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Dynamics of Rule of Law Assistance in 

Myanmar

• Trends and Focus Areas 

– Legal aid and Access to Justice

– Local Justice Mechanisms

– Lawyers and Legal Education 

– Judicial Reform

Rule of law projects as “trust building”

“it’s a better term than ‘rule of law’ that people can 

misunderstand … it was something I just came up 

with” (foreign rule of law practitioner)
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Authoritarian Conditions
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• Specificities of rule of law assistance

– Institutional

• Formal and slow government cooperation 

• Focus on planning

– Informal

• Support to non state actors

• Informal justice

Development cooperation requires the help of an 

intermediary at both institutional and informal 

levels 



Interfaces of Rule of Law Assistance  

• Intervention           leads to “interfaces” (Long 

2001) where actors contest, accommodate or 

bridge cognitive and evaluative stances

–For example: 

• Knowledge

• Values

• Power 
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Interfaces- knowledge and understandings

• What does the rule of law mean? 

“We base all our work on international standards on 

rule of law. Justice officials here equals rule of law with 

law and order so they think that is really good … I still 

think there is so much confusion of what it means” 

(foreign rule of law practitioner)
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Interfaces- Values and motivations

• What matters for the people involved?

“The Burmese mentality is a bit different from other 

countries. They don’t care much about money so if 

they don’t like something they won’t work even if it 

pays well and vice versa if they like the work and 

work with friends they could work without money” 

(local lawyer)

 Issues for foreign-local interaction through 

development cooperation? 
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“Some people are getting a bit tired of 

donors, especially the ones pushing their 

own agenda. It is mainly the donor’s focus 

on money and monetary compensation that 

bothers people, as Myanmar people 

generally care very little about money” (local 

lawyer).
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Interfaces – trust 

“Even locals do not trust foreigners, they know 

about foreign policy and that donors have 

their own interests. They trust the local staff

a bit more and also me … they like me - that’s 

how our society works”  

Who is he? 
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Rule of Law Intermediaries in Myanmar 

• Development (Bierschenk et al. 2002)

• Transmitters of global norms (Halliday and Carruthers

2009, Merry 2006)

Profiles 

– Myanmar lawyers

– NGO leaders

– “Local” staff

– Government employees

– Foreign embeds

– Development consultants
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Rule of Law Intermediaries in Myanmar 

• Emerge to manage issues between development 

counterparts at the interface

– Mediate between development counterparts

• Issues of trust

• Different values

– Translate the rule of law 

• Infuse messages with their own values

• Create conflicts through mistranslations 
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Conclusion

• Intermediaries

– Pivotal for shaping rule of law promotion 

efforts

– Can explain why development attempts get 

distorted/ end up looking different from what 

was intended

– Extra indispensable in an authoritarian setting 
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