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Nehginpao Kipgen’s Democratisation of Myanmar offers a clear view and empirically grounded account of Myanmar’s political evolution from independence through the 2021 military coup. The book situates Myanmar within broader theories of democratization, drawing on classical and contemporary models to argue that the country’s political opening was neither a voluntary military retreat nor a genuine democratic transition. Instead, Kipgen contends that Myanmar’s apparent liberalization constituted a calculated strategy of authoritarian adaptation, anchored in the 2008 Constitution, which enabled the Tatmadaw to entrench its power under the guise of reform.
The introductory chapter establishes conceptual grounds by engaging with theorists such as Huntington, Schumpeter, Dahl and O’Donnell. Kipgen adopts a procedural definition of democracy, grounded in competitive elections and institutional accountability, positioning Myanmar’s post-2011 experiment within global debates on democratization. The methodological parts comprising over thirty elite interviews, combined with secondary sources, offer substantial empirical depth. Reports from NGOs such as Human Rights Watch reinforce the credibility of his interpretations. Yet the reliance on elite perspectives, while understandable given Myanmar’s repressive context, reproduces a top-down analytical bias and limits insight into grassroots political life. Moreover, the chapter figures out Myanmar’s geopolitical environment, contrasting Western sanctions, ASEAN’s non-interference, and China’s strategic patronage. This framing clarifies the external constraints on reform but may challenge non-specialists because of its theoretical density. Notably absent is any sustained engagement with gendered dimensions of political participation, a silence that recurs throughout the text.
Second Chapter, “Political Developments Since Independence”, offers the historical continuum for the analysis. Kipgen traces Myanmar’s trajectory from U Nu’s parliamentary democracy to Ne Win’s military socialism (1962–1988) and the SLORC/SPDC regimes. The chapter also oulines detailed examinations of events such as the Karen National Union’s insurgency, the economic collapse under the BSPP, and the 1988 uprisings that facilitated renewed military control. UN documentation and economic data illustrate how the Tatmadaw institutionalized dominance while maintaining the rhetoric of national unity. Kipgen persuasively argues that the 2007 Saffron Revolution exposed internal fissures within the regime and intensified demands for reform. While the chapter is clear and well-documented, its limited engagement with federalism and ethnic minority politics risks reducing Myanmar’s history to a Bamar–military narrative. Given the centrality of ethnic insurgencies in shaping the state, this omission narrows the analytical lens.
In the third Chapter, “Role of Civil Society”, the author conceptualizes civil society as a semi-autonomous sphere that adapts rather than directly opposes authoritarianism. Kipgen traces its evolution from the co-opted associations of the AFPFL era to the repressive BSPP period and the renewed activism after 1988. The chapter highlights key episodes such as the mobilization during Cyclone Nargis (2008) and ethnic-based initiatives, including Shan women’s literacy programs and student–monastic alliances during the 2010 elections. Interview data support Kipgen’s claim that transnational advocacy networks amplified domestic activism. Yet his conclusion that civil society acted as “supportive rather than initiating” arguably underestimates its transformative potential. Evidence from Amnesty International and others suggests civil actors were crucial catalysts for the NLD’s 2015 electoral success. The chapter’s urban and Bamar-majority bias, along with the absence of gender analysis, limits its representation of Myanmar’s diverse civic landscape.
The fourth chapter, “Power of Elites”, offers a critical analysis of the mechanisms sustaining authoritarian continuity. Drawing on Pareto’s theory of elite circulation, Kipgen situates leadership transitions within a cyclical pattern of competition and renewal. Author contrasts the fragmented AFPFL under U Nu with Ne Win’s centralized authoritarianism and the SLORC’s institutionalized praetorianism. Particularly illuminating is the discussion of intra-military tensions between intelligence units and regional commanders, showing the Tatmadaw’s capacity for internal adaptation. The chapter also analyzes Aung San Suu Kyi’s emergence as a charismatic elite figure capable of bridging NLD–ethnic divides. However, the neglect of economic dimensions such as crony capitalism, oligarchic networks and post-2011 business–political alliances weakens the explanatory framework. By focusing on political maneuvering, Kipgen underplays structural inequalities documented by the World Bank that later fueled resistance and instability.
In chapter fifth, “Influence of External Agencies”, Kipgen contrasts Western sanctions with ASEAN’s constructive engagement and China’s infrastructural patronage. He traces the evolution of punitive measures by the U.S. and EU, ASEAN’s post-1997 diplomatic approach, and India’s shift toward economic partnership. Sanction timelines and analyses of UN resolutions support his conclusion that external interventions constrained but did not significantly weaken authoritarian resilience. Yet the chapter’s state-centric focus obscures the role of refugee networks, diaspora activists, and transnational civil society. Nor does it adequately address the local consequences of Chinese investment, which have been central to Myanmar’s political economy.
Chapter sixth, “Institutional Effects”, critically analyzes structural constraints through the 2008 Constitution. Kipgen outlines the hybrid system, granting the military 25 percent of parliamentary seats and veto power over amendments. Drawing on quantitative data, he documents voter turnout, electoral reforms, and procedural innovations. His cautiously optimistic tone contrasts sharply with the reality of entrenched exclusion. The omission of Rohingya disenfranchisement during the 2015 elections is a critical oversight, given the literature on Myanmar’s exclusionary citizenship regime (Cheesman et al., 2014). By emphasizing institutional progress while downplaying systemic discrimination, the analysis risks reproducing NLD-centric narratives.
In the concluding chapter, Kipgen reiterates that Myanmar’s democratization was an elite–military compact supported but not driven by civil society or international actors. Without constitutional reform and genuine civilian oversight, he warns, democratic backsliding is inevitable. This argument is updated in the afterword, which covers developments from 2016 to the 2021 coup. Kipgen analyzes Suu Kyi’s governance, the stagnation of the peace process, COVID-19’s socio-economic impact, and the coup itself. While informative, the afterword remains focused on elite failure and offers limited discussion of emerging grassroots resistance, particularly in Rakhine and Kachin states, where inter-ethnic solidarities reshaped political agency after 2021.
Kipgen’s tripartite democratization model aligns with Egré’s (2016) concept of military “caretaking” and Huang’s (2020) framing of authoritarian adaptation. However, Cheesman et al. (2014) and Egréteau & Robinne (2016) challenge elite-centric approaches, emphasizing social upheavals, ethnic insurgencies, religious movements, and grassroots mobilization. Post-coup analyses, including Yamahata and Farrelly (2022), further underscore the importance of minority agency and community-level resistance, highlighting the limitations of a Bamar- and elite-focused framework. Collectively, these critiques illuminate the blind spots in Kipgen’s analysis, particularly its limited engagement with ethnic minority politics, gender, and bottom-up democratizing forces.
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