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CHAPTER 12

Difficult Development Trade-Offs Amidst
"Transition': Exploring Power and Politics
in Post-2010 Myanmar

Patrick Meehan

INTRODUCTION

Definitions of development and the purpose of development studies as an
academic discipline have been the subject of rigorous and ongoing
debates. As a relatively new field of study that rose to prominence in the
decades after the Second World War, development studies is often defined
by its inherently cross-disciplinary nature-drawing upon "older' disci-
plines such as history, anthropology, economics and geography-and its
perceived qualities as a 'policy science' able to generate applied knowledge
for practical benefit (Bernstein 2005, p. 111). Indeed, many characterise
the distinctiveness of development studies by its engagement with policy
and practice: its value lies in its ability to shape policies and inter ven tions
aimed at economic growth and poverty reduction. For others, however,
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this rather instrumental approach underplays the real value of devel-
opment studies, which lies in its engagement with long-term historical
processes of social change and its focus on the 'big" questions that shape
societies-such as the nature of the state and state-society relations, the
rise of capitalism, processes of agrarian transformation and industrialisa-
tion, integration into global economies, and how people have tried to
make sense of these transformations. From this perspective, development
studies draw upon a rich intellectual heritage within the social sciences
and are animated by the same kinds of questions that underpinned the
pioneering works of social science by the likes of Adam Smith, Karl Marx
and Max Weber.

The study of Development thus covers a vast 'spectrum' of analysis that
ranges from ‘intellectual analysis' of societal transformation through to a
more practical focus on 'doing development’ (Kothari 2005). For those
who see development studies primarily as a 'policy science' defined by its
engagement with policy and practice, development is essentially the realm
of planned and intentional interventions, aimed primarily at promoting
economic growth and alleviating poverty. However, for those who
emphasise a more expansive intellectual approach, development is defined
far more as an ‘immanent’ process of societal transformation that is
shaped less by purposeful attempts to enact change, and more by
complex social processes-and the conflicts, negotiations and power
relations between diverse and competing interests that surround these
processes-within which planned interventions play only a small part.

Bridging the ‘theory/practice divide' continues to pose a profound
challenge for development stndies (Kothari 2005). In many countries -
notably the UK - a significant amount of funding has been invested in
development studies research and there have been efforts to inte- grate
this scholarship into policy and practice. However, fundamental tensions
continue to exist between development studies scholarship that draws
attention to the messy reality of processes of development and change-
typically underpinned by difficult trade-offs and ‘'losers’ as well as
‘winners'-and normative frameworks that seek to promote development
as a realm of 'win-win' solutions in which interventions-if implemented
correctly-can bring benefits to all. For those working in the develop-
ment sector, tlle intellectual analysis of development processes can often
appear remote and disconnected from tlle more immediate priorities of
efforts to address poverty, inequality, vulnerability and violence. In turn,
contemporary development discourses--witll tlleir promises of win-win



solutions through pro-poor and inclusive growth-often appear as nai've,
ahistorical or disingenuous, and obstructive to the difficult questions and
trade-offs that policymakers and practitioners need to grapple with.

The purpose of this chapter is to reflect on these debates surrounding
development theory and practice and how they relate to development
discourses and interventions in Myanmar in the decade that followed
the country's 2010 General Election up until the February 1st 2021
military coup that brought an end to the country's democratic transi-
tion and reinstated authoritarian military rule. After decades of military
rule, Myanmar's 2010 General Ele ctio n was seen as a watershed moment
in the country's history. The country's previous election-in  1990-had
been annulled after the main opposition party, the National League for
Democracy (NLD) led by Aung San Suu Kyi won a landslide victory .
After decades of self-impos ed isolation under General Ne Win's military
government (1962 - 1988 ), the continuation of an oppressive authori-
tarian military regime and the repression of political opposition after
the 1990 election led many countries to impose sanctions on Myanmar
and to limit their engagement with the counu-y. The global aid architec -
ture, which grew considerably in the 1990s and 2000s, thus had a rather
limited reach within Myanmar. However, the emergence after 2010 of a
series of democratic political reforms, the decision by the counu-y's new
quasi-civilian government to launch a formal peace process in 2011, and
Aung San Sun Kyi's 2015 election victory, inspired a rush to engage in
Myanmar.

A combination of four factors soon led Myanmar to become a new
frontier for development interventions. First, multilateral agencies, bilat-
eral donors and NGOs wanted to be a part of the ‘feel-good' morality tale
of a democratic transition in one of the world's most oppressive states and
the rise to power of the iconic Aung San Suu Kyi. Sanctions were lifted,
debts were cancelled or rescheduled and inflows of aid soon follo wed .
Second, there seemed to be huge potential to support economic growth
and poverty alleviation in a country where more than a quarter of the
population lives below the poverty line after decades of military rule,
armed conflict, and economic mismanagement. Third, since 1990-the
period in which Myanmar has been largely isolated from international
(or at least western) aid-the development sector had expanded signifi-
cantly in terms of both the number of donors and NGOs and tlle issues
upon which development agencies have sought to engage. This meant
that as Myanmar opened to development aid flows, many donors and



development agencies looked to roll out programmes that were already well-
established in other parts of the world. For example, Myanmar soon became the
next destination for many conflict advisors who had worked in other parts of the
world and peacebuilding programmes that drew upon conflict resolution
models used in other conflict-settings. Fourth, the country's highly geo-strategic
position as a resource-rich country bridging India, China and Southeast Asia
ensured that many countries sought to extend their interests and influence
within Myanmar, with development aid and programmes providing one such
avenue.

All of these factors led to a vast expansion in development aid and
programmes in Myanmar. In 2011 Myanmar received US$357 million in
development aid (Asia Foundation 2018, p. 6). By 2015 this had risen to
US$3.4 billion (ibid.). In 2013, Myanmar became the world's third largest
recipient of aid, a meteoric rise from its 79th position in 2010. Aid per capita
rose more than tenfold between 2010 and 2015. Devel- opment interventions in
Myanmar after 2010 were largely framed around supporting what the World
Bank dubbed the country's 'triple transition': transition from authoritarian
military rule to democratic governance, from a centrally directed economy to
a market-oriented economy, and from 60 years of conflict to sustainable peace
in the country's border areas (World Bank 2014 ).

However, while the rhetoric of a ‘triple transition' offered a vision of
development that saw goals of democratisation, market-led economic growth
and poverty alleviation, and sustainable peace as mutually rein- forcing there
was scant engagement with the fact that critical development studies scholarship
shows that development rarely offers SLtch 'win-win' solutions, but is instead a
disruptive and conflictual process that confronts societies and governments with
difficult trade-offs, creating winners and losers and new forms of precarity as
well as prosperity.

This chapter argues that the rush to engage in Myanmar-a country in
which it has been difficult to conduct in-depth research for many decades-made
it particularly challenging to bridge the divide between development
scholarship and development in practice. The focus on 'doing development' and
designing effective interventions to capitalise on Myanmar's ‘transition’
far out-paced the ability-or willingness-to reflect critically on how insights
from academic scholarship on the country and within the discipline of
development studies offered a more cautionary tale surrounding the promises
and pitfalls of transition in Myanmar post-2011. Consequently, much of tlle
focus on development



in Myanmar concentrated on technical and managerial issues of how to
ensure effectiveness, efficiency, value for money and results, rather than
engage with more deep-seated issues of power and politics in shaping
development processes and outcomes. Exploring these limitations, this
chapter provides some brief and rather schematic reflections on how
insights from historical political economy scholarship within the field of
development studies offers several starting points for confronting ques-
tions of power and politics that are instructive for reflecting on the
development challenges that faced Myanmar after 2010.

The rest of this chapter is divided into three sections. The first section
of this chapter provides a brief overview of the trajectory of mainstream
development theory and policy in the period since the Second World
War. It aims to set out the lineage of the kinds of 'win-win' devel-
opment narratives that have shaped interventions in Myanmar over the
past decade. The second section of this paper offers four 'starting points'
for how historical political economy scholarship can provide useful ways
for engaging with the difficult trade-offs that surround development
processes in Myanmar and other contexts. Section three then offers a
brief case study of rural development su-ategies in upland ethnic minority
areas of Myanmar. This case study explores how the political economy
analysis set out in this paper offers important insights into some of the
limitations, blind spots and misleading narratives surrounding agricultural
development strategies that have been promoted by the Myanmar govern-
ment and external donors over the past decade. In doing so, it shows the
importance of centring questions of power and politics when assessing the
aims, policies, and ontcomes of rural development in Myanmar's nplands.

DEVELOPMENT THEORY AND PRACTICE
SINCE 1945: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

In the first two decades after the Second World War, doctrines of devel-
opment were largely framed in terms of supporting 'developing' or 'Third
World' countries to catch up with more advanced western countries
through processes of ' mo dernisatio n' . Priority was given to policies aimed
at promoting economic growth and efficiency, with the belief that this
would provide the foundation for development and poverty alleviation
in due course. The UN Measure for the Economic Development of Under-
Developed Countries (19 51) defined development in terms of per capita
income. Much of the focus of western development interventions



was to provide the components that countries were missing in order to
‘catch-up' with levels of growth in ‘advanced' societies. This included
capital for investment (through aid, concessional loans, and foreign direct
investment), technical expertise, and technology transfers. Development
economics surrounding aid and trade through the 1950s and 1960s was
also strongly influenced by social democratic ideas and Keynesianism
(Bernstein 2006, p. 53). The interventionist state was seen as the key
agent for the development, in part because of its perceived ability to
initiate societal and economic transformation and in part out of a desire
to break the colonial ties that integrated many countries into the global
economy on highly unequal terms.

However, the rise of neoliberal ideologies in the west (associated most
clearly with Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher) and the relatively
poor record of state-led development in many parts of the developing
world saw a profound transformation in the dominant paradigm of devel-
opment economics through the 1980s. In what became known as the
‘Washington Consensus', free markets were seen as the most important
agent for development. State inter vention was viewed as an impediment
to the allocative efficiency of the market. Reforms were designed to ' roll
back the state', deregulate markets and open domestic economies to inter-
national trade and investment, often enforced through US, IMF and
World Bank conditionality attached to development aid and debt relief.
These neoliberal approaches to development viewed the costs of state
interference and regulation (for example, the protection of key sectors
such as agricnltnre or nascent industries) as higher than the costs of
deregulated markets. Neoliberal development discourses argued that the
economic growth that would be unleashed by liberalising markets would
benefit all-a trickle-down effect often likened to a rising tide that lifts
all boats. Inequality was justified as a reflection of the impartial market
distribution of benefits that rewarded efficiency and entrepreneurship.
The disruptions created through the implementation of these reforms-
for example, the end of agricultural subsidies and cut s to state welfare
services and employment-were largely disregarded by policymakers who
viewed such disruptions as a necessary e vil on the pathway to prosperity,
and warned that "'crossing the desert" (i.e., addressing the transitional
or frictional costs of adjustment to the poor) is made more difficult if the
desert is artificially widened by failure to act firmly and decisively on badly
needed adjustment measures' (Ribe et al. 1990 ).



However, the promised benefits of these reforms rarely materi-
alised. Instead, they created huge social problems that disproportionately
impacted the poor. Urban poverty rose steeply as public spending was
cut and employment and wages fell. Global malnutrition levels worsened
and the 1980s became known as the 'lost decade' for development. The
clear failures of market-led reform packages to alleviate poverty in many
parts of the world, coupled with growing inequality and the worsening
marginalisation of the poorest undermined the triumphant claims that had
underpinned the market fundamentalism of the Washington Consensus.
However, these failures were blamed on the fact that markets were unable
to operate in contexts lacking basic institutions (e.g., the rule of law to
uphold property rights), services (e.g., basic education and health) and
infrastructure (e.g., roads). Thus, the fi.mdamental logic of the market as
the key driver for economic development was not challenged. Instead,
there emerged what Henry Bernstein and Carlos Oya have defined as a
'markets-plus’ model, in which market liberalisation was accompanied by
limited space for interventions aimed at strengthening institutions and
services that could then enable markets to function properly and better
serve the poor (Bernstein and Oya 2014 ). The 'markets-plus’ model-
often known as the 'post-Washington consensns'-sought to combine
the economic dynamism of free markets with a commitment to poverty
alleviation through mantras of 'inclusive growth' and 'pro-poor growth'.
The fundamental priority has been to promote economic liberalisation
alongside investment in basic services and the provision of 'safety nets' to
enable the poor to manage sudden shocks or economic downturns.

Today, dominant development narratives claim that a 'markets-pins'
model can simultaneously stimulate rapid economic growth and that this
growth can, with the right institutional framework, be inclusive and be
harnessed to benefit the poor. The focus on 'inclusive' and 'pro-poor'
growth has been underpinned by efforts to widen definitions of develop-
ment beyond a narrow focus on economic growth (measured by GDP)
and to go beyond the assumption that the benefits of growth will trickle
down to benefit all. Amartya Sen's 'capabilities approach' had a significant
influence on rethinking the meaning of development and contributed to
the evolution of the UN's Human Development Index (HDI), which
provided a composite measure of development that went beyond just per
capita income to also include life expectancy and level of education (Sen
1985 ; Stanton 2007 ). The UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGS)
provided an ambitious set of eight goals measured by 21 targets. These



have now been expanded into the UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which comprise 169 targets across 17 goals, with the aim of
providing a 'blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for
all' and pledges to 'leave no-one behind' and to ensure that development
can 'reach the furthest behind first'.

This 'markets-plus' development narrative has been particularly influ-
ential in Myanmar over the past decade. The priority for domestic elites,
multilateral development agencies, and foreign investors has been to
‘unlock the potential' of Myanmar's economy and to stimulate rapid
economic growth throngh the standard neoliberal toolkit of liberalising
markets, creating modern market institutions, deepening the financial
sector, and creating an enabling environment for a thriving private sector
(Asian Development Bank 2014 ). Economic growth has been viewed as
providing the fundamental prerequisite to alleviate poverty and overcome
the country's longstanding armed conflicts.

The prioritisation given to economic growth and liberalisation as the
key to success for Myanmar's post-2010 reform process is rooted in
various factors. For decades, the country has lagged behind its more
successful ASEAN neighbours. There has been a strong desire amongst
political and business elites within Myanmar to narrow the gap to
countries like Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand, with this gap typically
measured in terms of GDP. Similarly, China's meteoric transformation
since the 1980s has been rooted in a relentless focus on prioritising
economic growth, global competitiveness, and macroeconomic stability
above all else. Although vast populations have been adversely affected by
the societal dislocations unleashed by the unremitting push for sustained
economic growth, this has been justified by the huge numbers of people
tlut have been lifted out of poverty. As China's influence across South-
east Asia continues to grow, the rationale for large-scale development
initiatives-whether major infrastructure projects or large-sca le agri busi-
nesses-has been predicated on the belief that the net benefits of such
projects to improving levels of economic growth far outweigh the adverse
impact that they may have on local populations.

Myanmar's post-2010 ‘transition' also took place in an era where
neoliberal economic strategies had become the '‘common-sense’ approach
to development (B ernstein 2006 , p. 56). In Myanmar's case, particularly,
decades of economic mismanagement and clumsy state intervention in
the economy dating back to the era of General Ne Win provided further
justification for the importance of market-led reforms in unleashing tlle



country's economic potential. The fact that Myanmar is the largest
country in mainland Southeast Asia, is strategically situated as connecting
South Asia, Southeast Asia and China, and has vast natural resources have
all been cited as evidence that with the 'correct' set of economic reforms,
the country's high levels of poverty and internal conflict can be quickly
overcome through rapid economic growth. Over the past decade, a
powerful narrative also emerged linking Myanmar's longstanding internal
conflicts to the country's poverty and underdevelopment.

Development narratives in Myanmar after 2011 were underpinned
by claims that policies aimed at promoting aggregate economic growth
would simultaneously alleviate poverty, strengthen democratisation,
and provide a stronger foundation for peace. However, these claims
impeded engagement with the difficult realities surrounding develop-
ment processes and limited the intellectual space for critical development
studies scholarship to engage in any meaningful way with those 'doing
development' (Bernstein 2006, p. 56). This process reflects what James
Ferguson (199 0) famously termed the ‘'anti-politics machine’, which
serves to depoliticise development through the framing as development
as a series of 'technical solutions to techrrical problems'. As Stefan Bach-
told ( 2015, p. 1971) notes in relation to the 'rise of an anti-politics
machinery' in post-2010 Myanmar:

the consequence is a de-politicisation of development, where debate is
restricted to improving technical 'solutions' in expert debates withont
revisiting larger, underlying asswl1ptions, ideologies or world-views. Thus,
althoLtgh development discomse operates with broad, transformative
notions of equal development, inclusiveness or even empowerment, it often
focuses on narrow problematisations that stifle the broader changes these
notions entail.

This has obscured the contentious politics of development, the difficult
trade-offs that surround development interventions, the unequal distribu-
tion of the benefits of development and the subsequent fact that there are
'losers' as well as ‘winners' of development processes.



ENGAGING WITH THE DIFFICULT
TRADE-OFFS THAT SURROUND PROCESSES
OF DEVELOPMENT: FOUR STARTING POINTS

Addressing the profound challenges of poverty, inequality and injustice
requires a different set of starting points that can overcome the limi-
tations of the 'win-win' narratives that surround claims of 'pro-poor'
and inclusive development, and instead engage directly with development
as a political process steeped in power relations. In the limited space
available here, this section briefly sets ant four stm-ting points for how
critically development studies scholarship can provide a way of exploring
contemporary development challenges in countries like Myanmar.

Development as a Disruptive Process

Development is often conceived by policymakers a set of deliberate inter-
ventions aimed at achieving specific goals through the implementation
of distinct plans and programmes. However, development must also be
understood as an immanent process of social and political change that is
the result of ongoing processes of state formation and capitalist develop-
ment and the multiple sets of interests, tensions, conflicts, negotiations
and compromises that smround these processes, none of which can be
easily controlled tllrmlgh project management. These processes of societal
transformation-such as the transition from agrm-iml to industrial soci-
eties, urbanisation, the growth of modern states and globalisation- are
invariably disruptive processes that can cause profound social tensions
and dislocations. In an important contribution, Michael Cowen and
Robert Shenton (1996 ) argue that the tendency to view ‘development
theory' as a colonial or post-colonial project designed in the after-
math of World War Il to address the ‘'underde velopment' of countries
across Asia, Africa and South America is misleading. It overlooks the
fact that debates surrounding the memling of development originated in
nineteentl1-century Europe and were rooted in philosophical concerns
regarding how to manage the social disruption created by the advent
of industrial capitalism. This was a time when Western Europe was
confronted witll the social dislocations unleashed by tlle French Revo-
lution and the Industrial Revolution. It was a world where 'progress' (in
terms of transitions to more 'advanced' or enlightened political systems
and wealthier economies) had become separated from order and stability.



Cowen and Shenton (1996 , p. 4) argue that the philosophical roots of
development theory centred on how to 'compensate for the results of
the development of capitalism'-which invariably included violent and
hugely unequal social upheaval-rather than viewing capitalist develop-
ment as means to achieve wider social goals. Development, they argue,
was thus designed as a way to provide order and stability to more imma-
nent processes of political and economic change that were inherently
restless, disruptive and uneven. Development was needed to overcome tlle
societal problems unleashed by ‘progress’-unemployment, breakdown
of social relations and general clisorder-ratller than as a means tllrongh
which to facilitate such ‘progress'.

Reflecting on the philosophical debates that surrounded the emergence
of doctrines of development may seem far removed from the front-
line of development work in Myanmar and other areas of the Global
Soutll. However, it draws attention to the kinds of tensions tllat have
historically existed- and continue to exist- in societies undergoing rapid
political and economic change. In countries like Myanmar, this warns
that the kinds of rapid change advocated by policymakers after 2010 to
‘unleash’ the country's potential-in terms of structural transformations
to the economy and the political system--were likely to be disruptive and
contested rather than providing universal benefits. It warns tllat forms of
economic growth may not necessarily provide a stronger foundation for
'‘pro-poor" development and declining social conflicts, as is often assumed.
For example, claims that rapid economic development and stronger state
institutions will necessarily offer an antidote to the country's decades-
long armed conflicts, need to be assessed against the ways in whjch the
societal disruptions created by forms of rapid economic growth have also
served to reinvigorate the drivers of armed conflict in many regions. Diffi-
cult trade-offs will continue to exist between the quest for aggregate
economfr growth and the pursuit of peace and 'inclusive' development
in contested and impoverished regions of Myanmar, as explored briefly in
section three, below. These trade-offs have typically been ignored by the
mantra that ‘development and peace come together’, which has been a
key part of government and donor rhetoric over the past decade.

Incorporating Power Relations into Analysis of Development Processes

Tania Li's (2 007) seminal work on development interventions in
Indonesia explores how development interventions are often underpinned



by a tendency to 'render technical' the complex and contested challenges
facing societies. The process of 'rendering technical' has a dual function.
First, it frames development challenges-such as poverty, inequality or
conservation-as problems that can be solved by 'technical fixes' through
a series of planned interventions, which in turn empower the 'develop-
ment expert' who has the knowledge to implement such fixes. Second,
‘questions that are rendered technical are simultaneously rendered non-
political: complex development issues are de-politicised and the root
causes of the challenges facing development-which typically relate to
issues of politics and power rather than technical problems-are ignored.
In Myanmar, the process of 'rendering technical' is clear in interna-
tional efforts aimed at supporting the country's so-called triple transition
and the development of a progressive liberal market state. Within this
framework, promoting economic growth and tackling poverty has been
presented as dependent upon the need to devise and implement the
‘correct’ set of political and economic policies. This has included liberal-
ising the economy, expanding the role of the private sector, encouraging
foreign investment, modernising agricultural, and implementing sound
monetary policies to limit inflation.

There is no space here to debate the merits of such policies and their
record of intervention; the point to emphasise is that the technical focus
on 'getting the economics right' and designing the ‘correct' interven-
tions has often obscured the political interests and power relations that
inevitably shape such processes. A political economy approach requires
thinking more deeply about who stands to gain and who is likely to lose
out from SLLch reforms, and the relative power of these competing forces.
This is neatly captured in Mushtaq Khan's (2010 ) work on ‘transaction
costs' and ‘transition costs' surrounding institutional reforms. Broadly,
transaction costs refer to the relative efficiency of different types of insti-
tutions or models for development. In Myanmar, for example, a liberal
market economy may be viewed as a more efficient way to promote
growth than the authoritarian state-managed economy that has been in
place for much of tlle period since 1962. However, efforts to implement
such reforms must also consider the 'transition costs' of change, namely
'the political costs which potential losers from a proposed institutional
change can impose on the proponent' (Khan 2010, p. 17). In Myanmar's
case, tllere were winners of the previous system-not least tlle country's
military and business elites that enjoyed a privileged and protected posi-
tion within tlle country’s political and economic structures. Liberalisation,



democratisation and efforts to promote accountability and transparency
inevitably threaten pre-existing power structures in Myanmar. There are
thus powerful vested interests that have clear 'disruptive potential' to chal-
lenge reform processes. Any kind of development intervention is thus
likely to be shaped by power relations and political interests and must
be resilient to these pressures in Myanmar.

Although the example above suggests that taking power relations
seriously may require a more cautious approach to the potential of Myan-
mar's ongoing reform process, incorporating power relations into analysis
of development also offers important opportunities. It suggests that
efforts to works towards greater social justice may be possible, but that
this requires understanding the political impediments that often prevent
justice. This provides a challenging but important reminder that efforts to
address poverty and injustice are inherently political and must be treated
as so. One of the most important foundations for efforts to address tlle
challenges of poverty, inequality and injustice in Myanmar must be to
engage with issues of power and confront the political challenges that
often serve to actively silence and marginalise those whose voices need to
be heard in debates surrounding development.

Engaging with the 'Distributive Impacts* of Development

A tllird starting point is to analyse not only the aggregate impacts of
economic growth and of development interventions but also their 'dis-
tributive impacts'; in other words how the costs and benefits of growth
and development are distributed between different groups in society,
and the factors that determine this distribution of costs and benefits.
In addressing this point, Mushtaq Khan gives tlle example of how to
manage a common resource such as a fishing lake (Khan 2010, p. 19). For
this resource to provide a foundation for sustainable economic growth,
it is important that the lake is managed so as to prevent overfishing
and to ensure that fishing can provide a foundation for stable income
generation over many years. However, the management of this common
resource can be implemented in different ways and with very different
distributive impacts. The license to fish could be given to one indi-
vidual or company, or an institutional framework could be established
that offers fishing permits to a collective of local fishermen to all use the
lake. Both approaches may serve to manage the risk of overfishing and
provide fish for the market, but they have very different distributional



outcomes. Furthermore, as Khan's work shows, the decisions surrounding
which approach to implement are rooted in power relations. Instihltional
frameworks will only be stable and work effectively if they are consistent
with the underlying distribution of power. Development interventions
thus need to be attuned to the likely 'enforcement costs' of attempted
reforms. These relate to the costs required to overcome opposition to
a particular policy or reform. Interventions that challenge the interests
of powerful groups in society will entail higher enforcement costs and
will thus be harder to enforce. Deals that align with the interests of
powerful actors will have lower enforcement costs but will have less scope
to deliver transformative change. In the example above, if the license
is provided to the collective of fishermen, but the private company has
greater power to mobilise pressure on the state and to inflict costs on
others (for example, violence against the fishermen) then this institu-
tional framework is likely to be inherently unstable. Engaging witll tlle
distributive impacts of economic growth-and the power relations that
underpin them-requires moving beyond claims that development neces-
sarily offers win-win solutions. It emphasises the need to engage with
the tough trade-offs that surround development processes, especially who
bears the costs of these processes and the very real challenges that exist
between efforts to simultaneously pursue economic growth, social justice,
poverty alleviation, and conflict reduction. It is these kinds of difficult-
and highly political-trade-offs that need to be foregrounded in debates
surrounding development interventions and reforms in Myanmar, but
which were often overlooked in development narratives that promised
win -win outcomes.

Such an approach also emphasises the need to think about how the
distributive impacts of development are spread spatially. This is particu-
larly relevant in a country like Myanmar where many of the country's
most valuable resources are concentrated in regions of the country
with histories of longstanding armed conflict, where the legitimacy and
authority of the state remain contested, and which are home to ethnic
populations who remain marginalised from the country's political and
economic structures. For example, Myanmar's current electricity short -
ages, the country's high hydropower potential, and the government's
ambitious plans for 100% electrification by 2030 have led to renewed
focus on tlle potential of hydropower dams to address the country's
electricity needs and promote development. However, the distributive
impact of tlle costs and benefits of such schemes is hugely contested.



Dam construction has often been accompanied by militarisation, forced
dispossession with minimal compensation, and the funnelling of energy
to the country's major cities or sale abroad. The costs and benefits of
electrification do not merely raise technical challenges in need of tech-
nocratic solutions, but relate to longstanding tensions surrounding the
uneven distribution of power (in both senses) within the country, deep-
seated distrust against the central government and the power relations
that exist between the Myanmar state, private sector business interests,
and non-state armed groups.

A Relational Framework for Analysing Pove r ty, Inequality
and Economic Growth

A fourth analytical starting point for engaging with the tensions and trade-
offs surrounding development processes is to take a 'relational’ framework
to analysing poverty and inequality. Poverty is typically framed as resulting
from a lack of economic growth and development: the poverty of certain
communities or regions is seen to be rooted in their marginal- isation and
lack of integration into states and markets, the antidote to which is the
expansion of states and markets to incorporate ‘lagging regions'. In
contrast, a relational framework explores the ways in which persistent
poverty and inequality are also rooted in processes of long-term capitalist
development, rather than being a result of exclusion or marginalisation
from these processes. As David Mosse (201 0) argues, this relational
framework challenges 'the habit of thinking of poverty as a “condition™
understood by focnssing on the characteristics of "the poor" themselves
(low income, VLLlInerability to risk, weak networks and so on) rather than
on the wider economic and social systems of which they are a part, and
consequently of equating the study of poverty with studying poor people
... In this regard, poverty research needs reconnection to knowledge about
the way in which socio-economic, political and cultural systems work'.
Indeed, as Mosse points out, '[b ]y defining poverty reduction as the
goal of development and economic growth as its means', contemporary
discourses of development obscure and simplify the relationships that
may exist between processes of economic growth and enduring poverty.
As will be shown in the final section of the paper, a relational frame-
work for understanding the drivers of poverty, precarity, and inequality
in Myanmar is instructive in showing how tlle challenges and insecurities



facing many households and communities are not simply rooted in a lack
of economic growth or their marginalisation from the state and markets;
rather enduring forms of poverty and inequality are also embedded in the
particular modalities of capitalism and state formation that were promi-
nent in the decades prior to Myanmar's 'opening up' in 2010, and which
became more firmly entrenched amidst the reforms launched after 2010.

RURAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES IN MYANMAR:
A POLITICAL ECONOMY APPROACH

The final section of this chapter provides a brief analysis of develop-
ment discourses that surround rural development strategies in Myanmar's
uplands. It demonstrates how the four starting points, outlined above,
offer important insights into tlle difficult trade-offs tllat surround agri-
cultural reform, but which are rarely acknowledged. Myanmar remains
a predominantly agrarian society, with agriculture employing more than
50% of ilie population. Poverty in mral areas-especially the country's
Dry zone and upland and coastal areas-is significantly higher than in
urban areas, with almost 40% of ilie country's rural population living
below the poverty line compared to under 15% of the country's urban
population (World Bank 2017 ).

Myanmar's agricultural sector has experienced decades of underinvest-
ment and long been deemed as highly inefficient. A central component
of the country's post-2010 development strategy has been to modernise
the agricultural sector through commercial agrib usiness-led development,
and to instigate a structural transformation away from an agriculnire-
based economy to an industr y and serviced-based economy (see, for
example, Raitzer et al. 2015; FAO 2012 ; GORUM 2018 ). The Govern-
ment of Myanmar made the agricultural sector a high priority and set ont
a vision that 'by 2030, Myanmar achieves an inclusive, competitive, food
and nutrition secure, climate change resilient, and sustainable agricultural
system contributing to the socio-economic well-being of farmers and rural
people and further development of tlle national economy' (GORUM
2018 ). In order to fulfil this vision, the Myanmar Agricultural Develop-
ment Strategy and Investment Plan (2018/2019-2022/2023) proposed
‘a sequence of interventions that will pave the way to: commercial expan-
sio n of crops and livestock production, increased incomes for farmers



and better access to international markets, ultimately contributing to the
country's food security and economic development' (GORUM 2018).

In Myanmar's upland regions, these policies have largely been framed
in terms of improving market integration, encouraging commercial agri-
cultural practices, promoting the cultivation of 'boom crops', such as
rubber, maize and coffee, and encouraging agribusiness models of devel-
opment. These reforms, it is argued, offer ‘win- win' , 'pro-poor' and
'inclusive' development solutions in two ways. First, policy documents
make the claim that agriculture commercialisation can benefit the entire
mral population, including both large-sc ale agribLtsinesses and small-
holder farmers. Second, the country's development strategies claim that
an expanding industrial and service sector will provide decent jobs for
those who move out of agriculture once efficiency gains mean that a
smaller proportion of the population is needed in farming.

In reality, however, both of these claims are misleading and fail
to engage substantively with the difficult trade-offs briefly outlined in
the previous section of this paper. In Myanmar, the country's legal
frameworks have sanctioned the granting to agribusinesses of large-scale
concessions of 'wastelands', defined as land that has no legal title that
in reality includes all customary lands regardless of whether or not they
were being farmed. The government has announced ambitious plans to
develop four million hectares of 'wasteland' into permanent agriculture
by 2030, much of it in tlle country's ethnic minority upland areas (TNI
2012 ). This has created severe land insecurity for large numbers of small-
holders throughout the country. Furthermore, the kinds of agricultural
intensification tllat have been promoted in the country's development
strategies- such as use of high yielding seeds, fertilisers and pesticides-
require significant up-front costs and have economies of scale (i.e.,
cost advantages are maximised from increased levels of production) that
benefit better-off farmers or companies which have more land, more
capital to invest and more resilience to flucnlating global markets. For
smaller farmers, who produce on credit-often borrowing to purchase
the inputs they need to farm-increased input costs (seeds, fertilisers, etc.)
and the volatility of global markets can make them highly vuln erable to
debt and dispossession (Woods 2020 ).

Development strategies emphasise the potential benefits of agricul-
tural modernisation-in terms of higher yields, greater efficiency, cheaper
food supplies and increased exports-but fail to engage with the likely
distributive impacts of processes of modernisation, which are likely to



see the country's poor smallholders bear the adverse impacts of these
reforms and concentrate wealth with larger-scale agribusinesses. In a
country like Myanmar, where the majority of the population continue
to rely on farming for their livelihoods, very real tensions may thus exist
in a model of agribusiness-led agricultural development which promises
greater production and efficiency, but through a process that benefits
large-scale investment, rewards labour-saving technologies, and concen-
trates the means of production. The goals of economic growth and
efficiency on the one hand and improved livelihoods for the country's
poorest on the other may therefore be deeply conflicting. This raises
important and urgent questions regarding how to determine the priorities
of development and how to address the disruptive forces that are likely
to be unleashed through the kinds of structural economic transformation
advocated in national development strategies and donor policy papers.
However, these difficult questions continue to be obscured in develop-
ment discourses that claim that neoliberal agricultural reforms can benefit
global agribusiness and smallholder farmers alike.

These underlying tensions are exacerbated by the fact that there is
no guarantee that other sectors of the economy- such as industry or
services- will necessarily offer viable 'exit options' for those unable to
compete in the agricultural sector within Myanmar. In today's globalised
economy, areas of industrial growth and expanding service sectors are
often located far from areas where people are being pushed out of agri-
culture. This is especially the case in Myanmar in light of the fact that
it is situated next door to the industrial powerhouse that is China. The
supply of cheap commaodities will make it diffirnlt for small- and medium-
sized enterprises, or a larger industrial sector to develop in Myanmar. As
Tania Li's (201 0) work has shown, in large parts of rural Asia this has
created a situation whereby ‘places (or their resources) are usefol, but
the people are not, so that dispossession is detached from any prospect
of labour absorption' . Narratives surrounding 'exit options' from agricul -
ture for rural populations also treat people as rational utility maximisers
and ignore the powerfol attachments that people have to land and place,
which are likely to ensure that the kinds of agricultural reforms being
advocated in Myanmar are likely to be very socially disruptive. In place
of development narratives that claim to simultaneously offer agribusiness-
led efficiency gains, opportunities for smallholder farmers, and viable exist
options for those that leave farming, there is a need to address the difficult
trade-offs that surround development processes and to assess the relative



importance of different development goals-such as economic growth,
reduced inequality and sustainable livelihoods-which are often framed
as mutually attainable, but that invariably are not.

A further limitation of current rural development strategies espoused
by international donors and policymakers in Myanmar is that they largely
ignore the experiences of rural populations in the previous two decades
since 1988. Myanmar's relative isolation from western aid and devel-
opment architecture in the period of military dictatorship between the
1990 General Election and the 2010 General Election created a tendency
to view this period as one of economic stagnation and continnity with
the previous decades of military rule under General Ne Win (1962 -
1988). However, this characterisation overlooks the fact that while there
was significant continuity in the political system- continued authoritarian
military rule, censorship, and opposition crackdowns-this period also
saw significant economic shifts. The quasi-socialist policies of the Ne Win
era were dismantled and replaced by a series of liberalisation measures,
which reflected a wider post-Cold War shift in former socialist countries in
Mainland Southeast Asia, notably Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam (Taylor
2016 ). In the late 1980s, border trade with China and Thailand was liber-
alised, the country's land laws and foreign investment laws were reformed,
and marginal con flict -affected rural areas were opened up to inflows of
capital, increasingly integrated into regional economies and subjected to
processes of agricultural commercialisation.

Consequently, there has been a failure in the rural development strate-
gies being advocated in Myanmar to analyse how the drivers of poverty,
vulnerability and li velihood insecurity work in relation to tlle processes of
agricultural modernisation and market integration that occurred through
the 1990s and 2000s. Instead, policy documents implicitly assume that
rural poverty in npland areas is a function of the marginalisation of
these regions from markets and commercial practices. A brief example
of illegal opium production in upland areas of southern Shan State illus-
trates this point clearly. Illegal opium production is typically blamed on
the marginalisation and ‘underdevelopment’ of poppy-producing regions,
with agricultural modernisation and market integration deemed to offer
effective ways to overcome illegal cultivation. However, this policy narra-
tive ignores tlle fact tllat in some areas, poppy cultivation has become
the alternative livelihood strategy for farmers who have been negatively
impacted by debt, dispossession and land grabs that have accompanied



the expansion of commercial agriculture and increased inflows of invest-
ment into rural Myanmar. The vulnerabilities that have pushed farmers
into the illegal opium economy-for example, in regions of Shan State
south of Taunggyi-are not simply the result of the region's marginali-
sation and lack of integration into markets, but stem from new forms of
insecurity facing smallholder farmers as a result of agricultural commer-
cialisation (Meehan 2021 ). A relational framework thus allows researchers
to consider how forms of poverty and vulnerability can become embedded
in the kinds of economic development promoted by governments and
donors, rather than indicating a failure of development. Importantly, it
also reve,1ls the hackneyed nature of much of the debates surrounding
rural development in Myanmar after 2010. Although rural development
policies are couched in a language of modernisation, innovation, inclu-
sivity and pro-poor development they are, in reality, offering little that is
different from the kinds of neoliberal pathways tl1at rural populations have
experienced-and struggled to grapple with-over the past two decades.

CONCLUSION

A major challenge for many of those working in the development sector is
how to integrate a commitment to the ideals of social justice, inclusivity,
and pro-poor growth with an awareness of the profound challenges that
deep-seated power structures and tlle inherently uneven nature of devel-
opment processes can pose to such aspirations. There are no easy answers
but, as this chapter has briefly tried to sketch out, an important starting
point is to better integrate critical development stndies scholarship into
development practice. The rush to engage in Myanmar in the years after
2010 often led the pendulum to swing too far towards a preoccupation
with 'doing development' and a subsequent neglect of-or impatience with-
the difficult and inconvenient questions that development studies
scholarship poses. However, bridging the 'theory/policy divide' is a
necessary starting point for addressing pressing societal issues in conn-
tries like Myanmar that experience widespread poverty and longstanding
armed conflicts.

This requires an approach that is willing to confront the difficult trade-
offs that surround questions of development and tllat acknowledges tlle
importance of understanding entrenched political power structures that
are often much slower to change than the kinds of rapid transitions
pursued in countries like Myanmar. This emphasises tlle importance of



history and the value of deep contextual knowledge. It also highlights
the importance of engaging with, and investing, in the development of
such knowledge, rather than relying upon the kinds of external models,
toolkits, and technocratic fixes that often underpin development work.
For any such endeavour to be effective, engaging marginalised voices is
essential to ensure development narratives do not simply reflect the inter-
ests of entrenched power structures. In Myanmar, supporting researchers
to pursue academic careers and strengthening research institutes that are
able to bring their knowledge of local societies to bear on the difficult
and contentious debates on development offers one such starting point.

Following the military coup that took place in Myanmar in February
2021, aid flows and large-scale development programs have been
scaled back, suspended, or cancelled entirely. Considering the protracted
humanitarian crises facing Myanmar, the questions facing many donors
now revolve around immediate concerns of how to navigate the new
political reality, the vexed issne of sanctions, and whether and how to
provide humanitarian aid (Slim 2021; Decobert 2021 ). Alongside these
critical and immediate challenges, in time there will be important lessons
to learn from Myanmar's experience of 'transition' and development
interventions between 2011 and 2021. An important aspect of these
reflections must be to assess how to better address the theory/ policy
divide within development so as to move beyond 'win-win' narratives that
underpinned development policies and programs over the past decade,
and to instead confront directly the tensions, trade-offs, and power rela-
tions that surround efforts to address poverty, inequality, and insecurity
in Myanmar and beyond.
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