survey Questions 

Many general and miscellaneous are same as the survey questions already enumerated in 

A.1.2. Only the additional questions are listed here. There were two survey versions: the 

treatment and control versions. The questions listed here are the treatment version. The 

control version is without [ethnicity] which is replaced by the respondent’s ethnicity. 

  

General questions 

• Same as questions 1 to 7 in A.1.2 
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 Questions related to service experiences 

1. How satisfied are you with your interactions with [ethnicity] public school 

teachers: very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? (Card G) 

2. How satisfied are you with your interactions with [ethnicity] civil servants in 

local government offices? 

3. How satisfied are you with your interactions with [ethnicity] police officers? 

4. Generally speaking, how easy is it for you to obtain services from [ethnicity] 

civil servants at your local government offices: very easy, easy, difficult or very 

difficult? (Card F) 

5. How easy is it for you to obtain services from a [ethnicity] civil servants at your 

township GAD office? 

6. Do [ethnicity] civil servants you encountered at local government offices seem 

to want to help you: never, sometimes, most of the time or always? 

7. Do [ethnicity] civil servants you encountered at local government offices treat 

you with respect: never, sometimes, most of the times or always? 

8. Do [ethnicity] civil servants you encountered at local government offices treat 

you fairly: never, sometimes, most of the time or always? 

9. Are you typically expected to pay tea money to [ethnicity] civil servants at local 

government offices: never, sometimes, most of the time or always? 

 Miscellaneous questions 

• Same as questions 3, 5, 7, 9 and 10 in A.1.2. The only additional question was: 

• How satisfied are you with the financial situation of your household: very satisfied, 

satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied? 
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Appendix B 
Additional Tables 

 

B.1 Chapter 1 

In Table B.1, pride is based on the following survey question: “How proud are you to be a 

citizen of [country]?” Possible response includes “Not proud at all” (coded 0), “not proud” 

(coded 1), “proud” (coded 2), and “very proud” (coded 3). Attachment is based on pride 

and political loyalty to the state. Political loyalty is measured as the extent to which 

respondents agreed with this statement: “A citizen should always remain loyal only to his 

country, no matter how imperfect it is or what wrong it has done.” Possible response 

includes “strongly disagree” (coded 0), “somewhat disagree” (coded 1), “somewhat agree” 

(coded 2), and “strongly agree” (coded 3). Political loyalty was assessed in the ABS only. 

Pride is the dependent variable in Models 1 and 2 in Table B.1, and attachment is the 

dependent variables in Models 3 to 6. 

Service satisfaction indicates satisfaction with local government services for 

respondents in the Latinobarómetro and how easy or difficult it is to obtain an identity 

document for respondents in the ABS. Experiences with the police indicates how easy or 

difficult it is to obtain help from the police; this question is included in the ABS only. 
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Table B.1: Preliminary Correlations 

 
Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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B.2 Chapter 4 

In Table B.2, the dependent variables in Models 1 to 4 are the extent to which respondents 

agree or disagree with the following statements: (1) “Myanmar is my country,” (2) “I often 

support Myanmar sports teams when they play against other countries,” (3) “I would 

support Myanmar even if it is in the wrong,” and (4) “I would rather be a citizen of 

Myanmar than any other country in the world.” 

 

Table B.2: Individual Item of the Attachment Index 

 
          Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table B.3: Gender Interaction Effect 

 
    Standard errors in parentheses. They are clustered by locality.  
       * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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B.3 Chapter 5 

Table B.4: Effects of perceived status on attachment to the state with  
alternative measurements.  

 



230 

	

	

B.4 Chapter 6 

Table B.5: Treatment Effects by Conflict Status. 
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Table B.6: Effects of Descriptive Representation on Ethnic Minorities’ Service 
Experiences.  

 


