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Abstract
Myanmar provides a unique opportunity to study a polity that only recently has
begun the processes of political liberalization and democratization. A necessary,
though not sufficient, element of this transition was the 2015 general elections,
which resulted in a handover of governmental power from the military-turnedcivilian-led United Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) to the main
prodemocracy opposition party, the National League for Democracy (NLD).
The factors that influenced the behavior of the Burmese voter have yet to be
examined at the individual level. This study explores the relationship between
various variables and political party choice by analyzing a newly created dataset
of Burmese party preference in Thailand. Utilizing a multinomial logistic
regression of survey data (n of 3,671), traditional variables of demographic
differentials and value of democracy-as well as newly theorized factors of
diaspora conditions and past persecution-are tested against party preference.
Specifically, the indicators of ethnicity, democratic values, years spent abroad,
and governmental threat of persecution prove to be salient in the likelihood
that a Burmese voter would choose either the NLD or any “ethnic” party over
the USDP. New avenues of research are recommended based on the findings
for Burmese party preference, including important considerations for the study
of newly democratizing regimes in Southeast Asia and beyond.
Keywords: Democratization, diaspora, Myanmar, party preference, Southeast
Asia, Thailand.

This research is a first cut at understanding the political party preferences
of the Burmese diaspora currently living in Thailand. Use of original data
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leading up to the 2015 national elections in Myanmar presents an opportunity
to speculate about a counterfactual situation of Burmese voters abroad.
Southeast Asia is an empirically rich region of the world for creating theory
and testing hypotheses for a variety political science subjects. The variance
in political, economic, social, and cultural realities across this region allows
the scholar to posit questions that may be difficult for researchers working in
other areas of globe. Political science has come to value this wealth of political
diversity as a tool for understanding not just Southeast Asia, but also for
further developing theory relevant to the field more generally.1 Some examples
include, first, the variance in regime type across Southeast Asia, which allows
for new ideas and hypothesis testing regarding political modernization,
liberalization, and democratization.2 Second, the largely free and fair elections
and the “caretaking democratization” in Myanmar (Burma) recently have
challenged previous research on political transitions.3 Similarly, Thailand’s
recent backslide into military authoritarianism, compared to Indonesia’s
consolidation of democratic processes, continues to make world headlines.
Third, some of the world’s longest-running violent political conflicts are in the
southern Philippines, East Timor, southern Thailand, and many of the border
areas of Myanmar-all of which complicate any analysis of democratization
where the power of the state still is challenged openly through coercive means.
This study explores one facet of the political variance across Southeast
Asia by examining political party preference in recent national elections in
the newest national state to make real gains in democratization. Myanmar is
a special case of political liberalization and democratization in the study of
political transition for various reasons, including the top-down nature of the
liberalization process over the past decade.4 Another reason is the continued
armed insurgency in areas such as Kayin, Shan, Rakhine, and Kachin States
by various ethnic groups and the challenges these pose not only to the
process of state consolidation,5 but also to any operationalization of national

Erik M. Kuhonta, Dan Slater, and Tuong Vu, eds., Southeast Asia in Political Science: Theory,
Region, and Qualitative Analysis, Contemporary Issues in Asia and the Pacfic (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2008).
2 William Case, ed., Routledge Handbook of Southeast Asian Democratization (New York:
Routledge, 2015), and Ian Marsh, “Democratization and State Capacity in East and Southeast
Asia,” Taiwan Journal of Democracy 2, no. 2 (2006): 69-91.
3 Renaud Egreteau, Caretaking Democratization: The Military and Political Change in Myanmar
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).
4 Kristína Kironská, “The Role of the 2015 General Elections in the Transition Process of
Myanmar” (Kaohsiung, Taiwan: National Sun Yat-Sen University, 2016), and Lee Jones, “The
Political Economy of Myanmar’s Transition,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 44, no. 1 (2014):
144-170.
5 Ashley South and Christopher M. Joll, “From Rebels to Rulers: The Challenges of Transition for
Non-State Armed Groups in Mindanao and Myanmar,” Critical Asian Studies 48, no. 2 (2016):
168-192.
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elections. Furthermore, the military uses the Burmese national state and
the democratization process to its advantage. It maintains a constitutionally
recognized position in the new regime beyond that of national defense by its
guaranteed access to 25 percent of the seats in both chambers of parliament.6
Finally, with nearly five million of the potential electorate outside the territorial
sovereignty of Myanmar (nearly 10 percent of the total population)7 due to
violent conflicts and continued grim economic conditions-the majority of
whom can be found in Thailand as “refugees,” “labor migrants,” or in other
categories8-genuine representation is challenged when the political voice
of those most affected by the past regime is either discounted or completely
ignored.
The recent 2015 national elections in Myanmar allowed for a change in
control of government from a political party that was composed primarily of
former military officers in the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP),
to a party whose members include some of the best known contemporary icons
of democracy across the globe, such as Aung San Suu Kyi and others in the
National League for Democracy (NLD). For a national state that, arguably, is
still in the early to middle stages of a process of political liberalization and
democratization, exploring the wants and desires-as well as the fears-of
individuals who supported one party over another in the last election allows
the researcher to better understand the transition away from authoritarianism
from the perspective of party preference.
This study uses a dataset that captures a host of demographic differentials
among potential Burmese voters abroad in Thailand to test factors that may
affect party preference. Although the dataset originally was created to examine
the political and economic identity of the Burmese diaspora in Thailand,9 its
overall quantitative robustness (n of 3,671), the timeframe of its data collection
during the three months preceding the November 2015 general elections,
and the survey questionnaire’s qualitative emphasis on continued ties with
individuals, communities, and political events across the border in Myanmar
provide a unique opportunity to posit hypotheses at the level of the individual
voter beyond that of any previous study within the territorial sovereignty of

Marie Lall, Understanding Reform in Myanmar: People and Society in the Wake of Military Rule
(London: Hurst, 2016).
7 Thomas Spoorenberg, “Provisional Results of the 2014 Census of Myanmar: The Surprise That
Wasn’t,” Asian Population Studies 11, no. 1 (2015): 4-6.
8 The number of people from Myanmar in Thailand is estimated at 2.6 million in T. F. Rhoden
and Danny Unger, “No Burmese Returning: Economics across Myanmar-Thailand Border,”
International Journal of East Asian Studies 19, no. 2 (2015): 53. See also Inge Brees, “Burmese
Refugee Transnationalism: What Is the Effect?” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 28,
no. 2 (2009): 23-46.
9 T. F. Rhoden, “Dataset of Burmese Migration-Concept Crossover in Thailand,” ResearchGate
(November 25, 2015), https://tinyurl.com/ybr7l2o3 (accessed February 15, 2017).
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Myanmar. Because of the lack of any professional polling before the national
elections, this dataset provides the only record of potential voting patterns for
Myanmar at the individual level.
This study is approached in recognition of the deficits of using a politically
aware diaspora population to understand the political party choices of citizens
who are not abroad. Some of these shortcomings are discussed below. Nor is
there any pretension that party preference, with its focus on specific aspects of
an election, fully captures the conceptualization or on-the-ground processes of
political liberalization and democratization.10 Rather, the objective of this study
is to forge forward where data are available in an effort to unravel possible
causal relationships between what potential Burmese voters think about their
social, political, and economic circumstances and their actual political party
preferences at the polls. Although elections do not tell us everything about
Myanmar’s transition from military authoritarianism toward democracy, they
form a necessary precondition of democratization, and we will do well to
analyze their underlying relationships to other factors.11 It is the scarcity of
research on party preference in early-stage democratization in Southeast Asia,
in particular Myanmar’s singular “forth wave” transition,12 that motivates the
researcher to delve further into matters that are relevant to the larger field of
study focused on political liberalization and democratization.

Models of Absentee Voting and Party Preference
Because this study utilizes a voting diaspora as the population under review,
the literature on both party preference/choice and external voting is relevant.
The sociological factors of class, religion, ethnicity, family, and individual
Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl, “What Democracy Is...and Is Not,” Journal of
Democracy 2, no. 3 (1991): 75-88, and T. F. Rhoden, “The Liberal in Liberal Democracy,”
Democratization 22, no. 3 (2015): 560-578.
11 That is, necessary but not sufficient, as elections can sometimes be mustered as a tool to
maintain “competitive authoritarianism.” See Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, Competitive
Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2010).
12 Michael McFaul, “The Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship: Noncooperative
Transitions in the Postcommunist World,” World Politics 54, no. 2 (2002): 212-244.
13 Russel J. Dalton, Citizen Politics: Public Opinion and Political Parties in Advanced Industrial
Democracies, 6th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: CQ Press, 2013); M. Kent Jennings, “Political
Socialization,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Behavior, ed. Russell J. Dalton and HansDieter Klingemann (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); and Robert Andersen and
Anthony Heath, “Social Identities and Political Cleavages: The Role of Political Context,”
Journal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series A (Statistics in Society) 166, no. 3 (2003): 301327.
14 Michael S. Lewis-Beck et al., The American Voter Revisited (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2008), and John R. Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).
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demographics,13 the political party factors of party identification, opinion, and
attachment,14 and the governmental policy factor of specific utility-maximizing
issues15 all have been tied to variance in the party preference of a voter.
Although originally created for Western democracies, some of the models
for party preference and voting behavior have been applied to the developing
world, including Southeast Asian countries that permit elections.16 As far as
extending the understanding of voting behavior and party choice to “absentee”
or “external” voters outside the territorial sovereignty of a state, research has
been focused almost entirely on Western democracies17-with a few notable
exceptions.18 How a diaspora community fits into the democratization process
at the time of an election, for which parties its members would prefer to cast
their votes, and whether people in a diaspora even wish to continue such ties to
their home country are sorely understudied.
This study begins with a brief theoretical discussion specific to Myanmar,
with empirical tests of the relationship between party preference and variables,
David Sanders et al., “Downs, Stokes and Dynamics of Electoral Choice,” British Journal
of Political Science 41, no. 2 (2011): 287-314; James Adams, Benjamin G. Bishin, and
Jay K. Dow, “Representation in Congressional Campaigns: Evidence for Discounting/
Directional Voting in U. S. Senate Elections,” Journal of Politics 66, no. 2 (2004): 348-373;
and George Rabinowitz and Stuart Elaine MacDonald, “A Directional Theory of Issue Voting,”
American Political Science Review (APSR) 83, no. 1 (1989): 93-121.
16 Eugénie Mérieau, ed., The Politics of (No) Elections in Thailand: Lessons from the 2011 General
Election (Bangkok: White Lotus Press, 2016); Gábor Tóka and Andrija Henjak, “Institutional
Design and Voting Behavior in East Central Europe: A Cross-National Comparison of the
Impact of Leaders, Partisanship, Performance Evaluations and Ideology on the Vote,” 21st
World Congress of the International Political Science Association, Santiago, Chile, 2009;
Russel J. Dalton, Doh Chull Shin, and Yun-Han Chu, eds., Party Poltics in East Asia: Citizens,
Elections, and Democratic Development (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2008); and Allen
Hicken, “Stuck in the Mud: Parties and Party Systems in Democratic Southeast Asia,” Taiwan
Journal of Democracy 2, no. 2 (2006): 23-46.
17 Kevin Arceneaux, Thad Kousser, and Megan Mullin, “Get out the Vote-by-Mail? A Randomized
Field Experiment Testing the Effect of Mobilization in Traditional and Vote-by-Mail Precincts,”
Political Research Quarterly 65, no. 4 (2012): 882-894; Thad Kousser and Megan Mullin, “Does
Voting by Mail Increase Participation? Using Matching to Analyze a Natural Experiment,”
Political Analysis 15, no. 4 (2007): 428-445; Frank B. Feigert, “Components of Absentee
Voting,” Polity 4, no. 4 (1972): 491-511; J. Eric Oliver, “The Effects of Eligibility Restrictions
and Party Activity on Absentee Voting and Overall Turnout,” American Journal of Political
Science 40, no. 2 (1996): 498-513; and James Kerr Pollock, “Absent Voting: With Particular
Reference to Ohio’s Experience,” National Municipal Review 15, no. 2 (1926): 282-292.
18 Anca Turcu and R. Urbatsch, “Diffusion of Diaspora Enfranchisement Norms: A Multinational
Study,” Comparative Political Studies 48, no. 4 (2015): 407-437; Sybil Rhodes and
Arus Harutyunyan, “Extending Citizenship to Emigrants: Democratic Contestation and
a New Global Norm,” International Political Science Review 31, no. 4 (2010): 470-493;
Laurie A. Brand, “Authoritarian States and Voting from Abroad: North African Experiences,”
Comparative Politics 43, no. 1 (2010): 81-99; Andrew Ellis et al., eds., Voting from Abroad: The
International Idea Handbook (Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance [IDEA], 2007); and Enrico A. Marcelli and Wayne A. Cornelius, “Immigrant Voting
in Home-Country Elections: Potential Consequences of Extending the Franchise to Expatriate
Mexicans Residing in the United State,” Mexican Studies 21, no. 2 (2005): 429-460.
15
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some conventional and some conceptually new to the field. Unfortunately,
this study will review only one election cycle for Myanmar. Because the goal
is to establish research that can be generalized, a time series including the
2010, 2012, and 2015 national elections would produce a stronger argument.
That said, there are enough data available to run a deep multinomial logistic
regression analysis of odds ratios for party choice in the 2015 elections. The
hope is to expand this type of analysis by continuing to collect poll data as
elections become the norm for Myanmar. For now, the intention is to test the
external validity of some traditional, as well as newer, variables to explain
variance in party preference during the initial years of democratization for the
unique community of Burmese voters living abroad in Thailand.

The Burmese Context
At the national level, Myanmar has had a complicated political history since
gaining independence in 1948, the majority of that period spent either under a
single-party or a military authoritarian regime.19 From 2010 to 2015, however,
there was a changeover from full governmental control by a “junta” toward a
regime that is-in the words of Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter’s
now classic work on “transitology”-at the very least, “something else.”20
The new less-than-fully authoritarian regime of Myanmar has been described
variably as “quasi-military,” “hybrid,” “semi-civilian,” “transitional,” a
“shibboleth of ‘democracy’,” “quasi-civilian,” “semi-elected,” and so on.21
Michael Aung-Thwin and Maitrii Aung-Thwin, A History of Myanmar since Ancient
Times: Traditions and Transformations (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 225-294, and
Michael W. Charney, A History of Modern Burma (New York: Cambridge Univeristy Press,
2009), 72-200.
20 Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe C. Schmitter, Transition from Authoritarian Rule: Tentative
Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1986), 3.
21 Renaud Egreteau and François Robinne, eds., Metamorphosis: Studies in Social and
Political Change in Myanmar (Singapore: National University of Singapore Press, 2015);
David I. Steinberg, ed., Myanmar: The Dynamics of an Evolving Polity (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner, 2014); Nick Cheesman, Nicholas Farrelly, and Trevor Wilson, eds., Debating
Democratization in Myanmar (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2014); Marco
Bünte, “Burma’s Transition to Quasi-Military Rule: From Rulers to Guardians?” Armed
Forces & Society 40, no. 4 (2013): 742-764; Robert H. Taylor, “Myanmar’s ‘Pivot’ toward
the Shibboleth of ‘Democracy’,” Asian Affairs 43, no. 2 (2013): 392-400; Khin Kyaw Win,
“Myanmar in Political Transition,” in Myanmar in Transition: Polity, People and Processes,
ed. Kerstin Duell (Singapore: Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 2013); and Ian Holliday, Burma
Redux: Global Justice and the Quest for Political Reform in Myanmar (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2012).
22 Rosalind Russell, Burma’s Spring: Real Lives in Turbulent Times (London: Thistle, 2014);
Rena Pendersen, The Burma Spring: Aung San Suu Kyi and the New Struggle for the Soul
of a Nation (New York: Pegasus, 2014); Michael Madoff, “Flower of the Burma Spring,”
Georgetown Journal of International Affairs (May 16, 2013), https://tinyurl.com/ya45fujc/
19
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To refer to the changeover years as “Burma’s spring,” has become something
of a cliché for the political pundit and researcher, alike.22 Regardless, as
political scientist Khin Zaw Win has noted, whatever moniker one may wish
to ascribe to Myanmar’s current regime type, the belief of many citizens is that
the current regime “is like a breath of fresh air after being cooped up in the
confines of dictatorship for nearly half a century.”23 In terms of elections in
the democratization process, the nationwide elections in November 2015 were
“overwhelmingly peaceful and free from major problems.”24 The peaceful
changeover a few months later in 2016 in parliamentary and governmental
control from the ancien régime, the Union Solidarity and Development Party,
to the prodemocracy NLD-despite the military’s constitutional right to
continued representation within the legislature (see table 1)-has been viewed
by many as completing an initial fundamental step toward deeper political
liberalization and wider democratization.
An additional complication for the November 2015 elections was
that some regions of the country were under armed insurgency at the time.
Since independence, Myanmar has been challenged notoriously in asserting
the power of the state in its mountainous border regions.25 Ideological and
ethnic armed rebellions have been a roadblock to whomever held the reigns of
governmental power in the capital.26 Recent years have witnessed a round of
ceasefire agreements with organizations including the Karen National Union
(KNU), Shan State Army-South (SSA-S), the All Burma Students’ Democratic
Front (ABSDF), and others. Although these groups have returned to the fold
for the time being, others such as the Kachin Independence Organization
(KIO), the Kokang militia, and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA)
continue armed resistance against the Burmese state.27 Despite real gains in
democratization in the center of the country, there are border areas that are not
really a part of the democratization process. Some districts, for example, do
not have representation in the current parliament because the vote could not be
administered due to fighting.
What the Burmese citizens who took part in the 2015 elections think in
terms of party representation at the individual level is largely unknown. Aside
(accessed January 13, 2017); Ron Gluckman, “Hillary Clinton Visits Burma in Midst of
Burmese Spring,” Newsweek (December 5, 2011), http://www.newsweek.com/hillary-clintonvisits-burma-midst-burmese-spring-65897 (accessed January 13, 2017); and, among others,
Bertil Lintner, “Realpolitik and the Myanmar Spring,” Foreign Policy (December 1, 2011),
https://tinyurl.com/y82bjwym/ (accessed January 13, 2017).
23 Khin Kyaw Win, “Myanmar in Political Transition,” 9.
24 International Crisis Group (ICG), “The Myanmar Elections: Results and Implications”
(Brussels: International Crisis Group, 2015), 3.
25 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin, A History of Myanmar since Ancient Times, and Charney,
A History of Modern Burma.
26 Ashley South, Ethnic Politics in Burma: States of Conflict (New York: Routledge, 2008).
27 Egreteau, Caretaking Democratization, 31-32.
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Table 1. Seat Composition of Union Parliament after 2015 General Elections
Political Party

Total

Phyithu Hluttaw

Amyotha Hluttaw

NLD

255

135

390 (59%)

USDP

30

11

41 (6%)

Army

Other parties
Vacant
Total

110

56

38

22

440

224

7

-

166 (25%)
60 (9%)

7 (1%)

664 (100%)

Note: Other smaller parties that took at least one seat were ANP/RNP, SNLD, TPTN,
PNO, ZCD, Lisu NDP, KSDP, MNP, WDP, NUP, KDUP, and a few independents.
See ICG (2015) for more.

from a limited poll conducted by the International Republican Institute in
early 2014 (n of 3,000), there are no other data to help explore relationships
between individual voters and party choice within the context of Myanmar’s
democratization.28 The political analyses of party choice since the 2015
elections have relied on a small number of elite interviews of limited value
concerning generalization,29 or simply have summarized events from a
macro-historical perspective.30 Table 1 shows the seat composition of the two
chambers of Myanmar’s parliament by political party. Of those seats open to
contest in both chambers, Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League of Democracy
won 78 percent. Why did voters support the National League of Democracy
over the Union Solidarity and Development Party in such large numbers?
What can this tell us about the current state of democratization in Myanmar?

Empirical Tests
The dependent variable of this research is political party preference. When
investigating the relationship between predictor variables and party preference
at the individual level, one revealing test to consider is the odds ratios that a
potential individual voter will elect one party over another, given a certain
International Republican Institute (IRI), “Survey of Burma Public Opinion: December 24,
2013-February 1, 2014” (Washington, DC: International Republican Institute, 2014).
29 Nay Yan Oo, “The Burmese Voter: A Study of Voting Behavior in Myanmar,” 12th International
Burma Studies Conference, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, IL, October 7-9, 2016. As
Nay Yan Oo has pointed out, the IRI survey was of limited utility for studying voting behavior
at the level of the individual.
30 Roger Lee Huang, “Myanmar’s Way to Democracy and the Limits of the 2015 Elections,” Asian
Journal of Political Science (October 28, 2016), http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02185377.2016.124
5154 (accessed January 11, 2017), and Ardeth Thawnghmung, “The Myanmar Elections 2015:
Why the National League for Democracy Won a Landslide Victory,” Critical Asian Studies 48,
no. 1 (2016): 132-142.
28
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set of circumstances. In the case of a democratizing polity such as Myanmar,
the likelihood that a voter will choose a party that espouses change from past
autocratic policies (the case of the NLD or, potentially, other “ethnic” parties)
over a party that is composed primarily of former military officers from the
former authoritarian system (the case of the USDP) assists the researcher to
gauge the bottom-up desire for regime change. Like other studies that test
party choice via multinomial logistic regression,31 the baseline category for
the response variable, away from which odds ratios will be interpreted, is the
ancien régime United Solidarity and Development Party. In short, what is the
likelihood that an individual would choose the NLD over the USDP?
Since no adequate polling data exist in Myanmar, this study uses a dataset
of Burmese voters from the diaspora in Thailand. The hope is that one can
glean the likelihood for individual party preference, if particularities of this
population are taken into account during the analysis. Figure 1 provides a
geographic image of the population surveyed for this study.
Four specific elements of the diaspora dataset make it useful for purposes
of investigation. First, if one considers Thailand’s Tak Province as a whole,
the number of people from Myanmar inside it (approximately 350,000)
make the province larger than many of the constituent states or regions in
Myanmar32-almost as if Tak were a Burmese province of Thailand. Second,
earlier surveys of this region indicate that the majority of its Burmese intend
to return to Myanmar at some point.33 Third, the diaspora community may
be disproportionately influential in Burmese politics in the future because of
Richard Whitaker and Philip Lynch, “Explaining Support for UK Independence Party at the
2009 European Parliament Elections,” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 21,
no. 3 (2011): 359-379; Giedo Jansen, Nan Dirk De Graaf, and Ariana Need, “Class Voting,
Social Changes and Political Changes in the Netherlands 1971-2006,” Electorial Studies
30 (2011): 510-524; Jairo Nicolau, “An Analysis of the 2002 Presidential Elections Using
Logistic Regression,” Brazilian Political Science Review 1, no. 1 (2007): 125-135; and
Marc J. Hetherington, “The Effect of Political Trust on the Presidential Vote, 1968-96,” APSR
93, no. 2 (1999): 311-326. Note that I am somewhat indifferent whether one uses a probit or a
logit function as the engine in one’s regression analysis on party choice. Compare with Jay K.
Dow and James W. Endersby, “Multinomial Probit and Multinomial Logit: A Comparison of
Choice Models for Voting Research,” Electorial Studies 23 (2004): 107-122.
32 T. F. Rhoden, “Burmese Refugee Repatriation in Comparative Analysis,” 10th International
Burma Studies Conference, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, IL, October 5-7, 2012.
33 International Organization for Migration (IOM), “Assessing Potential Changes in Migration
Patterns of Myanmar Migrants and Their Impacts on Thailand: Supplementary Report
2016” (Bangkok: International Organization for Migration, 2016). Though it is numerically
true that the majority of individuals from Myanmar in Thailand say they want to return to
the Burmese polity at some point in the future, the segment that self-identifies as “refugee”
migrants contains many who are unsure about where their future will be-particularly with the
repeated warning from the Thai government of the closure of the camps along border in the
near future. See Roger Norum, Mary Mostafanezhad, and Tani Sebro, “The Chronopolitics of
Exile: Hope, Heterotemporality and NGO Economics along the Thai-Burma Border,” Critique
of Anthropology 36, no. 1 (2016): 61-83.
31
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Figure 1. Potential Burmese Voters of Tak Province, Thailand

Note: n = 3,671. Districts 1 through 5 account for approximately 90 percent of Burmese
in Tak Province. Survey administered between June 20 and October 19, 2015.
See original dataset for additional information.

its valuable international connections and, potentially, its great wealth. Thus,
it is worth studying political preferences in this diaspora population for their
own sake, not simply as a proxy for understanding attitudes of Burmese in
Myanmar. Fourth, this dataset captures both individuals inside the “refugee”
camps at Mae La, Umpien, and Nupo, as well as those outside the camps in
the more urbanized areas of Mae Sot. This is similar to polling persons inside
the internally displaced person (IDP) camps in Myanmar-and should capture
important aspects of political conflict that normally are left out of survey data
for reasons of security, yet are relevant to any democratizing polity still facing
140 | Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Volume 13, No. 2

armed insurgency and incorporation of a sizeable refugee population and
even larger labor migrant population into future elections.34 One particular
challenge about Thailand’s Burmese diaspora population, as compared to their
domestic brethren, is that their experiences in a foreign country could color
their interpretation of events back home. As an example, Thailand enjoys
both relative stability of its sociopolitical life at the local level and economic
prosperity compared to Myanmar. Thus, despite the robustness of the dataset,
it is acknowledged that any conclusions drawn from the research must act as a
placeholder until more domestic-based polling is done. The research now turns
to isolating possible systemic influences on political party choice.
Demographic Considerations
We begin by considering six common indicators of demographic differentials
as potential predictor variables concerning party choice. Age of the potential
voter is one factor, scaled by year. Also included are dichotomous indicators
for sex and marriage. Due to the lack of free and fair voting opportunities for
the last half century, whether “birth cohorts” or similar groupings by age are
substantial is largely unknown for Myanmar.35 This researcher’s interaction
with Burmese migrant communities over the past decade suggests that females,
as well Burmese who are married, would be more likely to vote for a more
democratic option (NLD) if given the opportunity. As is the case regarding age,
however, there is no literature that would suggest in what direction sex and
marriage influence political party choice in Myanmar.36 Fourth, education level
is considered as a simple dichotomous variable concerning those who have
passed level Standard 10 and those who have not. As in other demographic
differentials, no empirical study yet has isolated in which direction education
may affect political party preference in Myanmar.
The ethnicity and religion of the Burmese voter also are assumed to be
highly influential in various facets of their sociopolitical lives.37 However,
determining their salience at the individual level-in terms of the larger
theoretical literature on voting behavior in developing countries38-never has
34

35

36

37
38

Jeff Fischer, “The Political Rights of Refugees and Displaced Persons: Enfranchisement and
Participation,” in Voting from Abroad: The International Idea Handbook, ed. Andrew Ellis et al.
(Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2007).
Michael X. Delli Carpini, “Age and History: Generations and Sociopolitical Change,” in
Political Learning in Adulthood: A Sourcebook of Theory and Research, ed. Roberta S. Sigel
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
Scot D. McClurg, Michelle L. Wade, and Maja V. Wright-Phillips, “He Said, She Said: Sex,
Social Networks, and Voting Behavior,” American Politics Research 41, no. 6 (2013): 11021123.
Robert H. Taylor, “Refighting Old Battles, Compounding Misconceptions: The Poltics of
Ethnicity in Myanmar Today,” ISEAS Perspective, no. 12 (2015): 1-16.
Nahomi Inchino and Noah L. Nathan, “Crossing the Line: Local Ethnic Geography and Voting
in Ghana,” APSR 107, no. 2 (2013): 344-361; Daniel N. Posner, “The Political Salience of
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been attempted in Myanmar. If any assumption were made regarding actual
party choice, it would be that people who are not of the Bamar ethnic majority
would be more likely to choose an ethnic-based party over both the NLD and
the USDP. Religion also may be relevant for those who might consider one
party or another as a better defender of “Burmese Buddhism,” or of the religious
minorities of Islam, Hinduism, or Christianity.39 Some observers even have
questioned whether “Myanmar’s monks are hindering democratization.”40
Consideration of Democratic Values
An additional predictor of party choice that could prove helpful is democratic
values. A tired, yet persistent, hypothesis is that some “Asian values” may
not be consistent with political liberalization and democratization.41 The
Asian Barometer program of the Center for East Asia Democratic Studies at
National Taiwan University is well known for tracking such trends.42 The case
for Myanmar is not well theorized, however, let alone recorded empirically in
terms of voting behavior.43
Despite challenges of concept validity, the variable of democratic values
for this study was operationalized through one of the queries on the survey.
Specifically, this question asked the responder to consider valuing one’s
material livelihood (having a job and/or owning one’s own business) against
the right to vote in an election.44
Consideration of the Diaspora
The dataset also permits the researcher to test additional factors specific to a
politically and economically active diaspora community. First, years abroad
in Thailand, scaled by year, are included. Absence from one’s political origin
for numerous years, in some cases for decades, has been known to influence
a migrant’s choice in home elections in terms of both voter turnout and
identification with a conservative or liberal party platform.45 Second, the

39
40
41
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43
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Cultural Difference: Why Chewas and Tumbukas Are Allies in Zambia and Adversaries in
Malawi,” APSR 98, no. 4 (2004): 529-539; and Raymond E. Wolfinger, “The Development and
Persistence of Ethnic Voting,” APSR 59 (1965): 896-908.
Matthew J. Walton, Buddhism, Politics and Political Thought in Myanmar (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2016).
Iselin Frydenlund, “Are Myanmar’s Monks Hindering Democratization,” East Asia Forum
(November 4, 2015), https://tinyurl.com/yaop3xxy (accessed February 2, 2017).
Fareed Zakaria, “Culture Is Destiny: A Conversation with Lee Kuan Yew,” Foreign Affairs 73,
no. 2 (1994): 109-126.
CEADS, “Asian Barometer,” Center for East Asia Democratic Studies, National Taiwan
University, http://www.asianbarometer.org/ (accessed January 23, 2017).
For the Burmese Buddhist “moral universe” as instrumental in value creation in the matrix of
Myanmar’s democratization, see Walton, Buddhism, Politics and Political Thought in Myanmar.
See Question 32 in Rhoden, “Dataset of Burmese Migration-Concept Crossover in Thailand.”
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mobile identity of the potential voter is considered. This is an innovative
predictor variable, since not all diaspora communities are made up of both
migrant refugees and migrant laborers.46 The Burmese survey respondents were
asked to self-identify in terms how they viewed their own status in Thailand.
The assumption of numerous aid and humanitarian workers servicing this
population is that individuals who view their situation in Thailand as that of a
refugee are more likely to vote for a party such as the NLD over the USDP.47
This study is the first test of this assumption in a robust manner.
Consideration of Political Conflict
Aside from the particularities of the diaspora noted above, the most novel
factor to be considered in this research is that of surviving past conflict. In
the questionnaire, political persecution is operationalized as five dichotomous
predictors of past experience in Myanmar: whether the respondent (1) faced
corruption in Myanmar in the past, (2) faced forced labor, (3) faced threats
of persecution, (4) faced real physical violence, or (5) fears returning to
Myanmar. Although conceptually these variables could overlap in some cases,
they collectively are meant to be as exhaustive as possible regarding probable
past persecution faced by the Burmese voter before he or she migrated to
Thailand.48 By including an operationalization of “fear” in the regression test,
the researcher arguably can control for the fundamental concept that makes
a “refugee” a humanitarian, as well as legal, reality for international human
security-since “fear” of repression if one returns to one’s homeland is what
defines a refugee in the legal and humanitarian realm.49

Results
An appendix provides the results of a multinomial logistical regression of party
choice of Burmese voters in Tak Province, Thailand. This is a counterfactual
test since no respondent in the dataset actually voted in the 2015 general
elections. Specifically, individuals were asked for whom they would vote
for president of Myanmar, if given the opportunity.50 The responses where
Rhoden and Unger, “No Burmese Returning,” and Brees, “Burmese Refugee Transnationalism.”
As one interviewee for this study stated: “They hate anything that has connections to the
Tatmadaw like USDP. If they could vote, they would vote for NLD or some ethnic Karen party,
not for the military USDP.”
48 Hazel J. Lang, Fear and Sanctuary: Burmese Refugees in Thailand (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
Southeast Asia Program, 2002).
49 Anna Triandafyllidou, ed., Routledge Handbook of Immigration and Refugee Studies
(New York: Routledge, 2016), and Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., eds., The Oxford Handbook
of Refugee & Forced Migration Studies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).
50 See the original dataset for the survey question in Burmese. Respondents were asked, “For
whom would you vote for president if given the opportunity?” The responses were then coded
for the NLD, the USDP, or one of the ethnic parties.
46
47
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Figure 2. Descriptive Results for Party Choice by Mobile Location

Notes: n = 3,671. Any choice for Aung San Suu Kyi or her colleagues was coded as
NLD. Any choice for military officers, U Thein Sein, or his colleagues was
coded as USDP. Any written-in comment of “would not vote,” “no vote,”
“will not vote,” and similar were coded as “Would Not Vote.” Any choices of
individuals or party members of various smaller parties representing Rakhine,
Mon, Karen, Karenni, Shan, Wa, and others were coded as “Ethnic Party.” See
original dataset for Burmese.

then tallied and coded for political party.51 For party preference, the baseline
category was the Union Solidarity and Development Party. Figure 2 shows the
descriptive results of party choice by potential Burmese voter.
That so many of the potential Burmese voters elected not to vote increases
the internal validity of the test itself. This is because in cases of immediate
“post-conflict” elections such as in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Afghanistan, Iraq,
and Cambodia, where members of the diaspora were encouraged to participate,
the turnout rate rarely has been above 50 percent.52 This increases confidence
in the tests results, since the researcher can focus on only the potential voters
who appear committed to staying politically active in their country of origin.
For those individuals who said they would vote if given the opportunity, the
majority expressed support for Aung San Suu Kyi and her National League
for Democracy. One major difference found in figure 2 between respondents
inside the refugee camps and those outside the camps in Tak Province, was that
the proportion of those who would opt for one of the ethnically based political
parties was much higher. As useful as this descriptive finding is, however, the
review of the multinomial logistic regression below allows for a more robust
analysis of the odds ratios of electing one party over another at the individual
level.
51
52

Burmese vote for representatives in the national Union Parliament, who then form a government
by electing a president.
Fischer, “The Political Rights of Refugees and Displaced Persons.”
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Table 2. Numerical Responses on Demographic Indicators in Survey
Age		
18-27
28-37
38-47
48+
No response
Sex		
Male
Female
No response
Marriage
Single
Married
No response

Education		
Below Standard 10
Graduated Standard 10
No response
Ethnicity
Bamar
Karen
“Other”
No response
Religion
Buddhist
Christian
“Other”
No response

Number

Percent

1,699
792
693
386
101

46.3
21.6
18.9
10.5
2.8

1,786
1,846
39

48.7
50.3
1.1

1,754
1,863
54

47.8
50.7
1.5

1,869
1,742
60

50.9
47.5
1.6

1,583
1,703
341
44

43.1
46.4
9.3
1.2

2,464
1,013
123
71

67.1
27.6
3.4
1.9

Note: n = 3,671. See original dataset for Burmese.

Age, sex, marriage, education, ethnicity, and religion, in total, were more
revealing as predictors regarding individuals who chose the NLD over the
USDP than for those who preferred one of the ethnic-based parties over the
USDP. Specifically, female Burmese voters proved to be 78 percent more
likely to support the NLD over the USDP (p < .01), while those who had
completed Standard 10 were 3.7 times more likely to choose the NLD over the
USDP (p < .001). In terms of real causation, many of the education- or womenfocused nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) along the Myanmar-Thailand
border would argue that those with higher levels of education or are female
in the context of a developing-nation also are likely to support the party that
explicitly espouses democratic values.53 Table 2 records numerical responses
53

Karen Women’s Organization (KWO), “Who We Are,” https://karenwomen.org/about/
(accessed January 30, 2017); Burmese Migrant Workers' Education Committee, “Background,”
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to demographic indicators.
Interestingly, the argument by NGOs and humanitarian groups does not
adequately explain the additional finding that married individuals in the study
were 60 percent less likely to vote for the NLD over the USDP (p < .01).
Perhaps an argument made for the more conservative element of the USDP is
that it values security over democratic processes; that the majority of married
individuals supported the USDP says something about the institution of
marriage of the Burmese in the context of democratic processes. Regardless,
these findings are the first to contemplate Burmese voting behavior, although
they require additional study.
The democratic differential of ethnic grouping, however, had a stronger
pull on those political parties committed to ethnic concerns. Potential voters
who self-identified as ethnically Karen were 3.8 time more likely than a
Bamar person to choose the NLD over the USDP (p < .01)-and even more
consequentially, these same Karen voters were 11.3 times more likely than
a Bamar person to vote for any “ethnic” party over the USDP (p < .001).
Additionally, anyone who self-identified as one of the “other” non-Bamar or
non-Karen groups (e.g., Arakanese, Chin, Shan, or others) were also 8.8 times
more likely to choose an “ethnic” party over the USDP (p < .01). Despite
an overall poor showing of ethnic-based parties in the 2015 general elections
that captured seats in the Union Parliament (see table 1), the continued draw
of these parties on individuals who are in an ethnic minority is reinforced by
this study. The dismal results of ethnic parties in the general elections may
have more to do with party infighting and party splitting within ethnolinguistic
groupings than the actual desire of the potential voter to support an ethnically
representative candidate or party.54
The dichotomous identifier for democratic values of job-vs-vote went
in the same direction of electing the NLD or an “ethnic” party over the
USDP. Specifically, potential voters who said that they valued democratic
representation over economic livelihood, or at the very least “can’t choose”
between them, were both over two times more likely than those who emphasized
livelihood to support the NLD over the USDP (p < .05). Preference for an
“ethnic” political party was even stronger, as those who valued the right to vote
over the economic dimension were 3.6 times more likely to choose an “ethnic”

54
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Figure 3. Probability of Burmese Voter Abroad to Choose the NLD
or any “Ethnic” Party over the USDP by the Years Lived in Thailand

Notes: n = 3,671. The average was seven years abroad, with forty-nine years as the
longest stay recorded in the dataset.

party over the USDP (p < .05). That both the NLD and ethnically based parties
won over the USDP-with its makeup of soldiers-turned-civilians from the
past regime-makes intuitive sense in terms of this indicator of democratic
values. If, for the next general elections, the NLD were to split or a third party
were to enter the field that embraced democracy like the NLD but diverged
on some other socioeconomic issue,55 the assumption is that the indicator for
democratic values would produce very different results across the political
party options.
Years abroad in Thailand and mobile identity also generate statistically
significant results for individual party preference. For every year that a potential
Burmese voter has lived on the opposite side of the boarder in Thailand,
that individual is 7 percent more likely to support the NLD over the USDP
(p < .01). This specific predictor variable is converted into a probability
statement and graphed in figure 3 for ease of interpretation.
Although the average migrant from Myanmar stays in Thailand seven
years, if afforded an opportunity to vote, the probability that this hypothetical
voter would support the NLD over the USDP is much higher than for supporting
any “ethnic” party over the USDP. For example, the probability that a diaspora
participant would find oneself in the NLD camp over the USDP camp is
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relatively high at 88 percent at the seven-year mark. While the probability that
a diaspora participant would find oneself in the “ethnic” party camp over the
USDP camp is lower at only 5 percent after spending seven years in Thailand.
In fact, this study suggests that not until a Burmese migrant stays in Thailand
at least twenty years will the probability of his or her choosing an “ethnic”
party over the USDP surpass 10 percent. Although it is true that the longer one
stays in Thailand the greater the probability of choosing any party over the
USDP, it is clear that the NLD has an edge in this respect. This finding will be
considered further at the end of the essay.
The remaining political conflict considerations of having in the past faced
corruption, forced labor, threats, physical violence, as well as presently fearing
a return to Myanmar, unfortunately, were less valuable overall for this study.
Only the indicator of having survived threats of persecution by the former
military junta in Myanmar generated a significate finding for the diaspora
population. In the cases of both the NLD and the “ethnic” parties, having
endured threats by the former regime increase the likelihood of a potential
Burmese voter supporting one of these political parties over the USDP with its
ties of personnel to the ancien régime. Specifically, those Burmese voters who
had experienced threats of persecution by the Burmese were 4.2 times more
likely to prefer the NLD over the USDP (p < .05). There were even starker
results for “ethnic” parties. Individuals who have experienced threats are 10.7
times more likely to vote for any “ethnic” party over the USDP (p < .05). This
finding that an “ethnic” party may have a stronger draw than the NLD over
the USDP, folds well into the vast literature on persecution and threats of all
kinds having been made by the former military government against individuals
of various ethnic minorities. Additionally, the finding supports the complaint
made by some minority-ethnic voters within Myanmar that the NLD, and
Aung San Suu Kyi in particular, have a tendency to support policies that favor
the majority Bamar ethnic group over the Karen, Shan, Chin, Rakhine, Kachin,
and many other minorities.56 That these tensions appear in this analysis of
party choice argues for their enduring saliency in the future democratization
of Myanmar.
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Avenues for Future Research
The qualitative review of the results of this quantitative-based analysis largely
has corroborated the findings of many of the hypothesized variables against
party preference of the Burmese voter. All dimensions explored here of
demographics, democratic values, diaspora issues, and past political conflict
generate relationships with party choice. But, the investigation has uncovered
some discrepancy amid the indicators when these factors are operationalized
to test the odds ratios of electing one political party over another within a
multinomial logistic regression. Some of this stems from the possible exclusion
of other relevant factors of influence on the response variable and some of this
originates from the diaspora population examined. The net result indicates,
simply, that there are important avenues for future research to be explored in
the behavior of the Burmese voter.
In terms of predictor variables, two categories of factors deserve future
study. First, although this research project had adequate representation of
traditional demographic differentials, the control of specific socioeconomic
status indicators would increase the external validity of the results. Second,
in research on party preference in Western democracies, relevant information
on party loyalty, both of the individual and one’s family, often is identified as
causally relevant. Aside from the NLD, most political parties in Myanmar’s
Union Parliament are recent creations, so this added contextualization could
provide further options for party choice. Furthermore, the personification of
power in Aung San Suu Kyi herself, in contradistinction to the power of the
National League for Democracy,57 is an unresolved problem in Myanmar’s
transition. Separating out these empirical realities which likely affect the
preferences of Burmese voters may generate rich results.
The greatest challenge of the research design presented in this essay is that
its population is culled from Myanmar’s diaspora. Until adequate polling can be
conducted at the individual level within Myanmar, this study will have to serve
as an exploratory guide. Yet, because of its robustness and representativeness
of Burmese voters outside the country, the study has a utility beyond what
is counterfactual. Indeed, a concerted effort was made to share early drafts
of this research project with Burmese migrant labor activists, former political
prisoners, refugee leaders, and political canvassers who were politically active
in the Burmese migrant community of Thailand. This rare opportunity for
participant review generated a consistent response from all migrants from
Myanmar in Thailand, regardless of their mobile self-identity, their political
affiliation, or the value they placed on the right to vote in Myanmar. Everyone
could identify a “lost opportunity” in not voting in the 2015 legislative general
elections in Myanmar. As one participant put it who actively canvassed for
57
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the NLD in the last election in her home town, but as an expatriate living in
Bangkok at the time could not vote in 2015:
We need to make sure that all the migrant laborers have an
easier way to participate in the next general election. This will
mean that the Burmese embassy staff will need to understand
how to set up a polling station for all of us here. And we will
have to have special polling stations across major Burmese
migrant towns, in Bangkok, in southern Thailand, and along
the border. This will have to be tied to some mechanism for
timely voter registration in home townships.58
Aside from the scholarly concern of understanding political party preference
in a newly democratizing polity such as Myanmar, the above quotation
illustrates the importance of disseminating research projects among potential
Burmese voters both inside and outside Myanmar. Within the politically
liberalizing and democratizing national states of Southeast Asia,59 Myanmar
is one of the last to the scene. Studies such as this help to test theories largely
developed for Western democracies under a new set of empirical realities.
Against this backdrop, future research can focus on the complex dynamics of
various traditional and inventive new factors regarding party choice. Let this
essay be the opening salvo for a much-needed discussion about what drives
political party preference at the individual level in understudied polities such
as Myanmar.
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Appendix
Odds Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression among Variables
Hypothesized to Counterfactual Burmese Voters’ Party Preference
in Tak Province, Thailand
Variables

Odds Ratios (95% Confidence Intervals)

National League for
Democracy (NLD)

Various “Ethnic”
Parties

1.00
(0.98-1.02)

0.99
(0.95-1.03)

1.78**
(1.18-2.67)

0.94
(0.46-1.92)

0.40**
(0.20-0.78)

0.43
(0.13-1.39)

3.72***
(1.97-7.00)

1.41
(0.50-4.03)

3.18**
(1.49-6.78)
1.07
(0.49-2.35)

11.28***
(2.75-46.33)
8.83**
(1.92-40.59)

2.64
(0.93-7.5)

2.51
(0.73-8.64)

2.05
(0.78-5.38)
2.55*
(1.11-5.86)

3.57*
(1.13-11.26)
3.76*
(1.15-12.25)

1.07**
(1.02-1.12)

1.05
(0.98-1.12)

1.56
(0.41-5.93)
0.31**
(0.14-0.72)

0.80
(0.15-4.15)
0.19*
(0.04-0.83)

Demographic Considerations
Age
Scaled by year from 18
Sex (male)
Female
Marriage (single)
Married
Education (not graduated)
Graduated from Standard 10
Ethnicity (Bamar)
Karen
Other
Religion (Buddhism)
Not Buddhism
Democratic Values Considerations
Job or vote more important (job)
Vote
Can’t choose
Diaspora Considerations
Years abroad
Scaled by year from 1
Mobile self-identity (labor migrant)
Refugee
Other
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Odds Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression among Variables
Hypothesized to Counterfactual Burmese Voters’ Party Preference
in Tak Province, Thailand (continued)
Variables

Odds Ratios (95% Confidence Intervals)

National League for
Democracy (NLD)

Various “Ethnic”
Parties

0.93
(0.44-1.96)

1.94
(0.64-5.91)

0.83
(0.34-2.06)

0.60
(0.18-2.00)

4.17*
(1.09-15.93)

10.68*
(0.95-120.55)

1.34
(0.49-3.65)

1.06
(0.30-3.71)

0.54
(0.16-1.82)

0.17
(0.02-1.80)

Political Conflict Considerations
Faced corruption in Myanmar (no)
Yes
Faced forced labor in Myanmar (no)
Yes
Faced threats in Myanmar (no)
Yes
Faced violence in Myanmar (no)
Yes
Fear of return to Myanmar (no)
Yes
Constant (intercept)

1.59***
(0.43)

-3.23***
(0.92)

Note: Reference category for predictor variables in italics. Base-line category for
response variable set to USDP. Exp(B) Odds Ratios and not (B) Coefficients
listed above, along with 95 percent Confidence Interval for Exp(B) in parentheses
under Odds Ratios. Intercepts (Constant) are reported as well with Coefficients
(B) listed above Standard Error in parentheses for reference only.
n = 1,607
Nagelkerke (Pseudo R2) = 0.28
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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