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Abstract 

Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, has been going through a democratization process since 

2011, despite different stages of conflict in several regions. In Karen State the main ethnic armed 

group, has signed the National Ceasefire Agreement in 2015. With the democratization process 

came a lot of changes for civil society. The role of civil society has been subject of many studies, 

with most researchers acknowledging that that role is dependent on the environment in which civil 

society operates. An important actor in this environment is the state. This research aimed to get a 

better understanding of how the state influences civil society and the work it does. To do this, the 

case of Karen State in Myanmar was chosen. The research question of this thesis was as follows: 

● How is the state influencing civil society and its functions in peacebuilding in Myanmar, 

specifically Karen State? 

To answer the research question, the research was conducted as a field study. An abductive 

approach was taken with the use of semi-structured interviews for qualitative data. To get 

comprehensive results, three types of organizations were interviewed: local CSOs, national CSOs 

and international CSOs. To analyse the results, two frameworks were used: the functions of civil 

society in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) and the dimensions of the 

relationship of the state and civil society according to Müller (2006).  

 

The results show that civil society, in their view, is negatively influenced by the state. They are 

experiencing restrictions in performing some of their activities. The main worry for many of the 

organizations is the consequences of officially registering the organization. This requires giving 

up a lot of information to the government and makes them subject to influences from the state. 

Some other influences were the restriction of some activities, with even people getting arrested for 

their advocacy work. Collectively civil society is getting weaker, as the civil government is 

creating a divide in civil society with organizations that support them and organizations that are 

critical. Future research must go deeper into the influence of different state actors, and how each 

actor influences civil society in its own way.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research problem 

In this section an overview is given of the literature on civil society and peacebuilding and the 

relevance of this research. A more extensive literature review can be found in chapter three. 

 

1.1.1 Problem formulation 

Myanmar has seen many changes over the last decades. Struggling to get its independence from 

the British in 1948, Myanmar tried to get away from its colonial past and move towards 

democratization (Charney, 2008). However, a military coup of 1962 brought a totalitarian rule to 

the country then known as Burma, and with it extreme poverty. Over the years that followed, many 

protests, mostly led by university students and always ending violently by the intervention of the 

military, moved through the country, in hopes of freedom (Charney, 2008). The military rule 

brought nationwide poverty to the people of Myanmar and led to the uprising of 1988, known as 

the 8888 Uprising and the Saffron revolution of 2007 (Anonymous, 2007; Charney 2008; Buzzi, 

2016).  

 

Throughout the country’s history, civil society has played an important role. With the constant 

changes in Myanmar, civil society changed with it. The role of civil society in Myanmar and their 

relationship with the military regime has been discussed at length in scholarly articles (South, 

2004; Thawnghmung, 2011; Huang, 2013; Petrie & South, 2013; Buzzi, 2016; South, 2018; South 

et al, 2018). As presented by Buzzi (2016) local human rights organizations have been drawing 

from international human discourse and have acted as a resistance against the military rule. 

However, in recent years the political sphere has been changing. Since 2011, Myanmar has been 

going through a process of democratization (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018). The conflict-

ridden country made major steps in 2015, when the National League for Democracy (NLD), the 

party of Aung San Suu Kyi, won by a landslide in the national elections and when a ceasefire 

agreement was signed by some of the major actors of conflicts (Holmes, 2015; Slodkowski, 2015).  

 

The role of civil society is much discussed within the country, with a debate if the current changes 

in the country have opened up room for civil society or have made their work even more difficult 

(World Learning, 2017). However, this discussion goes beyond the borders of Myanmar, as it has 
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become an international concern that the space for civil society has been shrinking. (ATC Alliance, 

2011; Ariadne, 2015; Mendelson, 2015). This especially affects human rights organizations, as 

they are often subject to restriction by the government. Conflict changes the relation between civil 

society and the state and it is therefore important to get a better understanding of how the state 

influence the roles civil society has in peacebuilding efforts (Paffenholz & Spurk, 2006). 

 

Many scholars have discussed the role of civil society in relation to the peacebuilding process 

(Paffenholz & Spurk, 2006; World Bank, 2007; Bojicic, 2002; Verkoren & Van Leeuwen, 2013; 

Paffenholz, 2015; Pallas, 2016; Butcher & Hallward, 2017). Since the uprising of 1988 the political 

space in Myanmar has constantly been changing, depending on the stage of the democratization 

and peace process (ICG, 2001; Buzzi, 2016; South, 2018), with little research done on the influence 

of the ruling powers on the civil society in the country. This research aims to get a better 

understanding of how the state influences the role of civil society and how the role of civil society 

has changed since the start of the democratization process of 2011 and the ongoing peacebuilding 

efforts. As the literature has shown that human rights organizations are affected the most by 

government oppression, this research focuses specifically on those organizations that have a 

human rights component. As Myanmar has many areas with many different stages of conflict, it is 

imperative to choose a specific region for this research. As Karen state has the longest conflict 

history in the country, with a large number of local civil society organizations, this state has been 

chosen to be the main focus of this research.  

 

1.1.2 Research relevance 

Although this research uses Karen State in Myanmar as its case study, the topic of the role of civil 

society in peacebuilding is relevant for the entire world. As has been stated before, the shrinking 

space of civil society is a phenomenon that can be found across the globe. As can be read in chapter 

3, many authors discuss the importance of the enabling environment and its effects on the functions 

of civil society. As the World Bank (2007) states: ‘’the extent to which civil society is able to fulfil 

these functions depends on a range of internal and external factors which define the enabling 

environment in which it must operate’’ (p. 23). A main external factor is the state. However, even 

though authors acknowledge that the role of civil society is context dependent, not much research 

has been done in the means of specific case studies to better understand the enabling environment 
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civil society operates in. To understand the obstacles civil society faces in peacebuilding, more 

context specific research must be done. Paffenholz and Spurk (2010) specifically worry that in 

states affected by conflict, civil society takes over a lot of the service delivery functions from the 

state. She wonders how much space that leaves for civil society to fulfil other functions. This, and 

the question in what other ways civil society is influenced by the state, is what this research tries 

to get an answer to for the context of Karen State in Myanmar, thus not only contributing to the 

research on the current trends in Myanmar, but also to contribute to the overall discussion of civil 

society in peacebuilding.  

 

1.2 Definition of Civil Society 

When doing research on civil society, the first step is to define the meaning of these words. Many 

scholars have debated the meaning of civil society and even today many do not agree on the precise 

definition. However, it is widely accepted that civil society is an intermediate sphere between 

family, market and the state that consists of voluntary associations which represents the interests 

and values of the people (Tocqueville, 1835; White, 1994; Shils, 1997; South, 2004). Although 

many scholars argue that civil society is autonomous from the state, White (1994), among others, 

argue that in the empirical world the lines between the state and civil society are not always clear 

and that the two are usually dependent on each other to survive.  

 

In their report on civil society, the World Bank (2007) and Fioramonti & Kononykhina (2015) 

warn that civil society is a Western concept and that there is a danger of excluding organizations 

that are less known in the Western world, such as informal traditional groups. As this research is 

conducted in Myanmar, this report argues that a wide range of organizations fall under the term of 

civil society. Not only does civil society in this sense include formal organizations such as non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs) and trade unions, it 

also includes less formal, mostly unregistered, associations such as religious groups, youth groups 

and traditional village associations (South, 2004; ACT Alliance 2011).  

 

White (1994) argues the importance of the different civil society organizations when it comes to 

analysing the relationship between civil society and democratization. The reason for this is that 

some organizations operate mostly outside of the political space, and will thus have a different 
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relationship towards democracy than organizations operating within the political space, for 

example advocacy groups. The Quaker United Nations Office (QUNO) (2018) argues in their 

project report that while on a global level there is a clear distinction between human rights 

organizations and peace organizations, evidence shows that on local level this distinction is not 

always as clear. The article also shows that the approach of human rights organizations changes 

depending on the stage of a conflict: prevention, violent conflict, peace-making and post conflict. 

Regarding post conflict situations, QUNO (2018) suggests: ‘’In some post conflict settings, where 

peacebuilding processes have not delivered the political, social and economic changes hoped for, 

there is a marked distrust towards peacebuilding initiatives and belief that human rights approaches 

will be more effective in addressing historic injustices and impunity’’ (p. 11). This is especially 

true for Myanmar citizens, who had high hopes after the elections of 2015, but have recently been 

losing hope again (Naw Eh Htoo Hae & Saw Tha Wah, 2018; Hay, 2018). With this in mind and 

to narrow down the scope of the research, this research focuses specifically on CSOs that have 

adapted a human rights element in their work. 

 

1.3 Myanmar or Burma? 

The South East Asian country is these days known by two names; Burma and Myanmar. In 1989, 

the then ruling military regime chose to change the English names (Fong, 2008). Burma became 

Myanmar, Rangoon became Yangon and so forth. Although very different in English written form, 

Burma and Myanmar are very similar in Burmese. Both names have been used since far before the 

military regime announced the change. Burma has been the spoken version of the country’s name, 

while Myanmar has been the formal written way. When pronounced in Burmese, the names are 

fairly similar (BBC, 2007). As it was the military regime who initiated the change, most people 

were against using the name, including Aung San Suu Kyi, the current de facto leader of Myanmar. 

However, since the start of the NLD government in 2015, most people have accepted the name 

Myanmar and Aung San Suu Kyi has said that it is fine to use either name (BBC, 2007; Selth & 

Gallagher, 2018). As the UN and the EU have adopted the name Myanmar, and the name is now 

widely used, this research choses to address the country by its new name Myanmar. 

 

Things become more complicated when looking at the name changes of the different states. This 

research focuses specifically on Kayin state, which was known as Karen state before 1989. This 
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name change has been more sensitive than the name change of the country. Karen is the name of 

a major ethnic group in the country. When the name changed in 1989, there were many protests 

by the ethnic minorities. They argued that the name change was part of ethnic cleansing 

orchestrated by the military (Fong, 2008). Keeping this in mind and considering that the 

respondents preferred to use the name Karen, instead of Kayin, this research will use the old name, 

Karen.  

 

1.4 Research objective and questions 

The aim of this research is to get a better understanding of the influence of the state on the role of 

civil society. Until now, most research focuses on the influence civil society has on the state, and 

there seems to be an awareness of the influence the environment in which civil society operates 

has an impact on the role of civil society. To this end, much has been discussed about the influence 

of international donors, who influence civil society with their criteria for funding. However, little 

research has been done on how the state influences the role of civil society. This research will set 

out to answer the following research question: 

● How is the state influencing civil society and its functions in peacebuilding in Myanmar, 

specifically Karen State? 

 

To answer this question, the following sub questions will be answered: 

● What activities do civil society organizations do and what role does the state play 

in these activities? 

● What service delivery activities do civil society organizations fulfil and how does 

it affect the space to fulfil other functions? 

● How has conflict affected the state - civil society relations? 

 

The outcome of this research will contribute to the discussion of the environment in which civil 

society operates and how this environment influences the role of civil society. Since civil society 

has to work within the rules set up by the state, it is very relevant to understand the influence this 

has on the work of civil society. This is particularly interesting in conflict and post-conflict 

situations, since previous research has shown that the state is usually weak during this time and 



 
6 

the democratic process is not always a smooth one (World Bank, 2007; Paffenholz and Spurk, 

2010; ACT Alliance 2011; Verkoren & Van Leeuwen, 2013). 

 

1.5 Methodological and analytical frameworks 

This research had an abductive approach and was conducted as a qualitative study with semi-

structured interviews. To get a better understanding of the influence of the state on civil society in 

Myanmar, and specifically Karen State, three types of organizations were interviewed. This 

stratified random sampling led to interviews with ten local CSOs in Karen State, seven national 

CSOs and four INGOs. To present the data acquired in these interviews, two analytical frameworks 

were used. Firstly, there are the seven functions of civil society in peacebuilding according to 

Paffenholz & Spurk (2006), which describes the functions that civil society have within a society 

in a peacebuilding situation. Secondly there is the model of Müller (2006), which attempts to 

provide a framework to better understand the relationship between civil society and the state and 

the risks that come with that relationship. The analysis of this research will be linked to these two 

models.  

 

1.6 Structure of thesis 

After this introductory chapter, this report will continue with an overview of the history of 

Myanmar and a literature review of the relevant literature on the topic civil society, peacebuilding 

and the state. Based on this literature overview a research gap is identified. Chapter four focuses 

on the analytical framework used to analyse the research results and chapter five discusses the 

methodology used for this research. From chapter six on the results will be presented, analysed 

and a conclusion will be drawn in the last chapter, with suggestions for further research.  
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2. Contextualization 

To understand the context in which this research is conducted, it is important to first have a look 

at the country and the recent developments as well as the history of civil society in Myanmar. 

Since this research has a focus on organizations in Karen State this chapter also looks into the 

specific context of that region.  

 

2.1 Myanmar 

The South-East Asian country formerly known as Burma has a history that is often described as 

intense, turbulent, tragic and complex. Having been used as a battle ground by the British colonial 

rulers, being home to a civil war ever since and being ruled by a military regime for most of its 

modern history, the country has struggled to develop. 

 

2.1.1 Colonial Rule and the struggle for independence 

Much of the present-day Myanmar can be attributed to the colonial rule of the British Empire. The 

colonial rule brought economic and administrative reforms, and gave the country more 

opportunities and better infrastructure (Charney, 2008). However, it is also the time where many 

of the ethnic conflicts of today find their birth. The British assigned ethnic minorities to their 

administration, which angered the Burmese. Karen State, for example, enjoyed mostly autonomic 

freedom, which created much distrust between the Burmans and the Karen people (Fong, 2008). 

 

During the Second World War many ethnic minorities chose to fight for the British, with the hopes 

of getting rewarded after the war had ended, while the Burmans fought for the Japanese. After its 

independence in 1948, the British left the rule of country in the hands of the Anti-Fascist People’s 

Freedom League (AFPFL). This party, led by Aung San, did include members of several ethnic 

minorities, but the war had created major mistrust between the different groups. The years leading 

up to and following the independence were politically unstable, with Aung San and his cabinet 

members being assassinated and the struggle of the AFPFL to deal with its internal issues. The 

political unrest reflected the unrest in the rest of the country between the different ethnic groups. 

Shortly after independence, a civil war broke out, which affects the country to this day (Fink, 2001; 

Smith, 2007; Charney, 2008; Fong, 2008; Kramer, 2012; International Crisis Group, 2016; South 

et al, 2018; Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018; Thuzar & Cheong, 2019).  
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2.1.2 Military rule and the role of civil society 

During the year after independence, while AFPFL started to lose control of the country, the 

military started to gain more power and influence. In 1962 the military leaders took over the control 

of Myanmar by military coup and started imposing many rules and regulations on the Myanmar 

people under the name of Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP). Many freedoms were taken 

away in the effort by the military junta to stabilize the country. Meanwhile the civil war raged on. 

The military junta did manage to sign ceasefire agreements with some ethnic armed organizations 

(EAOs), by offering the armed leaders business opportunities. The failures of the military junta 

made Myanmar one of the poorest countries in the world. Human rights violations by the military 

also resulted in many restrictions by the international community, contributing to the poor state of 

the economy (Fink, 2001; Fong, 2001; Smith, 2007; Charney, 2008; Kramer, 2012). 

 

Civil Society has played a major role in many parts of the modern history of Myanmar. Student 

movements and village associations were a big influence on the road to independence and would 

be important for many other periods of the country (Charney, 2008).  Civil society organizations 

(CSOs) have been providing public services in the absence of a strong state, specifically in those 

areas affected by civil war (Stokke, Vakulchuk & Øverland, 2018). With the military junta in 

power, CSOs disappeared almost completely. Many organizations started operating from 

neighbouring countries like Thailand or became part of government-controlled organizations. As 

Smith (2007) put it: ‘’Until today, the notion of ‘going underground’ to achieve government 

change has remained dominant in many political circles’’ (p. 13). In 1988 pro-democracy protests 

broke out, beginning as a student movement, and spread through the country. A bloody military 

coup by the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) made an end to the protests, but 

by now CSOs started to emerge everywhere. The military regime lifted some of the restrictions on 

civil society, which expanded civil society even more. 1988 was also the year that Aung San Suu 

Kyi, daughter of Aung San, became a symbol for democracy whom people rallied around 

(Popham, 2013; Charney, 2008; Thawnghmung, 2011).  
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Almost immediately after the coup, the SLORC announced elections and political parties were 

allowed to register. The military came together under the National Unity Party (NUP), which 

consisted of most of the people previously affiliated with the BSPP. The regime aimed to have 

elections that they thought would result in a landslide victory for the NUP. Many people were 

arrested and campaigning by other parties was severely limited. Meanwhile, realizing her ability 

to bring people together, the SLORC also tried to discredit Aung San Suu Kyi by the use of 

propaganda (Fink, 2001). When nothing had any impact, they arrested her, put her under house 

arrest and banned her from the elections. This did not stop the NLD to pull off an overwhelming 

victory in 1990. However, an actual transfer of power did not happen. The military regime ignored 

the election results and continued ruling like nothing had happened. All opposition was silenced 

and civil society had almost no space to operate in (Fink, 2001; Charney; 2008). 

 

In 2007 new protests broke out after the military regime announced its intention to raise the price 

of gasoline. The protest, known as the Saffron revolution, began as a peaceful protest that was led 

by students and monks and that was, much like the protests in 1988, violently suppressed by the 

military (Anonymous, 2007; Huang, 2013). Not long after, in 2008, civil society started to grow 

exponentially after Cyclone Nargis hit the country and left 138,000 people dead. International 

organizations came flooding into the country, and started providing humanitarian aid with the help 

of civil society organizations. Because of the aftermath of Cyclone Nargis, the referendum for the 

new constitution of 2008 went almost unnoticed, which happened only a few days after the cyclone 

hit Myanmar. In this new constitution, the military gained more power in the form of institutions, 

weakening legitimacy even further (Aung-Thwin & Aung-Thwin, 2012; Stokke, Vakulchuck & 

Øverland, 2018).  

 

2.1.3 The move towards democratization 

Although there is no consensus on the motives of the military regime, in 2011 it set out the way 

towards a democracy. Aung San Suu Kyi was released from house arrest and many political 

prisoners were released and by-elections were held in 2012. Major political changes followed in 

2015, when general elections were held and NLD won the majority of seats. The primary focus of 

the NLD government has been the peace negotiations with several EAOs. In 2015, the same year 

as the NLD government assumed office, eight EAOs agreed to a National Ceasefire Agreement 
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(NCA). In spite of the fact it being a major step towards peace in the country, seven of the fifteen 

EAOs participating in the talks did not sign the agreement in the end (Slodkowski, 2015; Stokke, 

Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018; South, 2018; Thuzar & Cheong, 2019).  

 

Even though the NLD government has made some improvements when it comes to health, 

education and development, there has been no progress when it comes to some fundamental rights 

like freedom of movement and citizenship (International Crisis Group, 2016). Economic growth 

has been limited, due to lacking infrastructure. For example, in 2016 only 57% of the population 

had access to electricity (World Bank Data, 2019). One explanation for this is the complex 

administration control in the country. Several regions are run by non-state actors such as EAOs, 

making access for the government limited. Corruption is also an ongoing problem in the country, 

although it has improved in recent years (World Bank, 2007; Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 

2018). Since 2016 the NLD government has been under pressure from the international community 

for their inaction with the Rohingya crisis and the human rights abuses by the military forces. 

Moreover, many people have been arrested in recent years for criticizing government officials. 

The Burma Campaign UK (2017) argues that this results in self-censorship by many journalists. 

In many parts of the country, the government has failed to form meaningful alliances with local, 

ethnic groups, preventing an increase in trust between the Burmans and the ethnic minorities 

(Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018). Internationally many countries are considering new 

sanctions on the country, as Aung San Suu Kyi is failing to address the accusations of ethnic 

cleansing (Nan Lwin, 2019).  

 

2.1.4 Civil Society in today’s Myanmar 

In today’s society ‘’Myanmar has a multi-layered civil society with a great many types of CSOs, 

ranging from grassroots movements to more organized and professionalized NGOs. These engage 

in various roles in the context of limited state presence and capacity and armed conflict (mutual 

self-help, humanitarian relief, public service delivery and political advocacy), and with complex 

relations between CSOs and the state’’ (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018, p. XIII). With the 

increasing presence of international donors, civil society overall has professionalized (Naw Betty 

Han, 2019). However, this mostly counts for urban CSOs (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018).  
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The reforms have led to more political space for CSOs to operate in, and it has resulted in an 

increase in politically oriented CSOs. Although there has been some collaboration between CSOs 

and the state, these instances are rare. CSOs have expressed their disappointment in the NLD 

government, voicing a feeling of neglect (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018). However, CSOs 

have played a significant role during the post-ceasefire periods in the affected areas. These areas 

have, in the past, mostly been ruled by a top-down approach by the military rulers, with a mostly 

authoritarian culture (Thawnghmung, 2011). These CSOs have aimed to bring awareness-raising 

and peace education activities, playing a bigger part in the peace process than before (Asian 

Development Bank, 2015). 

 

Laws regarding the work of CSOs have changed over time. Some adjustments have been made by 

the NLD government, but many laws currently in place still stem from the time of the military 

rule. The International Centre for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL, 2019) present an overview of the 

laws in Myanmar that impact civil society. Despite reforms in 2014, CSOs still have barriers when 

it comes to the formation of an organization and to some activities. The ICNL also expresses a 

worry over plans by the NLD government to implement a new law for INGOs. Critics of the law 

express concerns over the monitoring of the state and the vague formulation regarding the grounds 

for the termination or suspension of an INGO. Although plans for this law were presented in late 

2017, as of today the law has not gone into effect yet.  
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Figure 1. Map of Karen State. (Radio Free Asia, 2012) 

2.2 Karen State 

This research looks at civil society in Myanmar, and specifically in Karen State. A short overview 

of the history of Karen state will be presented here.  

 

2.2.1 History of Karen State 

The term Karen is not just used for the Eastern state in Myanmar, but stands for the minority group 

of the country. The Karen people consist of around 6% of the country’s population, which is around 

4 million people (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018). Originally consisting of mostly 

Buddhists, many Karen people converted to Christianity during the British colonial rule, resulting 

with around 30% of the Karen people today being Christian. Although the tensions between the 

Burmans and the Karen date back to before the arrival of the British, the colonial period certainly 

impacted their relationship even further. Because the British perceived the Karen as less 

threatening than the Burman majority, they allowed Karen to keep its own local rules and were 

thus fairly autonomous. The Karen leaders fought on the side of the British during the war, with 

the expectation of getting rewarded when the war was over (Minority Rights Group, n.d.; Charney, 

2008; Thawnghmung, 2011). 
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After the independence from the British, the Karen people wanted to become independent. 

However, the leaders could not agree on which area would become independent, and talks were 

never completed. The current borders for Karen State are smaller than they themselves wanted and 

as a result many Karen people do not actually live in Karen State, but also in the surrounding states 

(Fink, 2001). When their demands for an independent state did not lead to any change, the Karen 

National Union (KNU) was created in 1949. This was the start of one of the longest running civil 

wars in the world's history (Charney, 2008; Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018; Core, 2009; 

Kramer, 2012). Like other EAOs, KNU was able to maintain its power for many years due to the 

black-market economy of the country (Smith, 2007). The armed conflict has had a big impact on 

the people of Karen State. According to Fink (2001), one third of the state’s population was 

internally displaced or exiled to Thailand in 2000. Next to this, the ongoing conflict has had a 

negative impact on the health and food security of the people (Davis et al, 2015). Administratively 

the conflict has resulted in areas controlled by the government, areas controlled by the KNU and 

areas where the two administrations overlap (Thawnghmung, 2011; Stokke, Vakulchuck & 

Øverland, 2018). The government has been mostly in charge of the major towns, whereas the KNU 

has been in charge in the highlands of the state (South et al, 2018). This has led to the KNU having 

its own educational system, healthcare, justice etc (South, 2018). Both the government and the 

KNU controlled administrations have a top-down approach, with the government only having a 

small budget for state affairs (Nixon et al, 2013).  

 

In 2012 the KNU signed a bilateral ceasefire agreement and in 2015 they signed the Nationwide 

Ceasefire Agreement (NCA), which has brought significant improvements to the region and the 

people (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018; South et al, 2018). The ceasefire has given the 

government the opportunity to widen its administration in the region, although it has not led to 

more collaboration and major political issues have not been solved. Since NLD has come to power 

it has become even more complicated, because they have limited knowledge of the peace process 

and little power over the military. Since the ceasefire agreement, the military has taken it upon 

itself to build new bases in the areas that were previously inaccessible. This has recently resulted 

in new clashes in the northern part of Karen State and the KNU announced in October of 2018 that 

they were withdrawing themselves from the peace talks (South et al, 2018: Thuzar, M., & Cheong, 

D. , 2019; Naw Betty Han, 2018; Nyein Nyein, 2019).  
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2.2.2 Civil Society in today’s Karen State 

As in the rest of Myanmar, Karen State has a rich history when it comes to civil society. With the 

state being split up into parts controlled by the government or the KNU, people were usually not 

permitted to talk with people living in the other areas. Karen CSOs have during the years worked 

to bring people together, by providing social, humanitarian and cultural activities (Thawnghmung, 

2011). Since the start of the democratization process the practices of these CSOs have been done 

more openly and with the decline of the power over the EAOs, CSOs in Karen State have been 

given the opportunity to take up more of the political space (South, 2007; Petrie & South, 2013). 

In 2011, South (2011) stated that ‘’[l]ocal agencies have limited capacities to deliver assistance in 

technical sectors, such as healthcare, although they can play an important role in public health 

activities. In the future, they are likely to remain vulnerable to restriction or suppression by the 

state agencies of the […] government’’ (p. 31). CSOs have in many KNU controlled areas worked 

together with the KNU to set up delivery service systems (South, 2018; Stokke, Vakulchuck & 

Øverland, 2018). 
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3. Literature review 

In this chapter an overview will be given of the available literature on the topic of civil society in 

peacebuilding and on civil society-state relations. A definition of civil society has been given in 

the first chapter, thus this chapter will start with a definition of peacebuilding and then move on to 

civil society related literature. Based on this overview, the research gap for this thesis has been 

defined, as will be discussed at the end of the chapter.  

 

3.1 Peacebuilding 

When talking about conflict, three stages can be clearly defined: the pre-violence stage, the conflict 

stage and the post-conflict stage. However, as Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) note, conflict does not 

always follow this straight line. Several stages can be happening at the same time. This is especially 

relevant for Myanmar, where currently different stages of conflict can be found. The World Bank 

(2007) defines peacebuilding as the activities that are related to these three stages: prevention 

during the pre-violence stage, conflict management during the conflict and post-conflict 

peacebuilding. As the World Bank notes, in recent years peacebuilding has been used as such a 

broad term, it is sometimes difficult to determine where peacebuilding activities stop and regular 

development activities begin.  

 

Galtung (1969) distinguishes positive and negative peace. This idea is based on the notion that 

there is a distinction between personal violence and structural violence. Personal violence is the 

act or threat of hurting someone, whereas structural violence means getting deprived of basic needs 

based on traits such as ethnicity, age, religion or class. Ending or preventing personal violence 

often does not solve the underlying issues. That is why Galtung calls this version of peace negative 

peace. When the structural violence is addressed, prevented or ended, Galtung speaks of positive 

peace. Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) follow this logic by arguing that the early theories of peace only 

focused on stopping the violence, whereas now one aims to address the underlying conflicts of 

violence. To do this, they argue, civil society has to be involved. 

 

3.2. The role of Civil Society in Peacebuilding 

The role of civil society in peacebuilding initiatives is a relatively new field of research (World 

Bank, 2007). In the early conflict management research and practices, civil society did not play a 
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role, however since the end of the 20th century it has become widely accepted that civil society is 

needed to achieve sustainable peace (Paffenholz & Spurk, 2006). This has resulted in an increase 

in civil society organizations (Bojicic, 2002). In peacebuilding initiatives civil society can play a 

role at the local, national and international level and in these new peacebuilding practices work at 

the national level is preferred over international intervention (Lederach, 1997, cited in World 

Bank, 2007. p. 31). In most conflict-ridden states the government is either weak or non-existent, 

which often leads to failure in the delivery of services to the people. In these situations, civil society 

often takes over this role (Verkoren & van Leeuwen, 2013). According to Bojicic (2002), one of 

the main roles of civil society in conflict-ridden states is providing a link between international aid 

and the local community. Where in the early years of conflict resolution the focus was mainly on 

negative peace, the halting of violence, in recent years the aim has been to transform conflict. This 

way of social transformation has made civil society a key player in peacebuilding initiatives 

(Bojicic, 2002). Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) argue that to get a better understanding of the role of 

civil society in peacebuilding, it is necessary to combine the civil society in democracy theory with 

civil society in peacebuilding theory. As Myanmar is undergoing a democratization process, it is 

especially relevant to draw from both discourses.  

 

Paffenholz & Spurk (2006, p. 13) define seven functions of civil society, to be used as an analytical 

model of the role of civil society in peacebuilding: 

 

● Protection of citizens 

● Monitoring for accountability 

● Advocacy and public communication 

● Socialization 

● Building community 

● Intermediation and facilitation between citizens and state 

● Service delivery 
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In the next chapter a more detailed description will be given of these functions and how they can 

be used specifically for this research. The World Bank (2007, p. 11) based on their own literature 

review defines the roles of civil society in peacebuilding as follows: 

 

● Promoting reconciliation 

● Engaging in nonviolent forms of conflict management and transformation 

● Directly preventing violence 

● Building bridges, trust and interdependence between groups 

● Monitoring and advocating in favour of peace, and against human rights violations and 

social injustices 

 

The World Bank report argues that defining these roles is more important than defining the specific 

actors in peacebuilding. The World Economic Forum (2012) is another organization that has aimed 

to define the roles of civil society. They argue that the roles of civil society in relation to other 

stakeholders is blurring, especially with the technological developments of recent years.  Although 

their roles are not directly related to peacebuilding, the report does discuss the future of civil 

society in relation to conflict. In such a situation, the report argues, the state will restrict civil 

society and funding will be limited. The roles as defined by the World Economic Forum (p. 9) are: 

 

● Watchdog  

● Advocate 

● Service provider  

● Expert 

● Capacity builder 

● Incubator  

● Representative  

● Citizenship champion 

● Solidarity supporter 

● Definer of standards 
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In conflict-ridden states, where state institutions are weak or even non-existent, civil society takes 

on the roles of service delivery (Verkoren & van Leeuwen, 2013). Chambers & Kopstein (2006) 

warn that if civil society starts to take over state functions, it might start behaving like the state. 

The consequence of that could be that it is no longer serving as a watchdog of the state institutions 

because it has become part of the state or is closely collaborating with the state. This brings us to 

the debate on how the roles of civil society in peacebuilding are affected by the environment they 

operate in. The literature on this topic is discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

3.3 The enabling environment of civil society 

The authors mentioned before all acknowledge that the role of civil society is influenced by the 

enabling environment. Moon (2010) argues, on top of that, that all the research on the role of civil 

society has to have a contribution of a context-specific analysis. In recent years signs of a shrinking 

civil society space have been noted by several authors (ACT Alliance, 2011; ACT Alliance & 

CIDSE, 2014; Ariadne, 2015; Mendelson, 2015). This trend is not just seen in weak or 

authoritarian states, but also in the developed world. The shrinking space for civil society is 

therefore a global issue. The literature shows that two main actors influence this space; 

international donors and the state.  

 

A vast amount of research can be found on how international donors influence civil society and 

the roles they have (Bojicic, 2002; Pallas, 2016; Verkoren & van Leeuwen, 2013; Popplewell, 

2018; Paffenholz, 2015). It is argued that by the criteria that the international donors have for 

CSOs, many organizations lose touch with the local needs and mainly focus on the requirements 

of the international donors. However, these international donors are often unaware, or not aware 

enough, of the local context. This can result in projects that are incompatible with the local reality. 

Another consequence can be that only urban, well-established NGOs, who know what the 

international donors want, receive donor funding and smaller or unregistered civil society can thus 

be overlooked. Moreover, competing for funding can cause a rip in a strong civil society, which 

has an effect on the entire country (Bojicic, 2002; Pallas, 2016; Verkoren & van Leeuwen, 2013; 

Popplewell, 2018; Paffenholz, 2015). 
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Another important actor that influences civil society is the state. Spurk (2010) has shown in his 

definition of civil society that the lines between the state and civil society are not always clear. 

This is a ‘’state-in-society’’ approach, where the state is part of civil society and civil society 

shapes the state. However, as Kjellman & Harpviken (2010) explain ‘’conflict disrupts the 

relationship between civil society and the state in terms of political, economic, and security 

dimensions’’ (p.41). This is why it is so important to research the influence of the state on the roles 

of civil society. In the following section the existing literature on the relation between civil society 

and the state will be discussed.  

 

3.4 Civil Society-State relations 

Civil society cannot be analysed isolated from the state (World Bank, 2007). It is therefore 

essential to look at civil society-state relations. Overall, the relation is described in the literature 

as equal. The state forms the legislative boundaries of the sphere of civil society, but also opens 

up the space for civil society by these laws, and civil society in turn serves as watchdog and puts 

limits on the actions of the state (Shils, 1997; Postigo, 2011). Chambers & Kopstein (2006, p. 364) 

describe six relations civil society and the state can have: 

 

1. Civil society apart from the state;  

2. Civil society against the state;  

3. Civil society in support of the state;  

4. Civil society in dialogue with the state;  

5. Civil society in partnership with the state;  

6. Civil society beyond the state. 

 

Typically, the relation between the state and civil society is one of cooperation (Fioramonti & 

Heinrich, 2007), although Chambers & Kopstein (2006) argue that this balance is more of a 

framework than an attainable goal. In conflict affected states, the relation between civil society 

and the state changes, which can make it even harder to find this balance (World Economic Forum, 

2012). 
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As discussed before, states often lack the capacity to deliver services when it has been affected by 

conflict. To understand the role civil society plays and can play in peacebuilding efforts, it is 

important to know how the behaviour of the state influences civil society. In conflict-ridden states, 

the civil society-state relations change. Often the state is mistrusted and trust in civil society 

increases (World Economic Forum, 2012; Verkoren & van Leeuwen, 2013). The World Bank 

(2007, p. 22) gives an overview of the key aspects of the enabling environment of civil society: 

 

● The legal and regulatory frameworks (e.g., laws guaranteeing basic rights of association, 

expression, information and participation, and regulations on financing, tax status and 

registration);  

● The political and institutional context (e.g., peace and stability, respect for political rights, 

governance institutions);  

● Socio-cultural aspects (e.g., societal values and attitudes, trust and tolerance, levels of 

literacy) and economic factors (e.g., poverty and inequality); and  

● The nature and dynamics of civil society relations with other societal actors, particularly 

the state.  

 

All of these aspects relate back to the state. The literature shows some of the main ways the state 

influences civil society. Restrictions of laws is one of the main ways for the state to influence the 

work of civil society (Ariadne, 2015). This does not only happen in weak or authoritarian states, 

but also in established democracies. The laws can be related to things like registration and 

administration, organization and funding (Ariadne, 2015). The government might ask CSOs to file 

their event plans with them ahead of time or require the CSOs to hand over their finances to 

government officials. In some cases, the information of the CSOs funding is used for smear 

campaigns or propaganda (Mendelson, 2015; ACT Alliance, 2011). In this way, state try to 

undercut the legitimacy of the CSO, by arguing that they are a foreign organization with foreign 

ties.  

 

Oppression by governments is common in states that are affected by conflict. The literature shows 

that human rights organizations are the most affected by this oppression. Especially in weak states, 

human rights organizations get little to no funding in their own country. By being dependent on 
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international funding, these organizations become subject of smear campaigns as described above 

(Ariadne, 2015). Already in the 19th century, Tocqueville (1835) described the dangers of limiting 

civil society. By his estimation, if people are forbidden to form certain types of associations and 

are only allowed to associate for insignificant matters, people lose interest to form associations all 

together. This corresponds with Ariadne’s assessment that restring activities of human rights 

organizations can paralyze their work all together, because they lose time and money on 

manoeuvring around the restrictions of the state. Ariadne also identifies a spill over effect to 

neighbouring countries, thus making restrictions on civil society a global threat.  

 

3.5 Research gap 

The literature presented in this chapter has shown previous work on the roles of civil society in 

peacebuilding and the previous research on state - civil society relations. However, as Paffenholz 

& Spurk (2006) suggest, it is important to combine the peacebuilding field with the 

democratization field to get a better understanding of the role of civil society in peacebuilding. 

Although many authors argue that the role of civil society is dependent on the context, not much 

context specific research can be found. Most of the research on the enabling environment is 

focused on the influence of international donors, even though all authors acknowledge that the 

influence of the state is an important factor. This research thus aims to get a better understanding 

of the influence of the state on the roles of civil society, with Myanmar as its case study and will 

later be generalized to a broader context.  
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4. Analytical frameworks 

To structure the results of this research, two analytical frameworks are used. This chapter will 

firstly look at a model to analyse the relationship between the state and civil society, as presented 

by Müller (2006). After this the functions of civil society in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz 

& Spurk (2006) will be presented and connected to the framework of Müller for the use of this 

research.  

 

4.1 Müller’s model for the relationship between the state and civil society 

Müller (2006) presents a framework to get a better understanding of the relationship between civil 

society and the state. He aims to use the framework as an analytical tool to understand the 

relationship between the state and civil society.  

 

Researchers generally agree that civil society and the state are mutually dependent (Müller, 2006). 

Even a thriving civil society cannot exist without state institutions, and democratic states cannot 

exist without and open civil society. Müller (2006) presents four dimensions that show the 

relationship between the state and civil society.  

 

4.1.1 Four dimensions in relations between civil society and the state 

Firstly, there is the defensive dimension. This function entails that civil society protects the nation 

against growing powers of the state. One of the main risks here is the centralization of government, 

which in turn can lead to the abuse of power by the state. Secondly, the legitimizing dimension is 

built on the idea that the state only is legitimate if it is trusted by its citizens. To create this feeling 

of legitimacy, the state needs civil society. Therefore, civil society gives the state and the 

government its legitimate power. The third dimension is the participation dimension. Müller 

(2006) argues that in order for citizens to participate in political debates, it is not necessary to 

actually be a part of the political sphere. Through civil society citizens can have their voices heard 

and engage in the matters that they view as important. And lastly, there is the dimension of 

integration. This dimension builds on the idea that civil society allows people to build relationships 

and become part of something bigger than the individual. The thought is that people will come to 

realize that to have your opinion heard, it is better to find likeminded people and stand together, 

than trying to be heard on your own. It creates groups of people that have shared values, norms 
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and symbols. Müller (2006) argues that being part of civil society is not just about achieving 

change, but also about having the feeling of being heard.  

Figure 2. The functional dimension in relations between civil society and the state (Müller, 2006, p. 320) 

 

4.1.2 The interrelation of the functional dimensions 

Based on these four dimensions, Müller (2006) presents the ‘’functional dimension in relations 

between civil society and the state’’ (see figure 2). The smaller circle in the middle of the model 

represents the state and the bigger circle represents civil society. Müller calls the protection 

dimensions ‘’negative freedom’’ as this is the requirement for civil society to operate freely. 

Opposite to it, at the bottom, participation is what Müller (2006) calls ‘’positive freedom’’ (p. 

320). Participation is what gives the people the opportunity to have a ‘’fulfilled and satisfied civic 

life’’ (p. 320). The idea is that being part of civil society and participate politically is a lifestyle, 

more than just a right.  The right side of the model, where the legitimation function is presented, 

represents how civil society and the democratic state are connected to and dependent on each other. 

Müller (2006) states that ‘’civil society creates the social resources of political power and 

established the credibility, or legitimacy, of the democratic state, which in turn is responsible for 
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protecting civil society and establishing the relationships of trust in democratic political 

institutions’’ (p. 321). On the integration side of the model, civil society is presented as being part 

of the political system, as well as being integrated in society. It is important for members of civil 

society to actually see themselves as part of one society. Summarizing this model, Müller (2006) 

states (p. 321):  

 

The vertical axis represents the values of human individuality, freedom and particular 

interests. [...] The horizontal axis represents the value dimensions of social cohesion and 

shared norms, i.e. values of safety, security and shared orientations in action. [...] It may 

perhaps be said that in the figure the vertical axis represents the more liberal values, while 

the horizontal axis represents rather republican values and convictions. 

Figure 3. The risks of modern democracy. (Müller, 2006, p. 322) 
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4.1.3 The dangers of modern democracy 

Based on the dimensions of Figure 2, Müller (2006) continues his article with the dangers of the 

relationship of civil society and the state when the democratic process is threatened. These dangers 

are presented in Figure 3. To each dimension one or several challenges are connected. Müller 

argues that the main danger of the democratic political process is the centralization of political 

power and the abuse of that power. This centralization can lead to the other risks mentioned in the 

model: atomisation, loss of legitimacy and decline of social cohesion. Losing legitimacy can also 

happen when the state does not represent the interests of the people and thus losing the trust of its 

people. Losing of legitimacy in turn can lead to a lack of political participation, uncontrolled 

increase of state power, the decline of social cohesion and the increase of social cleavages. Another 

risk is the decline of political participation. Müller (2006) argues that the decline of political 

participation is not just bad for civil society, but also the state, because if civil society is unable to 

resolve problems by itself because of a lack of members, the state will have to intervene more. A 

lack of participation can lead to a decrease of social cohesion. Lastly, the risk of social 

fragmentation can be found on the left side of the model. As seen before, this risk can be caused 

by any of the other risks. Social fragmentation can spiral and lead to the disintegration of social 

norms and shared values, which in turn can isolate parts of society from the political system. As 

can be seen in the description of the model, all the risks related to each dimension are related to 

each other and impact each other. The idea of the model is that all these risks can be prevented by 

a strong civil society, but can also impact civil society negatively when they actually happen.  

 

Müller (2006) presents his ideas in a circular model as he believes that all the dimensions are 

interrelated. He argues that the dimensions have a multitude of factors that bind the dimensions 

together and it is not always easy to ascertain which risks to democracy are the causes and which 

are the effects. The model of Müller is relevant for this research, as it aims to give meaning to the 

complex relationship between the state and civil society. 
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4.2 Civil society functions in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz 

The functions of civil society in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz & Spurk (2010) have been 

shortly described in the literature review. In this chapter the functions will be described in more 

detail and how they can be related to Müllers framework.  

 

Paffenholz and Spurk (2010) present seven functions of civil society in peacebuilding. In the next 

sections a more detailed description will be given of the first six functions and how they relate to 

Müllers model of civil society - state relations. The seventh function, service delivery, will be 

discussed separately.  

 

Protection. One of the core functions of civil society is the protection of the citizens against the 

state. Protection becomes even more important during and after conflict, because without it the 

other functions are almost impossible to carry out. States are usually weaker during and after 

conflict, which makes it difficult to protect itself, let alone its citizens. Some examples of activities 

within this function are: humanitarian aid, watchdog activities or creating ‘zones of peace’.  

 

Monitoring. In democracies, civil society organizations monitor the behaviour of the state. In 

peacebuilding, civil society organizations also monitor conflict situations and provide information 

on the situation on the ground. An example of a monitoring activity is reporting on human rights 

abuses.  

 

Advocacy and public communication. Advocacy is an important function within peacebuilding 

(Paffenholz & Spurk, 2010). Examples of advocacy and public communication activities are 

awareness campaigns, lobbying to be included in peace negotiations and create public pressure 

(Paffenholz & Spurk, 2010, p. 69). 

 

In-group socialization. This function is built on the idea that civil society encourages citizens to 

actively participate in groups and movements, creating values and norms within groups. In 

peacebuilding, civil society uses this function to create a ‘culture of peace’ (Paffenholz & Spurk, 

2010). An example of in-group socialization is peace education. 
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Social cohesion. Different from the in-group socialization, the social cohesion function includes 

activities that brings adversary groups together, in order to create community. In peacebuilding the 

idea of this function is that different groups learn to live together in peace. Examples of this 

function are conflict resolution workshops or exchange visits between conflicting groups.  

 

Intermediation and facilitation. Civil society often takes on the role of intermediator or facilitator 

between the state and the citizens. When it comes to peacebuilding, EAOs are often also involved 

next to the state and citizens. One of the main activities within this function is formal and informal 

facilitation initiatives.  

 

All the six functions of Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) can also be found in the framework of Müller 

(2006). The function of protection is also a dimension in Müller’s framework, but as Müller has 

argued, all the dimensions are interconnected. This means that the functions do not necessarily 

connect with one dimension. The protection and monitoring function of Paffenholz and Spurk not 

only fit in the protection dimensions, but these functions also give legitimacy to the state. The 

advocacy function also creates legitimacy, but also allows for more participation, just like in-group 

socialization and social cohesion. These functions also connect to the integration dimension. And 

lastly the intermediation and facilitation function allows not only for integration and participation, 

but also allows civil society to serve as a protection actor and legitimize the state. For this research 

it is therefore interesting to analyse the activities of civil society in Myanmar based on the functions 

of Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) to analyse how the state influences civil society in Myanmar.  

 

The seventh function of civil society in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) is 

a bit different from the other functions. Service delivery is often a function of civil society in weak 

and conflict affected states. However, Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) argue that it is unclear in what 

way service delivery is a function for civil society in peacebuilding. According to them it is only 

a function for civil society in peacebuilding when it is a means to be able to execute the other 

functions. As an example of this, civil society might use service delivery to get access to restricted 

areas, which allows them to perform other functions in that restricted region, such as peace related 

workshops. Paffenholz & Spurk wonder what effect the service delivery function has on their 

ability to carry out other functions. To build on this question, this research aims to determine what 
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impact the state has on the service delivery function, and how this impacts their work within the 

other functions. Although this function cannot be directly placed in Müller’s model like the other 

functions, it is still relevant for the different dimensions as Paffenholz & Spurk argue that the 

functions leads to the ability to carry out the other functions. That is why this research takes the 

service delivery function into account in the analysis as well.  

 

4.3 Operationalizing the models 

Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) argue that to understand the role of civil society in peacebuilding, 

one must look at the research on peacebuilding theories as well as democratization theories. In 

post-conflict situations, the state is often weak. It can thus be argued that the state - civil society 

relations are different during this time in comparison to an established democracy. It is therefore 

interesting to perceive how Müllers model (2006) performs in the context of a weak democracy. 

The models of Müller (2006) and Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) will be used in this research to 

analyse the data. The date will be put into the context of the dimensions of Müller, to give an 

overview of which risks according to Müller are relevant for the case of Myanmar. These risks 

will then be put into context of the functions of civil society according to Paffenholz and Spurk 

(2006). The functions of Paffenholz and Spurk will give a more detailed overview of the influence 

of the state on specific functions of civil society, whereas the model of Müller will give a more 

general understanding of how the state influences civil society as a whole and what that means for 

democracy in Myanmar.  
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5. Methodology 

This research was conducted as a field study in Myanmar, specifically in Yangon and Hpa An. 

This chapter will go deeper into how this research was conducted, what methods were chosen and 

the limitations and delimitations relevant for this study. The chapter will conclude with an 

overview of the ethical considerations connected to this study. 

  

5.1 Research design 

This research was conducted as a qualitative study with an abductive approach. To get a better 

understanding of the role of civil society in Myanmar and the influence of the state, a field study 

was chosen. This allowed for an analysis of the perspectives of different types of organizations in 

Myanmar. Another reason for a field study is that Myanmar, as been shown in the literature review, 

has been a closed society for several decades (Fink, 2001; Charney, 2008; Aung-Thwin & Aung-

Thwin 2012). This means until 2011 little primary research was done in the country and even today 

research in the country can be challenging (Selth, 2018), which makes a field study fruitful. This 

study uses Karen State in Myanmar as its case study. A case study is appropriate for the research 

as Myanmar consists of different regions with different levels of conflict, making it unrealistic to 

assess the whole country in a small study like this report. As George & Bennett (2005) state, 

 

Highly general and abstract theories, which set aside intervening processes and focus on 

correlations between the ‘’start’’ and ‘’finish’’ of a phenomenon, are too general to make 

sharp theoretical predictions or to guide policy. [...] In contrast, middle-range typological 

theories [...] provide more contingent and specific generalizations for policymakers and 

allow researchers to contribute to more nuanced theories’’ (p. 7-8). 

 

By choosing the specific area of Karen State, a more in-depth examination is made possible. This 

allows not only for generalization of the data, but also to reveal unique features of the case 

(Bryman, 2016). The conclusions of this research aim to give insight in how the relationship 

between state and civil society can be analysed and what the consequences are of that relationship.  
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This research applies an abductive approach. As Danermark et al (2002) describes, abduction is 

used to explain a phenomenon by the use of a framework or theory, to interpret the phenomenon 

in a different way. Danermark et al (2002) speaks of recontextualization, stating it is a way to 

‘’observe, describe, interpret and explain something within the frame of a new context’’ (p. 91) 

For this research the models of Müller (2006) and Paffenholz & Spurk (2006) are used to explain 

the influence of the state on civil society in peacebuilding. By way of combining these two models, 

new conclusions can be drawn on how the role of civil society is established in peacebuilding 

efforts. A qualitative study is appropriate because it allows for a perspective from individuals and 

how they interpret their social word (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This is relevant 

for this research because defining the influence of the state on civil society can be a matter of 

subjectivity. Different actors might define this influence in different ways, which makes the view 

of different research targets valuable for this research.  

 

5.1.1 Sampling 

For this research, different groups of interviewees were chosen. Using a form of purposive 

sampling can, according to Creswell & Plano Clark (2011, cited in Palinkas, 2015), can help ‘’ 

identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are especially knowledgeable 

about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest’’ (p. 534). For this reason, three groups of 

interviewees were chosen. The analytical frameworks used for this research aim to identify the 

functions of civil society, how the state influences these functions and what risks to democracy 

this influence might pose. The sampling strategy allows for perspectives from different 

organisations within civil society; local CSOs, national CSOs and international NGOs. As the 

research aims to get a better understanding of the role of civil society in Karen State and the 

influence of the state on that role, local civil society organizations were chosen to interview. 

However, the local civil society organizations did not have no to limited online presence in 

English, which made it difficult to contact them before arriving in the country, so a snowballing 

strategy was chosen (Bryman, 2016). This meant to first interview international NGOs (INGOs) 

based in Yangon. Not only were they able to provide contact details of local CSOs, but they could 

also give their perspective on the influence of the state on local CSOs. Although all CSOs had a 

human rights aspect, this criterion was not used for the INGOs. The reason for this is that most 

large INGOs focussing on human rights (i.e. Amnesty International) do not actually operate from 
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within the country, to prevent limitations on their work (Amnesty International, 2019). Since the 

opening up of the country INGOs have been freer to incorporate a human rights aspect to their 

work (Stokke, Vakulchuck & Øverland, 2018), however, as this research aimed to understand how 

the role of civil society has changed in recent years, the choice was made to interview INGOs 

focusing on development that have been operating in the country since before the opening up of 

the country. Next to INGOs, National CSOs were interviewed. These CSOs were not just operating 

in one region, but in several or all regions of the country. As some of these organizations also 

operated in Karen State, the interviewees could give their perspective of the role of civil society in 

Karen State, compared to other states. Lastly, but by no means the least, local CSOs were 

interviewed. The idea was that the interviewees of these organizations were able to give a better 

understanding of the situation of the local level. Many of the interviewees were part of informal 

social movement, before more formal CSOs were allowed, which enabled them to give insight in 

the recent changes.  

 

As the interviewees are chosen to be kept anonymous, all the interviewees were given a code, to 

sort the data they provided. For the local CSOs, the code LCSO was given. Interviewees were then 

number, into LCSO1, LCSO2, LCSO3 and so forth. For the national CSOs the code NCSO was 

used and for the international NGOs the code INGO was used. To code the data, several themes 

were used. Firstly, from the findings, all data that is related to the activities of local civil society 

was collected together from the three groups of interviewees. After this all the data of the influence 

of the state on civil society, collected from the three groups of interviewees, were assembled. 

Another set of data was brought together on the influence conflicts have on the work of civil 

society and their relationship with the State. Lastly, the topic of registration, which was not part of 

the initial questioning but came up during every interview, was assembled. These themes will be 

discussed in chapter six, in which the findings will be presented.  

 

5.1.2 Semi-structured interviews 

The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews. As the aim of the interviews was to 

get the perspective of the respondents, it was considered that the interview guide might not 

encompass all the ideas of the respondents. Although the main themes were set, the semi-structured 

nature of the interviews allowed the respondents to contribute their own themes that they deemed 
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important. As Bryman (2016) states, this makes the interview process flexible. The timeframe of 

the interviews therefore differed per respondent, but lasted overall between 30 to 60 minutes. An 

interview guide was made for each target group, which can be found in Appendix I.   

 

A total of 21 people from different organizations were interviewed; 4 respondents from INGOs, 7 

from national CSOs and 10 local CSOs from Karen State. The INGOs and national CSOs were 

located in Yangon and most CSOs from Karen State were located in Hpa An. Some bigger Karen 

CSOs had an office in Yangon, which allowed for a visit in Yangon. Most of the interviews were 

held at the office of the organizations, which allowed for observations on the organizations on site. 

Due to privacy reasons it was chosen not to record the conversations, so notes were made during 

the interviews which were later put in an excel sheet based on the questions and the type of 

organization. By doing this immediately after the interview, most of the information could be 

documented. It should however be considered that taking notes is a less precise way of reporting 

than with the use of recordings.  

 

5.2 Limitations and delimitations 

To make the research as meaningful as possible, some delimitations were set out at the start of this 

research. Next to this, limitations came up during the research process. All these limitations and 

delimitations might have an effect on the results of the study, which is why it is important to keep 

these into consideration.  

 

5.2.1 Delimitations 

As Myanmar has different states that all consists of different ethnic groups, many with specific 

conflicts, it is not within the scope of this research to analyse civil society of the entire country. 

As this report was designed for a ten-week thesis, it was necessary to make specific choices to be 

able to contribute to knowledge on the country as well as civil society research. While interviewing 

INGOs in Yangon, many contacts in Karen State were obtained. This shifted the focus of the 

research to Karen State. Karen State has one of the oldest and longest running civil wars in the 

world, however, it is now relatively safe to travel within the region, compared to some of the other 

conflict regions in the country (US Department of State, 2019). Another advantage is that Karen 

State is a relatively short drive (6 hours) from Yangon, which makes it easily accessible.  
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Another delimitation of this research is the kind of civil society organizations that were 

interviewed for this research. As the introduction chapter has shown, civil society encompasses 

many different types of organizations. As Chambers & Kopstein (2006) argue, the influence of the 

state on civil society depends on the type of civil society organizations and how involved they are 

in the political sphere. This research focuses on organization with a human rights aspect, because 

they are actively involved in the political sphere and are the most targeted by states (Ariadne, 

2015).  

 

5.2.2 Limitations 

One of the main limitations was the time constraints of this research. To create a snowballing 

effect, time is sometimes needed in the beginning to create the first contacts (Bryman, 2016). With 

a 28-day visa, time was precious and had to be used wisely. Because the focus of the research 

shifted to Karen State quite late in the field, it was only possible to spend 3 days in Hpa An, the 

capital of Karen State. Although 8 people were interviewed during that time, it was not possible 

to continue the snowballing effect due to the time limit. The same goes for the contacts in Yangon. 

The last week of the field study new contacts kept coming in and the research could have been 

more extensive were it not for the limit of time.  

 

Another limitation for this research was the language. As the researcher did not speak Burmese or 

the local language, the interviews were conducted in English. Thawnghmung (2011) stated that in 

Myanmar, most people in the upper- and mid-level position are highly educated and speak English, 

and that these people have most likely travelled and been exposed to cultures and thoughts outside 

of Myanmar. It is therefore possible that these interviewees have a different point of view than 

non-English, lower educated people. However, in Hpa An it was necessary to use an interpreter, 

as most did not speak English. These interviewees painted a similar picture as the English-speaking 

interviewees. It is thus argued that the influence is minimal. Another language limitation is the use 

of the interpreter. During the time in Hpa An, the contact person provided one of her interns as 

interpreter. As the interpreter did not have the background knowledge that the researcher had, this 

might have affected the translations.  
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5.3 Ethical considerations 

For this research, some ethical issues were taken into consideration. As Creswell & Creswell 

(2018) state, it is up to the researcher to protect the research participants and argue that each stage 

of the research comes with its own ethical considerations. During the preparation stage of this 

research literature on ethical issues was examined and information on the culture of Myanmar was 

gathered. At the beginning of the study, participants were contacted to explain the nature of the 

study, to give them a better understanding of what they were contributing to. While collecting the 

data, it was decided not to record the interviews. While this was initially the plan, the first 

respondents expressed slight reservations on being recorded, so the decision was made not to 

record at all. During the interviews notes were taken, and where possible short quotes were written 

down. In the reporting stage no names of people and organizations were mentioned. As some 

participants preferred to stay anonymous due to the sensitive nature of the research, the research 

protects their privacy by not naming them. Some of the respondents had spent several years in 

prison as political prisoners in the time of the military regime and believed to have been followed 

after their release, which made protecting their identity an important part of the research design. 

Other people were open about being mentioned by name and organization in the research, however, 

for consistency it was decided to keep these names private as well.  
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6. Findings 

Based on the previous chapters, several interviews were held with local CSOs, national CSOs and 

international NGOs. The findings of these interviews are presented here below. Based on these 

findings an analysis can be done, which will be laid out in chapter 7.  

 

6.1 Local CSOs 

The first group of interviews are the local civil society organizations. Themes discussed during the 

interviews, as will be described below, are the activities these organizations do, how the state 

influences their work, registration and how the conflicts have influenced their work.  

 

6.1.1 Activities 

The local civil society organizations interviewed for this report all focus their work on Karen State. 

The activities the organizations do can be divided into two themes: Women empowerment and 

democracy awareness. Hpa An hosts many CSOs that specifically focus on women’s rights. Five 

of the organization that were interviewed for this thesis had a component that was related to 

women’s rights. These activities include gender equality training, women protection and gender 

peacebuilding. LCSO7, for example, gives training in peace and security and leadership, with a 

women’s right component. They stated that only 30% of the local government is female, with none 

of these females in a decision-making position. This is why they advocate not only at the local 

level, but also at the union level for gender equality. Women also have a limited role in the 

peacebuilding process, which is why they advocate for gender equality in peacebuilding activities. 

LCSO5, also focussing on women’s rights, stated that they not only train women, but also train 

the local government in Hpa An and other CSOs in gender equality. Both LCSO6 and LCSO7 

focused on teaching women about their rights as well as advocating for new laws and regulations 

related to women’s rights. LCSO6 also stated to be active in community security, to help women 

overcome traumas from conflict and provide counselling and protection sessions. The democracy 

theme could not only be found in the organizations that focused on women’s rights, but also in the 

other five organizations. Activities related to this are democracy awareness training, the mapping 

of the political situation and playing an intermediary role between locals and the local government. 

Part of this democracy awareness theme is also the attempt of the local CSOs to address ethnic 

issues to the (local) government.  
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6.1.2 Influence of the state 

The organizations were asked what their relationship is with the state and how day to day work is 

influenced by these state relations. When talking about the relationship with the government, three 

time periods come up: the time before 2010, the time during the U Thein government between 

2010 and 2015, and the time since the start of the NLD government in 2015. All interviewees 

acknowledge that their work and relations with the state have changed in those three periods. An 

example of this is made by LCSO2, saying that before 2010 democracy was taboo. Instead people 

would talk about ‘participation’. Between 2010 and 2015, more channels opened up for civil 

society because of the peace talks. As LCSO1 put it: ‘’Between 2010 and 2015 you were free as a 

CSO as long as you informed the local government before starting to work on a project’’. LCSO3 

also said this was a freer period, as the government’s main agenda was peace, to look good for the 

international community.  

 

According to the local CSOs, many issues still exist within the government on the local level. 

Although changes have been made at the Union level, there is a problem with the flow to the local 

level. This sometimes results in the local officials not being aware of new laws made at the Union 

level. LCSO3 argued that officials do not try to understand to community level, as they have 

invited the State minister to come to the local communities to observe the situation on the ground, 

however this has never happened. Some of the CSOs argued that most of the government officials 

are not from the local level and thus do not understand the issues at the local level. An example 

given by many are the ethnic issues, such as language. The government does not want to 

incorporate the local languages in the national curriculum, which according to the locals is a form 

of ‘burmatisation’.  

 

Talking about their specific activities, all the local CSOs had experienced restrictions by the 

government. As most organizations agree that before 2015 they were freer to do their work, after 

2015 some events were no longer allowed to be held. Before a project, the CSOs are required to 

hand in a project proposal to the local government. Some interviewees said that this process has 

become more difficult since 2015. LCSO8 described how before 2015 proposals were handed in 

directly to the chief minister for approval, whereas now it has to go through several departments 

before it gets to the chief minister for approval. The approval time has in this way increased from 
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a few weeks to sometimes a few months. When it comes to human rights issues, LCSO8 described 

their proposals get rejected up to 5 times. LCSO7 commented amongst the same line, saying that 

proposals take longer now to be approved. However, LCSO10 said approval now is given faster 

than before 2015, although they added to only ask for approval for proposals they know that will 

be accepted. LCSO7 commented that before 2015 there was a different chief minister that would 

make try to prevent their gatherings. When they were giving training sessions at local communities 

the police would come and listen in on their meetings, to report back to the chief minister what the 

CSOs were doing. LCSO7 said that after a new chief minister came into office in 2015, the work 

did become easier, but that they are still being followed and many questions are still being asked. 

Despite this, three CSOs commented that their relationship with the current local government is 

good, with LCSO8 saying that they even allow other organizations, that do not have a good 

relationship with the government, use their name to do their work. LCSO6 said that there is more 

transparency now and that this has improved their relationship with the government and that they 

feel no more hesitation before contacting them. Other restrictions that were mentioned were last 

minute changes requested by the government, such as a request to change the date of an event in 

the last minute, and restrictions in the publications of the CSOs.  

 

6.1.3 Registration 

During the interviews one element kept coming up: registration. As all the interviewees explained, 

CSOs are given the choice if they want to register or not. Of the local CSOs all except 2 were 

registered, but only in recent years (after 2015), although LCSO8 said that most CSOs in Karen 

State do not have registration. LCSO9 said it was an easy decision for them to register, because 

they had a clear vision for their organization, which made the process easier. LCSO2 said that 

giving up all their information about their activities and finances limits them in their work because 

the government can use the information to restrict them. However, he also acknowledged that from 

the government's perspective transparency should go both ways. Full transparency is still not 

possible because of a lack of trust from both sides. LCSO10 mentioned that they registered to get 

a better understanding of the government mechanisms. In this way they can point out corruption 

within the government. LCSO3 argued that when it comes to the peace process, registration has 

become even more sensitive because that might make them lose the trust of the EAOs.  
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6.1.4 Influence of the conflicts 

The CSOs were asked how the conflicts in the country, and specifically in Karen State, have 

influenced their work and their relationship with the state. Some of the organizations have strong 

ties with the KNU and work in the KNU controlled areas as well as the government-controlled 

areas. Centralization is mentioned as one of the main causes for the conflict. Some CSOs 

mentioned that some government officials still practice ‘burmatisation’ and ignore local 

ethnicities. This creates tension within Karen State. Many organizations are of the opinion that the 

peace process is stuck. As LCSO4 put it: ‘’Right now there is no positive peace in Karen. The goal 

of the government is just to create stability so they can do other things. In this way they are not 

aiming for positive peace’’. LCSO10 says the lack of peacebuilding from the government side is 

one of the main reasons why the peace process is so slow. The consequences of the conflicts for 

the local CSOs are that some areas are restricted to them. LCSO5 says that in this way the peace 

process has delayed their work. LCSO1 mentioned that they tried to monitor the cease fire, but 

that they were restricted by the Joint Monitoring Committee (JMC). This committee was 

established after the NCA in 2015 and includes representatives from the government and the 

EAOs. It also includes some civilians, however, according to LCSO1 the JMC does not have any 

local representatives. LCSO1 wanted to work together with JMC, but JMC felt that LCSO1 was 

competing with them. LCSO1 is restricted on commenting without the approval of the JMC. 

Because of this, funding has been restricted, because donors do not want to go against JMC. Some 

organizations mention how the peace process has changed over the years. According to some, the 

NLD has changed the structure of the peace process a lot and some CSOs have become more 

involved. An example of this is given by LCSO10, explaining how recent conflict caused civilians 

to get stuck at a waterfall. As the government did not have enough resources to help these people, 

they contacted the local CSOs and asked them to step in. LCSO10 argued that this has made the 

CSOs of Karen State stronger collectively. Some organizations, however, feared that the upcoming 

elections of 2020 will increase tensions in the region.  

 

6.2 National CSOs 

Next to the local CSOs, national CSOs were also interviewed. The activities of their organization 

as well as their local partners and their views on the influence of the state, registration and conflicts 

are presented in this section.  
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6.2.1 Activities 

The national organizations have projects on the national level, as well as on local level in certain 

regions. Some of the organizations started as local organizations and grew until the national level. 

Some activities they focus on are women’s rights and empowerment, mediation between the state 

and EAOs, peace education, advocacy and awareness campaigns. On the local level they often 

work together with local partners, during activities such as community development and trust and 

engagement building. Some organizations provide services on local levels where the government 

is unable to provide them, such as healthcare. One organization started as a provider of healthcare 

and now serves as an intermediate between the people and the government.  

 

6.2.2 Influence of the state 

With the first civil government, many CSOs had high expectations, according to NCSO1. Because 

a lot of the NLD government officials used to be part of civil society, many CSOs have close ties 

with the government. However, some CSOs are still critical of the current government, saying that 

they are not doing enough for the people. According to NCSO2 and NCSO4 this has created a 

divide within civil society between the organizations supporting the NLD government and the ones 

still being critical. The organizations that are pro government are sometimes contacted by the 

government to do certain projects. NCSO4, being one of the organizations that still criticizes the 

government, says that they are being accused of being spoilers of the democratization and peace 

process.  

 

Another issue brought up by the interviewees is the structure problem within the government. As 

NCSO5 explains, at the highest levels the ‘old’ officials have been replaced for NLD officials, but 

at the local level some of the ‘old’ people are still in place. According to NCSO5 a lot of CSOs 

bypass the local officials as it is hard to work with them and they are unfamiliar with national 

decisions. However, NCSO6 says that they have good ties with local officials. Sometimes the 

officials at the national level try to interfere in local work of CSOs, but the local officials do not 

want to obey as they know all the people working for the CSOs personally. According to NCSO6 

the relationship with the government changes depending on the goals of the government. 

According to them, things have improved for development work, but those who fight for human 
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rights issues are not stronger now than before. Another issue is the authority of the leaders of the 

departments. NCSO5 described how the military officials used to have a lot of authority, but the 

new NLD officials lack this authority. This is why the current leaders can’t keep all the promises 

they make. Meanwhile, the military keeps doing what they want, says NCSO6, and the NLD is not 

speaking up against them. Arrests are still possible, so CSOs are still not in a safe position. NCSO6 

also stated that with the previous government the CSOs were willing to go against them, however, 

now that there is a civil government, they want to follow the rules. They said that they are not 

going against the government now, because they want to support the civil government. NCSO7, 

however, says that the NLD is becoming isolated. Minority organizations are neglected and within 

the party there are no different opinions anymore, with nepotism a big issue. By trying to 

strengthen their policies they are limiting CSOs. Most of the interviewees agree that a real 

democracy is still very far away. As NCSO5 put it: ‘’Governments change all the time, but the 

system stays the same’’.   

 

6.2.3 Registration 

The issue of registration came up during all the interviews. Five of the organizations interviewed 

were not registered, only two were. NCSO1 explained civil society can be divided into two types 

of CSOs: the ones that register and the ones that do not. As he explained, when registering you 

have to abide by the rules of the government and this can restrict your access to certain areas or 

you can be limited in the work you do. However, it allows you to get funding from official donors. 

When you are registered you always have to inform the government what kind of project you are 

going to do. Before 2011, you had to get permission, but these days it is only necessary to inform 

the local government. When registering the government wants access to your finances, by asking 

information about your income and budget, as well as asking for a monthly report. Some of the 

interviewees expressed feeling pressure from the government to register. An example given by 

NCSO6 was their inability to give awareness training in ethnic areas because they were not 

registered.  
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6.2.4 Influence of the conflicts 

All the interviewees discussed the conflicts in the country and the ongoing peace process. Like the 

local CSOs, all agreed that the peace process is stuck. According to some the government is only 

interested in making an end to the violence but is not addressing the underlying issues. According 

to NCSO5 disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) are hard to discuss when there 

is no consensus on what the definition is of peace. The work of CSOs are a bit different in conflict 

areas, says NCSO1. In these areas there is a lot of distrust, especially in the government because 

people do not feel represented. Local organizations are often not involved on the national level. 

According to NCSO6 the local CSOs also have problems connecting to the national organizations 

because they are restricted in their travel due to the conflicts. However, others, like NCSO3, use 

the peace process to advocate for their issues, such as a better healthcare system.  

 

6.3 International NGOs 

The last group of people interviewed were people from international NGOs. In total four people 

from INGOs were interviewed. They were asked about their views on civil society organizations 

as well as their relationship with the government and CSOs.  

 

6.3.1 Activities 

The INGOs interviewed for this research have all been operating in the country since the 90’s. 

This was possible because these organizations focused mostly on development issues. Since 2010 

the organizations have been expanding their work and are now working more closely with CSOs. 

Some have a few local partners, where others have a lot of different local partners in different 

areas. INGO1 stated that they work together with local CSOs that use participatory methods to 

understand the needs of the people. Some activities the INGOs do together with local partners are 

health and development issues, by providing services to the local levels. By providing these 

services, empowerment can be created. According to INGO3 CSOs fill in the service delivery gap 

left by the government. Although these INGOs all focus on development issues, INGO1 was of 

the opinion that all CSOs in the country have a human rights agenda, even if it is hidden by some 

organizations.  
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6.3.2 Influence of the state 

The interviewees talked about how the state has influenced the work of CSOs but also how the 

state has influenced their own work. According to INGO1 the state was more inclined to include 

CSOs after the United States gave conditions in order for sanctions to be lifted. One of them was 

more transparency and the government realized they needed the CSOs to achieve this. This means 

that, as INGO2 explained, the government is now actively approaching CSOs for certain projects. 

All interviewees explained there is a difference between the national level and the local level. At 

the local level local government officials are usually reluctant to approve work of local CSO 

organizations, because they will have to give accountability for their decisions to higher officials, 

said INGO1. INGO2 added to that that there are different restrictions for local workers and 

international workers. Many INGOs are not allowed in certain areas, which has made CSOs more 

important. However, the government does not allow for the CSOs to do assessments in the regions 

they work in, according to INGO2, which makes the work for CSOs very difficult because INGOs 

want documentation of what happens with the funding. In this way the government seems to be 

manipulating the system and the funds.  

 

The difference in restrictions between state officials and local officials make it hard for CSOs to 

navigate their work, says INGO2. According to INGO4, this is especially true for Karen State, 

where a mixed approach is implemented by the state. The State makes organizations compete, says 

INGO4, as some groups get access and others do not. The State highlights division and practices 

ethnic politics. Some CSOs have tried to create cohesion platforms. Those efforts have not worked 

well because every organization has different approaches and want to stick to that approach. 

Another issue, according to INGO4 is that CSOs are reluctant to be critical of their own work, out 

of fear that the government will use that to limit their work. 

 

6.3.3 Registration 

Like during the other interviews, the topic of registration also came up during the interviews with 

the INGOs. Although official registration of CSOs were not allowed before 2015, the government 

turned a blind eye because they often broad services to the people that the government could not 

provide themselves. However, as INGO2 states, now registration is possible, but not mandatory. 

This poses a problem because not all officials understand the language that the laws are based on. 
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INGO3 gives the example of the Minister of Health that made a comment about Karen State 

organizations and that they should register. This gives the CSOs the feeling they are pressured to 

register. Arrest also happen frequently to CSOs that are not registered, according to INGO4. Not 

registering often brings anxieties, says INGO4, as the government might wonder why they do not 

register. What do they have to hide? 

 

6.3.4 Influence of the conflicts 

All the interviewees agreed that the conflicts have an immense impact on the CSOs. Local CSOs 

have become very important for INGOs, says INGO2, as it is often easier for them to respond 

faster to conflicts and have less restrictions in certain areas. Some areas in Karen State are currently 

not accessible for INGOs, and they need the help of CSOs. According to INGO1, CSOs have 

become more powerful and confident because of the conflicts. They have become very good at 

navigating between EAOs and it has made them more comfortable to defy the government or at 

least not follow the rules as strictly. INGO1 also said that the local government is so busy managing 

different conflicts that it CSOs are freer to do their work.   
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7. Analysis 

Based on the findings from chapter 6, this chapter now presents the analysis of the data. To analyse, 

the data is put into the context of the seven functions of civil society in peacebuilding according 

to Paffenholz & Spurk (2006), after which the analysis will move on to the framework of Müller 

(2006) and the risks of the influence of the state on civil society.  

 

7.1 The influence of the state on civil society functions 

Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) describe the seven functions that civil society have in peacebuilding. 

They argue that these functions are influenced by the enabling environment in which civil society 

operates. A big part of that environment is the state. Based on the findings, this report now attempts 

to analyse the influence of the state on civil society based on the seven functions of civil society 

in peacebuilding according to Paffenholz and Spurk (2006).  

 

7.1.1 Protection 

The protection function of the CSOs interviewed in Karen State can be mostly linked to women’s 

rights issues. There are several organizations that focus on women leadership activities and the 

rule of law for women. In conflict areas people are supported with community security. The trust 

in the government is very low. In some areas in Karen State, CSOs are not trusted because people 

think they are spies for the government. The issues of registration do not help with this, as this 

links the organizations even more to the state.  

 

7.1.2 Monitoring 

Several interviewees expressed interest to do monitoring activities. This function has however 

been limited by the state because of restrictions to certain areas, mostly conflict areas in Karen 

State as well as the rest of the country. Another example of a limitation in monitoring was given 

by one of the respondents in Karen State that wanted to map the political situation in Myanmar. 

This was not allowed by the government. The organizations that try to monitor the peace process 

are prevented to do so by the JMC, with several interviewees saying the peace process is 

completely in the hands of the state. Based on the examples given by the interviewees it can be 

concluded that civil society is negatively influenced by the state to execute the monitoring 

function.  
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7.1.3 Advocacy and public information 

Advocacy is named by all the interviewees as the most difficult activities to conduct. Recently 

many arrests have been made by the state and certain events organized by civil society have been 

forbidden by the state. Specifically, human rights issues have been restricted. The restrictions make 

some of the civil societies interviewed practice a form of self-censorship. One of the interviewees 

said to not want to go against this government too much, because it is the first civil government. 

The interviewee that wanted to map the political situation in the country stated that they are now 

more careful with the papers they publish. The research has shown that not only this function is 

being directly limited by the state, but that fear for repercussions also motivate civil society to 

restrict themselves in their work.  

 

7.1.4 In group socialization 

The research has shown that in-group socialization in peacebuilding as a function has been applied 

by the different CSOs. Peace education has been an activity carried out by several CSOs in Karen 

State. Like some of the other functions, the state restricts CSOs to go to certain areas, which might 

impact their ability to carry out these activities. It did not, however, come up during the interviews 

as a function that was influenced directly by the state. It should nevertheless be considered that the 

registration of an organization has an influence on the trust of the people in CSOs, which might 

influence the in-group socialization. Yet, this did not come out of the interviews as a concern of 

the organizations.  

 

7.1.5 Social cohesion 

Several interviewees discussed how strong civil society was collectively during the military 

regime. Especially in Karen State, across the Thai border, civil society was powerful according to 

some respondents. However, respondents talked about how this has changed since the start of the 

NLD government. Now some CSOs are pro-government, with other organizations still being 

critical. According to the respondents this has caused a divide in civil society. In Karen State the 

respondents were more positive about the relationship with the other organizations, compared to 

the view of the national CSOs and the INGOs. There might be a relation here with the fact that the 

Karen CSOs were overall more positive about their relationship with the state, compared to the 

other organizations.  
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7.1.6 Intermediation and facilitation 

Intermediation and facilitation was one of the main functions of most CSOs interviewed. Mainly 

the local organizations have strong connections with the people. In Karen State most of the CSOs 

said to have a strong bond with KNU as well. Although they did express some difficulties with 

reaching government officials, this function does not seem to be limited very much by the state.  

 

7.1.7 Service delivery 

According to Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) the service delivery function should only be a function 

of civil society when it is used as a means to be able to do the other functions. Some local CSOs 

interviewed in Karen State did just that. An example of this was an organization that started with 

health service and now serves as an intermediate between the local community and local 

government. According to Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) the service delivery function becomes 

more prominent in conflict and post-conflict situations, as the state is usually unable to provide all 

the services. From the interviews it became clear that this is also the case in Myanmar, with the 

state actively approaching registered CSOs to provide services where the state was unable to do 

so. This however means that many of the organizations are pushed into service delivery, leaving 

less space to focus on the other functions. Not just because of time and resources, but also because 

their connection with the state becomes stronger and thus, they do not do activities that go against 

the state. This can be seen at the local level in Karen State, with many of the organizations mostly 

delivering services and noting their strong relationship with the local government.  

 

To summarize it can be concluded that the state does have an influence on civil society. This is not 

a contested statement, as the literature has shown that the state and civil society are interdependent. 

Rules and regulations for civil society, made by the state, can be found in every country. However, 

the question is to what extent that can be perceived as standard, and when it becomes restrictive. 

This is in many ways a matter of perception. It is clear that from the perspective of local CSOs, 

national CSOs and international NGOs these restrictions in Karen State and the rest of the country 

are influencing the work of civil society too much in a negative way. There does not seem to be a 

consensus on what the role of civil society should be, especially in peacebuilding.  
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7.2 The risks to modern democracy according to Müller 

According to Müller (2006) the relationship between the state and civil society can get out of 

balance, causing risks to modern democracy. This is relevant for peacebuilding, as Myanmar 

strives to end conflict and become a stable democracy. Based on the functions of Paffenholz and 

Spurk (2006), an analysis can be made with the dimensions according to Müller (2006).  

 

7.2.1 Protection dimension 

Müller talks about several risks that are linked to the protection dimension. Based on the data, 

some of these risks can also be found in Karen State and other parts of Myanmar. The interviewees 

talk about the pressure to register and the information they have to provide to the state when they 

do. In this way the CSOs felt they were monitored and that the state tried to influence their work. 

Müller calls this ‘state surveillance’. Another issue coming up with the interviewees was the lack 

of uniformity amongst state department, national and local. Many decisions made at the national 

level do not reach the officials at the local level, causing a disruption in the work of CSOs. This 

way of ‘centralization’ and ‘bureaucratization’ as mentioned by Müller influences the work of 

CSOs, mostly in a negative way. The protection dimensions of the relationship between civil 

society and the state is thus showing signs of an imbalance. However, it should be considered that 

some civil society organizations acknowledge that transparency should go both ways, the question 

is to what extent civil society should give up information to the state.  

 

7.2.2 Legitimization dimension 

Legitimization is a factor important for both the state and CSOs. It is argued by both Paffenholz 

(2006) and Müller (2006) that CSOs give states their legitimacy. In Karen State this legitimacy is 

brought into questions by the interviewees. They stated that some officials still practice 

burmatisation and that ethnic issues of the region are being ignored by the state. One interviewee 

explained that NLD pretends to represent all the people because they won by a landslide, but he 

said that 90% of the voters was Burmese and that the ethnic minorities did not vote for them. In 

the eyes of the ethnic minorities, some interviewees said, the current government is not legitimate, 

especially because ethnic issues are still occurring. For CSOs, their legitimacy comes from the 

state and the people. Even though it is allowed by law to be a CSO without registering, according 

to the interviewees the state only views you as legitimate if you register. The legitimacy of the 
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people is based on trust, which is threatened by the registration because people fear that CSOs 

become pawns of the state. This puts civil society in a difficult position to acquire or keep their 

legitimacy.  

 

7.2.3 Participation dimension 

Participation has always been strong in Myanmar. From the early years after independence from 

the British, people have formed groups to make a case for causes they believe in. Especially student 

and youth groups have been at the forefront of several uprisings in the history of the country. With 

the first civil government, some changes are seen by the interviewees. Some of the interviewees 

expressed that the NLD government argues that they used to be civil society, so they already know 

what CSOs are asking for. According to interviewees, they are insinuating that civil society is not 

necessary anymore, apart from the service delivery function, because they used to be civil society. 

Several interviewees even said that they do not want to go against the government, because they 

are a civil government. Although from the interviews it has not become clear if one can already 

speak of civic apathy, as mentioned by Müller, it can be said that the groundwork has been laid 

out to cause civic apathy in the (near) future.  

 

7.2.4 Integration dimension 

According to some of the interviewees, civil society was strong collectively during the military 

rule. All organizations were working towards a common goal: democracy. However, now that 

democracy has arrived in Myanmar, may it be a limited form, interviewees are starting to notice a 

fragmentation in civil society. Some organizations are pro NLD government, whereas others are 

still critical and say there is too little progress at the moment. This fragmentation seems less so in 

Karen State, where most CSOs told of the collaborations they have with other organizations. A 

reason for this may be found in the legitimacy dimension; in ethnic areas like Karen State people 

feel less represented by the government so they become part of civil society to get their voices 

heard.  

 

The state has a direct influence on the functions of civil society part of the protection dimension. 

This dimension represents the freedom of civil society given directly by the state, called ‘negative 

freedom’ by Müller (2006). Registration is one of the main factors that effect this negative 
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freedom. Not being registered prevents organizations from doing certain activities, and registered 

organizations are getting more linked with the state, making it harder within the protection, 

monitoring or advocacy function. Diametrically opposite of the protection dimension, the positive 

freedom dimension is more linked to the participation of the people. Although the direct influence 

of the state is not as evident as on the protection side, indirectly the influence can be traced back 

to the state. Linked to the other dimensions, the rules and regulations set by the state have an 

impact on people’s view of civil society and their willingness to participate in it.  

 

To summarize the data has shown that there is evidence to suggest, based on the framework of 

Müller, that the relationship between the State and CSOs is out of balance. Especially the issue of 

registration makes it challenging for CSOs to balance their work so they are able to do their 

activities within the boundaries set by the state and still keeping the trust of the people. In Karen 

State civil society appears to be stronger collectively compared to image given by the national 

CSOs, which could very well be explained by the fact that ethnic minorities do not feel represented 

by the state. However, the lack of uniformity in the government structure is given CSOs on all 

levels extra difficulties. It should be considered that the framework of Müller only defines civil 

society, but does not define the state. All these organizations work with different types of state 

actors, each with its own experiences. In Myanmar this is made even more difficult with the army 

as a state actor. It should therefore be considered that Müllers framework lacks the reflection of 

the complexity of the state.   



 
50 

8. Conclusion 

CSOs that were interviewed in Karen state had a focus on women’s rights, the peace process and 

the democratization process. Despite this being part of the sampling method, it seems that all CSOs 

address these themes. Almost all the functions laid out by Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) are carried 

out by the CSOs. All organizations have, naturally, a connection to the state. Some organizations 

even give training to government officials. This is clear progress to the military government, when 

even the word ‘democracy’ was taboo. People have never experienced democracy before and 

CSOs try to create more awareness of what it means to have a democracy and how people have an 

influence on it. The state seems to be involved in this democratization process and supports the 

activities that CSOs do.  

 

The service delivery function of Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) is a function that is much debated. 

Is it even a function that civil society should have, if it does not lead to other functions? In Karen 

State, as well as the rest of Myanmar, CSOs seem to be filling in the gaps where the government 

is lacking, because they do not have the resources. Many registered organizations are even actively 

approached by the government to carry out service delivery activities. However, in doing so, the 

CSOs are getting more careful to do other functions that go against the government, like advocacy. 

They try to stay on the side of the government as this is the first civil government and they want 

to support it. This means that the state in this way is limiting the space of civil society to do other 

functions.  

 

The peace process has been the main agenda point of the NLD government. Although there is a 

parallel forum for CSOs next to the peace process, CSOs still feel they are not involved enough in 

the process. The CSOs feel that the state is aiming for negative peace, instead of including them 

to create positive peace. The conflicts, and the power of KNU in Karen State, have given CSOs in 

Karen State a stronger position. It is easier for them to manoeuvre between different EAOs and 

the state. Collectively the CSOs also have become stronger because of this. However, many CSOs 

involved in peacebuilding activities, especially the ones that are not registered, are not given the 

same opportunities by the state and feel pressured to give up information about their work to the 

state. The trust from the people is low in government institutions and in conflict areas many CSOs 

are also not trusted because they fear they are spies for the state.  
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Based on the previous sub-questions it can be concluded that civil society is indeed influenced by 

the state. Working within the laws and regulations set out by the state is a common way of working 

in most countries. The question is where the line is between setting out rules and regulations to 

ensure transparency and when the state becomes oppressive. This research has given the view of 

local CSOs, national CSOs and international CSOs. In their view the state is negatively influencing 

the space of civil society and is in their eyes going against what a democracy should be. This can 

be seen by certain activities that are not allowed to be carried out, mostly related to human rights.  

 

The NLD government has created a divide in civil society between organizations that are pro NLD 

government and ones that are still being critical of this government. Collectively civil society has 

become weaker because of this. However, in Karen State this seems less the case. A reason for 

this can be that this is an area for ethnic minorities, who feel less represented by the NLD 

government and thus have less pro NLD government organizations. Another aspect is the fact that 

at the local level, many officials have not been replaced by this new government. This means that 

locally, not much in the working ways has changed.  

 

In conclusion it can be said that it is still debatable how much influence the state has on CSOs is 

acceptable and when their influence becomes oppressive. The research has shown that the concept 

of the state in Myanmar is a complex entity, with local officials, state officials, military. It is 

therefore a difficult task to utilize a model like the one from Müller, where the state is not defined 

further. Future research should try to investigate this enabling environment that CSOs operate in 

and how different state actors influence civil society in their own way and what this means for the 

work of CSOs. The model of Müller seems, based on this research, not only to address the 

relationship between civil society and the state, but also the private sphere. The top part of the 

figure represents the influence of the state on civil society, and the bottom is more directed at the 

influence by the people. It would therefore be interesting to reshape this model into a form that 

shows the push and pull between civil society and the state, economic sphere and private sphere. 

Further research would have to show the viability of such a model. 
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Appendix I - Interview guide 

 

CSOs 

What kind of activities does your organization do? 

How long has your organization existed? 

How has your work changed since 2011/2015? 

What is your organization's relationship to the government? 

How did the state influence your work before 2011? 

Has this influence changed since 2011? Any new policies? 

How have the conflicts in the country impacted your work? 

How have the conflicts in the country impacted your organization's relationship with the 

government? 

(How is your relationship with INGOs?) 

(How has the connection to INGOs changed your organization’s work?) 

(If the government would accept anything, what would you do differently?) 

 

INGOs 

What kind of activities does your organization do? 

How long has your organization been operating in Myanmar? 

How has the work of civil society in Myanmar changed since 2011/2015 in your opinion? 

How did the state influence civil society before 2011? 

Has this influence changed since 2011? Any new policies? 

How have the conflicts in the country changed the work of civil society? 

How have the conflicts in the country changed the relationship of civil society and the state? 

(What is your organization’s relationship with civil society and how has it changed since 2011?) 

(Has your organization’s relationship with the state influenced the work of CSOs you work 

with?) 

(If the government would accept anything, how would civil society be different?) 
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Appendix II - Interview list 

 

International organizations    Location 

INGO1      Yangon 

INGO2      Yangon 

INGO3      Yangon 

INGO4      Yangon 

 

National civil society organizations   Location 

NCSO1      Yangon 

NCSO2      Yangon 

NCSO3      Yangon 

NCSO4      Yangon 

NCSO5      Yangon 

NCSO6      Yangon 

NCSO7      Yangon 

 

Local civil society organizations   Location 

LCSO1      Yangon 

LCSO2      Hpa An 

LCSO3      Hpa An 

LCSO4      Hpa An 

LCSO5      Hpa An 

LCSO6      Hpa An 

LCSO7      Hpa An 

LCSO8      Hpa An 

LCSO9      Hpa An 

LCSO10      Yangon 


