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Abstract

The parallel phenomena of global fragmentation of peacemaking and conflict fragmentation

in civil wars are fundamentally restructuring peace processes. Drawing on the example of
Myanmar, we argue that such changes exacerbate collective action problems for conflict
actors and external third parties, leading to the emergence of pragmatic and reductionist forms
of conflict resolution that we term ‘peace process lite’. Peace process lite is marked by four

key features: 1) the primacy of stabilisation through ceasefires and local peace agreements
rather than comprehensive peace plans; 2) a focus on immediate ‘wins’ such as humanitarian
assistance rather than long-term conflict termination; 3) short-term and ad hoc institutional
arrangements to bring actors into talks; and 4) transactional mediation relationships
conditioned by the economic and security interests of regional powers. Peace process lite is
reductionist in that it rearticulates liberal visions and practices of peacemaking in a minimalistic
form, bringing both opportunities and risks.

Introduction

The parallel phenomena of the global fragmentation of peacemaking and conflict
fragmentation in civil wars — as witnessed in Myanmar, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen - are
fundamentally restructuring how peace processes are understood and delivered. Shifts in the
global balance of power have accelerated a new age of global fragmentation marked by deep
geopolitical competition, ‘thin” multilateralism, competitive bilateralism, the contestation of
established global norms, and weakened multilateral frameworks (Carothers & Samet-Marram
2015; Duncombe & Dunne 2018; Hurrell 2018). These shifts have implications for contemporary
peacemaking in conflict-affected contexts where multilateral forums such as the United
Nations (UN) are increasingly struggling to maintain primacy and legitimacy (lji 2017).

Meanwhile, the engagement of an increasing number of states and multilateral organisations
in conflict management - including notable non-Western states such as Qatar, Turkey, China,
and Kenya - has brought distinct new norms and practices and elicited multiple mediation
processes that are crowding the ‘marketplace’ of peacemaking (Adhikari 2023; Beaujouan
2024; Peter & Rice 2022). While the rising diversification of peacemakers has energised some
peacemaking initiatives (Lanz & Lustenberger 2024), it has also made peacemaking more
fragmented, competitive and transactional (Hellmiller & Salaymeh 2025), with conflict
parties navigating the competing forums and interests of different external actors (Adhikari &
Hodge 2024).

Such global fragmentation also contends with new levels of domestic conflict fragmentation
marked by the increased splintering of armed actors, ‘more active involvement of geopolitical
conflict underwriters, and more fluid conflict landscapes’ within and across borders (Bell &
Wise 2022: 564). Conflict fragmentation interacts with global fragmentation and influences
the nature of peace processes in two distinct ways. First, with an increased number of conflict
actors comes a greater number of distinct agendas and political motives, making the task of
successfully negotiating the end of violence by all parties more challenging. This is evident in
complex conflicts globally: comprehensive peace agreements have become rarer (Badanjak
et. al, 2025), replaced by localised peace processes that limit themselves to addressing
specific issues, geographies, and actors within the wider conflict, reducing the primacy of
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the national in peacemaking (Bell, Pospisil & Wise 2021). Second, in fragmented conflicts

with multiple parties or sides, different conflict actors are likely to prefer the involvement of
different third parties, due to factors such as pre-existing social or cross-border relationships
with certain external states, views on the partiality of third parties, or the leverage that different
mediators have in arming and logistical support (Adhikari et al. 2025).

While there has been widespread discussion of the changing landscape of peacemaking and
the impacts of conflict fragmentation, what remains underexplored is a robust appraisal of
what constitutes, and what the objectives are, of contemporary peace processes. In this paper,
we introduce the idea of ‘peace process lite’, building on the scholarship on illiberal peace,
authoritarian peace, and limited stabilisation (Lei 2011; Richmond 2025; Smith 2014), to highlight
not only how non-Western states shape peace processes but the type of peace processes
their engagement births. We use ‘liteness’ to describe contemporary peace processes in

two ways. First, it is lite in temporal terms: relative to peace agreements of the 1990s that set
out longer timeframes and envisioned a clear pathway from ceasefires to more substantive
political negotiations, contemporary peace processes are limited to short-term or limited
ceasefires that are disconnected from future, more explicitly political processes. Second, it is
lite in ambition: unlike historic comprehensive peace processes which sought to undertake the
deeper transformation project of redesigning the state — by committing in peace agreements
to democracy, rule of law, and inclusive state structures - contemporary peace processes are
largely focused on containing physical violence and limiting civilian harms.

We draw on empirical evidence from contemporary dialogues in Myanmar as a representative
case of both multi-mediation by diverse regional actors and highly fragmented, violent armed
conflict. Whilst peace process lite is often contextually defined, the case of Myanmar highlights
phenomena found in other contemporary conflicts, and supports analogous exploration of how
peace process lite has functioned in Libya, Sudan, Syria (before the fall of Assad in December
2024), and Yemen. We demonstrate how peace process lite operates in practice, showing

how it opens up opportunities such as localised violence reduction, maintaining dialogue even
if a comprehensive settlement seems unlikely, and temporary humanitarian access, but also
risks stalling discussion of core conflict issues, increasing transactionalism, and incoherent or
counterproductive competition among interested third parties.

Global fragmentation and
contemporary dialogues in Myanmar

Five years since the 2021 military coup in Myanmar, violence and displacement are rising, with
at least 25 different groups controlling significant portions of territory, and alliances frequently
shifting (ACLED 2024). While Myanmar has grappled with the twin crises of authoritarianism
and civil war since the early days of its independence, the scale and intensity of the conflicts
have multiplied since 2021. Multiple ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) have fought for
decades against their exclusion at the hand of the Bamar Buddhist majority across the
country’s multiple borderlands; their resistance movements have intensified in many areas
since the coup. Meanwhile, the coup has also led to heavy fighting in central Myanmar, home
to the Bamar majority ethnic group and an area which historically has not witnessed violence;
multiple People’s Defence Forces (PDFs) have emerged in this region to fight the Myanmar
military (Loong 2022). Nationally, an alliance of democratic opposition to the coup formed
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the National Unity Government (NUG) as a parallel government, bringing together additional
representation from EAOs, civil society, and ethnic and women leaders and challenging the
Myanmar military’s claim to power. A coalition of multiple groups against the Myanmar military
has also engaged in dialogue to discuss the future institutional shape of the country as well

as military coordination among them, forming groups such as KC3'. Dialogue between the
Myanmar military and the wider opposition, however, remains a contested option due to a lack
of trust and peace-process fatigue from previous failed dialogue processes, which is perceived
to have only emboldened the military further (Adhikari & Hodge 2024).

Such conflict fragmentation within Myanmar intertwines with simultaneous global
fragmentation, as evidenced by the conspicuous absence of robust internationally-supported
peacemaking initiatives. This absence has fostered multiple discreet peace processes
largely convened by regional actors — a mosaic of bilateral and multilateral initiatives, some
national level and others subnational, often including different constellations of conflict actors
and focused on different thematic priorities. However, these have yet to crystallise into an
agreement or forum that succeeds in bringing all key parties to the table. Instead, the rising
peacemaking ambitions of various states with different practices, approaches to international
norms, and motivations have brought forward diverse models of mediation and dialogue.

The mainstreaming of violence by both the Myanmar military’s State Administrative Council
(SAC)? and the opposition points to the failure of such peacemaking initiatives, which have
left a mixed legacy of continued repression by the Myanmar military, fragile ceasefires, and
some subnational ‘islands of agreement’ - ‘temporary and issue-specific conflict management
agreements when a comprehensive peace process and deal are out of sight’ (Wittke 2023: 6).

In Myanmar, there is a visible difference in mediation practice between regional and non-
regional actors. Myanmar demonstrates a regionalisation of international security due to: the
absence of robust, coherent global engagement in conflict management; the rise of regional
powers who seek greater power and influence in managing regional affairs; the inability of
multilateral institutions to shoulder the entire burden of Myanmar’s complex conflicts; and the
prevalence of transborder economic linkages that have made historically regional dynamics
more salient (Alagappa 1995). Throughout the 1990s, as authoritarianism and repression in
Myanmar triggered a raft of Western sanctions, making it difficult for Myanmar to engage
globally, economic and diplomatic engagement by Asian neighbours facilitated greater
regional connectivity (Taylor 1998). Post-coup, the dominance of regional mediation is even
more prominent in peacemaking, with a conspicuous absence of Western states who have
been occupied with conflicts in Ukraine and Gaza, as well as a reduced presence of the UN.
Instead, discreet and disaggregated dialogue processes have emerged in Myanmar, brokered
by different international third parties, including: regional organisations such the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); multilateral bodies such as the UN; and regional states such
as India, China, Japan, and Thailand.

The shape of these disaggregated dialogue processes results from the third parties’ varied
objectives and motivations, with regional peacemaking initiatives visibly tied to the geostrategic
and economic interests of the intervening states. Multilateral regional engagement in Myanmar
by ASEAN, however, is limited. Unlike the African Union (AU), in which the African Peace and
Security Architecture mandates certain peace and security roles for AU-recognised Regional
Economic Communities (Coe & Nash 2020), non-interference is considered the core norm

1 KBC includes four of Myanmar’s oldest ethnic armed organisations: the Kachin Independence Organisation, Karenni National Progressive
Party, Karen National Union, and Chin National Front.

2 In July 2025 the SAC was effectively rebranded as the National Security and Peace Commission (NSPC). For consistency we use the term
SAC throughout to refer to the leadership of the Myanmar military.
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underpinning ASEAN regionalism (Acharya 2013). While seen as key to minimising interstate
conflicts in the region, the principle of non-interference has paradoxically prevented ASEAN
from effectively intervening in intra-state conflicts that are considered to be domestic issues of
member states (Thompson & Chong 2020).

Despite ASEAN's normative principle of non-interference, its most prominent and
comprehensive form of mediation in Myanmar has been the Five-Point Consensus (5PC)
framework, focused on five priorities: the cessation of violence; dialogue among all parties
concerned; the appointment of an ASEAN Special Envoy to facilitate dialogue; humanitarian
assistance by ASEAN; and an ASEAN visit in Myanmar to meet all relevant parties (Caballero-
Anthony 2022). Many Western states have supported the principle of ‘letting ASEAN lead’ on
the resolution of the Myanmar crisis (Alexandra & Adhikari 2023). With an annually rotating
ASEAN chairmanship, the 5PC has been steered by Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos,

and Malaysia, and the interests and ambition of these individual chairs has influenced its
effectiveness. In the initial post-coup period, under the chairmanship of Brunei and Cambodia,
dialogue attempts were focused on two primary actors, the SAC and NUG; but under the
Indonesian and ongoing Malaysian chairmanship of ASEAN, talks have been held with multiple
stakeholders to foster de-escalation of violence and dialogue® By ASEAN’s own admission,
however, there has been a lack of substantial progress in implementing the 5PC (Bandial 17
October 2021): while the SAC has committed to a cessation of hostilities, it has continued to
launch airstrikes throughout Myanmar (Rainsy 2022). Additionally, the delivery of humanitarian
assistance to EAO- and NUG-controlled regions has been obstructed by the SAC in multiple
occasions (Caballero-Anthony 2022), and the SAC has denied requests by the ASEAN Special
Envoy to meet the National League for Democracy (NLD) leader Aung San Suu Kyi (Radio Free
Asia 2022).

With the 5PC severely stalled and domestically-led comprehensive peace deals seemingly
distant, regional actors - both within and outside of ASEAN - have started multiple overlapping
initiatives focused primarily on protecting their own security and economic interests. These
initiatives have been disaggregated across scales (focused on subnational or distinct
territories), actors (focused on distinct constellations of conflict actors that do not include

all), and themes (focused on specific issues of ceasefires or humanitarianism, rather than a
comprehensive solution). As a comprehensive national-level settlement is unlikely to emerge
in the near future, third parties may have greater incentives to selectively choose which armed
groups to engage with, which discrete thematic aspects of the conflict to try to address, and
which distinct subnational disputes to seek to resolve based on their core geostrategic and
economic interests (Parlar Dal 2018; Sun 2017).

Regional hegemon China has engaged in subnational peacemaking with EAOs that focuses
on cessation of violence, commitment to cross-border stability, and protection of Chinese
interests. While some of these processes have led to final agreements, others have not.
Between the coup and March 2024, China engaged in at least sixteen rounds of formal
negotiations, notably with EAOs based in the Northern Myanmar-China borderlands.*
However, China has also pledged support for the ASEAN’s 5PC framework and was a formall
observer to the multilateral 2011-2020 Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) dialogue
process (Roy 2020).

3 Interview with a Myanmar interlocutor engaging with ASEAN, Chiang Mai, February 2025.
4 Interview with EAO representative who attended one round of the formal negotiations, Bangkok, March 19, 2024.
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Similarly, Japan has invested both in reviving the NCA process and a subnational ceasefire
initiative in Rakhine state. In 2022, Japan’'s Special Envoy for National Reconciliation in
Myanmar met representatives of the EAOs who had earlier signed the NCA (The Irrawaddy
2022). In Rakhine, Japan’'s Special Envoy facilitated an informal ceasefire in 2020 between
the Arakan Army (AA) and the Myanmar military. Focused at the subnational level and on the
cessation of violence, this fragile ceasefire lasted intermittently until October 2023 but lacked
broader linkages to the wider conflict in Myanmar or to other priority issues for the AA such as
federalism and self-governance (Adhikari et al. 2025). Despite its limited scope, this ceasefire
demonstrated the potential of islands of agreement (Wittke 2023) to reduce violence in
subnational localities, with a significant drop-offin violence in Rakhine (IISS 2024).

India and Thailand, in turn, have pursued their own bilateral processes, aimed at garnering
stability and enabling delivery of humanitarian assistance. Both ASEAN Regional Forum
members have engaged with the Myanmar military and started Track 1.5 forums® Thailand
has held a number of informal meetings among countries affected by the Myanmar crisis,
including at least three at the ministerial level, with the objective of finding a way to resolve the
crisis peacefully (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kingdom of Thailand 2023). At least one such
recent meeting included representation from the SAC (Reuters 2024). In 2024, India convened
workshops on constitutionalism and federalism which brought together EAOs from the India-
Myanmar borderlands, including, the NUG and ethnic- minority rebels from the states of Chin,
Rakhine, and Kachin, along with another session for SAC representatives (Lone & Ghoshal 23
September 2024).

The UN has also sought to meet all ‘concerned parties’, with dialogue focused on instituting

an Inclusive Humanitarian Forum (IHF), to increase the operational space for delivery of
humanitarian aid (Heyzer 16 March 2023). At the multilateral level, the UN's focus has been on
condemning the use of force by the Myanmar military, calling for an end to the flow of arms into
the country, urging restraint, seeking release of prisoners, and de-escalating tensions as per
the UN General Assembly Resolution 75/287 in June 2021 and UN Security Council Resolution
2669 in December 2022 (Nichols 22 December 2022). In terms of dialogue, the current UN
Special Envoy has not been given access to the imprisoned NLD leader, only meeting the SAC
leader during their visits to Myanmar. Prior to the March 2025 earthquake, Thailand and India
were not allowing large-scale deployment of aid via their neighbouring borders to Myanmar
(Neelakantan 30 July 2022), further constraining the UN’s cross-border engagement.

The diverse peacemaking initiatives at play in Myanmar point to a fundamental reset of

the imagination, practices, and objectives of contemporary peace processes. The sheer
number and variety of peacemaking attempts demonstrate a complicated crowding of

the marketplace of peacemaking, in which domestic parties need to engage with multiple
‘masters’. Further, with the UN adopting a marginal role while struggling to maintain its primacy
and legitimacy and ASEAN institutionally constrained by the principle of non-interference

and sovereignty, and differences among its member states, there is a notable absence of an
international entity able to broker, connect, and cohere these multiple and overlapping discrete
dialogue processes. The limited capacity of both ASEAN and the UN, despite their interest,
has also encouraged individual states in the region to simultaneously convene peacemaking
initiatives dictated by their own security and economic interests, without solely relying on
regional initiatives. Such disaggregation of initiatives makes their incremental development into
a comprehensive, cohesive process unlikely.

5 We refer here to Track 1.5 as mediation activities in which ‘unofficial intervenors work [sic] with official representatives of the conflict parties’
(Nan, Druckman, El Horr 2009).
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In Myanmar, conflict actors differ in terms of which peacemaking forums they are willing to
participate in and which external parties they are prepared to engage with. Northern EAOs
such as the United Wa State Army (UWSA), Ta’ang National Liberation Army, and the Myanmar
National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) have formal and informal socio-economic
connections to China and have received significant arms from China; in turn, they have been
more responsive to China-facilitated forums (Ong 16 June 2021). In March 2023, the powerful
Federal Political Negotiation and Consultative Committee, which represents these and other
EAOs, issued a statement welcoming mediation by China (Michaels 7 August 2023). The
UWSA lobbied against an internationalisation of the peace process and the involvement of the
US, UK, EU, or Japan during the NCA process (Institute for Security and Development Policy
20156). Similarly, in mediations in Rakhine in 2020, the Myanmar military preferred Japan as the
intermediary over China, given its discontent with China for failing to prevent arms supplies to
EAQOs in the Northern borderlands (International Crisis Group 2020). Some EAOs such as the
Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and Karen National Union (KNU) are well-versed in human
rights and democracy discourses and are often more comfortable engaging with Western
states, with whom they have historic ties (Ong 16 June 2021). This was evident during the NCA
process when the KNU expressed a preference for including Western actors like the EU and
Norway as international witnesses (Institute for Security and Development Policy 2015).

In Myanmar and beyond, identifying a single mediator acceptable to all conflict parties is a
significant challenge in the context of conflict fragmentation, given the diversity of relationships
between different actors, the differences in views about the impartiality of specific external
parties, and the range of influence exerted by various external parties over different domestic
actors (Adhikari et al. 2025).

Peace process lite

Overall, as more conflict actors concurrently engage in contemporary conflicts, there are

often a multitude of distinct preferences that need to cohere into a political settlement, which
makes reaching comprehensive agreements more challenging. With a global order that is
shifting from a world of hegemonic dominance to multi-order spheres of influence, international
peacemaking initiatives are now increasingly investing in what are seen as more doable
aspects of peacemaking in line with their strategic priorities (Adhikari et al. 2025). The scaling
back of peacebuilding ambition by Western states and multilateral organisations, and their turn
to more pragmatic peacebuilding (De Coning 2018; Pospisil 2019) can be attributed to more
comprehensive processes seemingly being viewed as ‘undoable’ in contemporary conflicts,
along with other domestic factors, such as growing populism in the West, which have reduced
the penchant for liberal internationalism (Galston 2018). The resultant global fragmentation
sees competing international motivations and interests underpinning the settlements that

are being made today, leading to a more complex ecosystem for conflict actors to navigate

- not only seeking agreement amongst themselves but also with the multiple, and diverse,
external actors that seek to provide various forms of dialogue support. Cumulatively, the dual
processes of global order fragmentation and domestic conflict fragmentation have made the
collective action problem posed by conflict resolution more difficult to resolve. Consequently,
contemporary peace processes have objectives that are less ambitious, more parochial, and
limited in their focus, with settlements designed as a pragmatic response to the achievement of
the narrow, often short- term, goals that are shared by the multiple actors involved.
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Closer analysis of dual global fragmentation and conflict fragmentation reveals four key
features of contemporary peacemaking, which we term as ‘peace process lite”: 1) the primacy
of stabilisation through ceasefires and local peace agreements rather than comprehensive
peace plans; 2) a focus on immediate ‘wins’ such as humanitarian assistance rather than long-
term stability and conflict termination; 3) short-term and ad-hoc institutional arrangements to
bring actors into talks; and 4) transactional mediation relationships shaped by the economic
and security interests of regional powers.

1. The primacy of stabilisation through ceasefires and local peace agreements
rather than comprehensive peace plans

The objectives of the processes started in Myanmar since the 2021 coup have yet to go
beyond ceasefires and localised peace settlements, even though such ceasefires have
consistently failed to lead to political talks or concessions (Mon 2025). A comprehensive
national-level peace deal is a distant prospect, with many EAOs and local PDFs publicly
opposing the Myanmar military’s inclusion in any form of dialogue to end the conflict, at

least in the immediate period. Subsequently, international intervenors have pragmatically
adopted a minimalist approach to peacemaking, aiming for stability rather than the grand
ambition of inclusive comprehensive agreements prevalent in the 1990s and 2000s. Of all the
contemporary peacemaking efforts, the ASEAN-led process is the most comprehensive in
terms of its stated goals set out in the 5BPC (ASEAN Secretariat 2021). However, even the 5PC
neglects to specify what ASEAN’s ambition of a ‘constructive dialogue’ to ‘seek a peaceful
solution in the interests of the people’ really means, as a ‘peaceful solution’ could involve
different objectives depending on the perspective of the viewer, ranging from stabilisation and
democratisation to transformative change in Myanmar.

Similarly, Japanese mediation in Rakhine began as a quest for stability after fighting between
the AA and the Myanmar military disrupted the region, following the cancellation of voting for
the 2020 elections due to security threats (International Crisis Group 2020). Likewise, despite
their frequency, China-brokered peace talks have lacked ambitions beyond stability and

the cessation of violence. As official Chinese sources acknowledge, the pattern of Chinese
engagement has been to prevent spillover in the form of refugee flows, civilian casualties, or
obstruction to cross-border trade from Myanmar (Xinhua 2016). Indeed, a temporary ceasefire
in January 2024, facilitated by China between the junta and the Three Brotherhood Alliance in
Shan State, enabled cross-border trade to resume following a four-month hiatus (Yumlembam
21 May 2024). China continued to pursue stabilisation in the northern borderlands throughout
2025, by brokering further ceasefire agreements between the Myanmar military and EAOs in
Shan State (Romaniuk, Rejwan & Csicsmann 2025).

There are some benefits to limiting settlement objectives to the immediate cessation

of violence. Longitudinal data analysis from conflict data and mapping produced by the
International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) shows that in the months leading up to

the first ceasefire between the AA and SAC, violence in Rakhine State was relatively high
compared to Myanmar as a whole, but this situation reversed once the ceasefire regime

was in place (IISS 2024). Aside from a flare-up of violence during a brief breakdown of the
ceasefire in November 2022, this territory enjoyed relative stability in comparison to the rest
of post-coup Myanmar until October 2023. Despite the emergence of local PDFs, conflict
events in Rakhine remained consistently low in the three months following the coup, with only
13 attacks identified, compared to Myanmar’s overall average of 1561 attacks per state over the
same period (ibid.) However, the fact that the ceasefire eventually failed and has had to be
continually renegotiated reveals the fragility and limitations of agreements that centre solely
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on local ceasefires without incorporating broader issues. Similar fragility is evident in the case
of the Haigen Agreement, signed between the Myanmar military and the Three Brotherhood
Alliance in January 2024, which collapsed within a year (Mon 2025). While such ceasefires
can bring immediate stability to a specific locality, they are temporary and require continual
renegotiation.

2. Afocus onimmediate ‘wins’ such as humanitarian assistance rather than long-
term stability and conflict termination

Post-coup processes in Myanmar, including those led by the UN and ASEAN and in Rakhine,
have all focused on immediate ‘wins’ such as humanitarian assistance rather than addressing
the underlying causes of the conflict, revealing a scaling down of peace ambitions. Negotiated
humanitarian access, while immediately impactful, can be detached from the broader political
dimensions of a conflict. In Asia, where there are significant capacities and experience in
delivering post-disaster humanitarian relief, humanitarian assistance is often accepted as an
apolitical, uncontested arena in which external states can legitimately intervene. When the
2020 Japanese-mediated ceasefire in Rakhine broke down in November 2022, a further
round of mediation led to what Japan’'s Special Envoy announced as ‘not a military or political
agreement, but rather a humanitarian ceasefire, and [it] is very significant because locall
residents will directly benefit from the fruits of peace’ (The Nippon Foundation 2022). Similarly,
as Myanmar was reeling from both Covid-19 and the 2021 coup, China offered the SAC and
multiple EAOs in Northern Myanmar vaccines, medical workers, and construction materials
for quarantine centres, which offset limited aid from Western states and multilateral bodies.
Likewise, one of the first things that ASEAN sought to focus on within the 5PC framework was
provision of vaccines and humanitarian assistance through a delivery arrangement framework
(Adelina 2022). This reflects a broader pattern in which humanitarian spaces are increasingly
fragmented and localised and must be continually renegotiated, either as part of subnational
or local truces and peace or cooperation agreements or through ad hoc bargaining between
humanitarians and armed actors (Kool, Pospisil & van Voorst 2021).

Agreements that centre humanitarian access do have benefits, such as the temporary
alleviation of human suffering at the local level, but they also carry risks. Regional bodies such
as ASEAN have struggled to go beyond short-term ambitions or engage with the political
consequences of humanitarian assistance. For ASEAN, the modest starting points of the

BPC are the least common denominators among its member states, balancing states like
Indonesia that call for a more interventionist approach with others who would resist anything
more intrusive (Alexandra & Adhikari 2023). Further, in the context of political fragmentation
and competing claims of legitimacy, continued engagement between the ASEAN Coordinating
Centre for Humanitarian Assistance (AHA Centre) and the junta’s representatives risks
humanitarian assistance being co-opted by the Myanmar military and compromising ASEAN’s
stated commitment to impartiality (Adelina 2022). Such appraisals come at a time when the
principle of apolitical humanitarianism - rooted in neutrality, impartiality, and independence - is
increasingly questioned by scholars and practitioners (Elnakib et al. 2024).

3. Short-term and ad hoc institutional arrangements to bring actors into talks

The lack of long-term institutionalisation of many contemporary processes reveals an ad hoc
approach that prioritises current needs rather than the sustainable architecture that would be
necessary to support comprehensive negotiations over time. While some criticize the liberal

peacebuilding project for over-institutionalising peacemaking architecture, resolving complex
conflict often requires coherence, consistency and resourcing that institutional peacemaking
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architecture can provide (De Coning 2007). Although effective architecture varies across
contexts, co-ordination across multilateral peacemaking mechanisms can prevent conflict
parties from forum shopping (Goryayev 2001), whilst consistency of third-party involvement
can build conflict parties’ trust and confidence in a process. In recent years, however,
institutionalised multilateralism has faced a crisis of both faith and funding, as ad hoc and
competitive mediation initiatives become more common, whilst UN peacemaking bodies, such
as the Department of Peacebuilding and Political Affairs, struggle to retain primacy as a lead
institutional mediator.

ASEAN lacks institutional capacity and prioritisation to facilitate peace processes, in contrast
to other regional organisations such as the AU, which has developed an extensive institutional
architecture to resolve conflicts within and between member states (Coe and Nash 2023).
Despite undergoing a process of institutionalising ‘regional crisis response architecture’,
mechanisms such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) ‘still operate on ASEAN's principle of
consensus-based decision-making’ (Michaels & Laksmana 2025), limiting the bloc’s ability

to reach and enforce collective decisions in response to complex conflicts in which both
member and non-member states have strategic interests. As the key regional architecture for
addressing conflicts in Myanmar, the 5PC-mandated mechanism of the ASEAN Chair’s Special
Envoy has a term which expires with that of the Chair, with Myanmar thus continuously treated
as a ‘burning ball’ to be passed on to the next Chair (Alexandra & Adhikari 2023). Limits to the
power of Chair’s Special Envoy have also become clear when they have struggled to access

all relevant parties within Myanmar (Haacke 2023), whilst the strength of the Chair’s approach
to Myanmar can be conditional on the political character of whichever member state holds the
position (Root 2024). Beyond the regional bloc, rising Asian states such as India and China do
not have formal peacebuilding policies and largely rely exclusively on their diplomatic corps
and other state institutions to engage with conflicts in the region. Such an institutional vacuum
impacts the scale, pace, and continuity of peacemaking initiatives. It also limits the potential for
different mediating actors in Myanmar to co-ordinate or cooperate across distinct processes
to respond to diverse actors’ priorities.

4. Transactional mediation relationships conditioned by the economic and security
interests of regional powers

A key feature of peacemaking initiatives since the 2021 coup is the primacy of regional

actors that have clear economic and security interests in Myanmar. China, the most visible
peacemaker in Myanmar, is explicit in linking the objectives of dialogue processes with its
own economic priority to protect its investments in Myanmar, which are threatened by the
scale of instability in the country. For example, an agreement facilitated by China between the
Three Brotherhood Alliance and the SAC in 2024 states that ‘all parties ensure that China’s
interests in Myanmar are not harmed’ (Northern Alliance 2024, unofficial translation). China’s
engagement with a key EAO in Northern Myanmar, the MNDAA, has focused on addressing
cross-border scams following the junta’s failure to stop illegal telecom fraudsters and gambling
operations along the border that have scammed thousands of Chinese nationals. In response,
the EAO has extradited Chinese nationals operating illegally from territories it controls (Shan
Herald 2024). Similar transactionalism is also evident in India’s engagement with EAOs
operating across the India-Myanmar borderland, which only began when resistance forces
gained territorial control across the approximately 1,000-mile border (Yumlembam 2024).
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Prior to that territorial gain, India had only engaged with the SAC. While more detached than
China and India, Japan’s motivation for engagement in Rakhine includes countering China’s
entrenched investment and supporting Japanese businesses to invest in the state (Strefford
2021). Beyond Myanmar, transactionalism can be seen in contexts such as Syria, Libya

and Yemen, where interest-based, exclusive mediations focused on short-term deals have
triumphed over long-term work towards conflict transformation (Hellmuller & Salaymeh 2025).

The overt transactionalism and reductionism of contemporary peace processes in Myanmar
have also led to a greater domestic demand for peacemaking initiatives by Western actors. A
recent survey of 1,203 citizens in Myanmar commissioned by PeaceRep suggests that people
are most likely to entrust the United States (27.9%) and the UN (22.63%) as facilitators, with
regional states such as China (10.6%), Thailand (3.24%), and India (0.9%) scoring the lowest.
This reveals that, contrary to narratives of the decline and death of liberal peace, recipients of
peace process lite in conflict-affected contexts such as Myanmar advocate for more liberal
forms of peacemaking (Roy 2020). It also underlines how China’s dominance in the wider
political economy has allowed it to leverage its transnational economic relations and shape
the peace process in ways that reflects its interests, which has often reduced the space for
Western actors to step in (Kumbun 2019).

Conclusion

Peace process lite is reductionist in that it rearticulates liberal visions of peacemaking in its
most minimalistic form and points to how the substance and objectives of peacemaking
endeavours are becoming less institutionalised and more piecemeal, parochial, and
transactional. It is the result of conflict and global fragmentation, and the accompanying
disaggregation of peacemaking processes across actors, scales, and themes departs from
the heyday of comprehensive peace settlements in the 1990s and 2000s. Positively, such
lite peace processes have the potential to enable islands of agreement amid broader conflict
contexts (Wittke 2023) and fill gaps in humanitarian efforts. Lite peace processes also have
the ability to keep parties engaged in a variety of dialogue fora, maintaining opportunities for
agreement during periods when comprehensive settlements appear unthinkable. Yet, it also
comes with risks. The prioritisation of short-term, localised violence reduction and piecemeal
issue-based agreements may amplify the difficulty of cohering multiple actors into a more
comprehensive peace process and distract from the longer-term thinking that is needed

for sustainable peace and inclusion. The multiplicity of overlapping concurrent processes,
involving distinct constellations of domestic and external actors driven by varying norms and
motivations, also offers conflict parties and the external states that seek to support them the
opportunity to forum shop - picking and choosing when to engage with different processes,
actors, or institutions, if at all. In Myanmar, the demands of competing regional and international
powers have led domestic actors to construct different sets of advocacy messages to suit
these different audiences, with some parties shying away from committing to certain dialogue
platforms as doing so might contravene the interests of competing powers. Peace process
lite, thus, gives name to an approach to peacemaking that has emerged as an alternative to
multilaterally-driven comprehensive peace processes and is contextually defined, localised,
regionalised, and adapted, presenting both opportunities and challenges.

For mediation practitioners and funders, peace process lite presents a key dilemma. While
these processes may be more attractive than waiting for a comprehensive bargain that might
never appear, the potential for unintended consequences is high. Any international support
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to such processes will need to confront difficult questions of how to incrementally build lite
processes amid constraints posed by conflict dynamics and the international context, map
how such lite processes relate to other initiatives within the multi-mediation ecosystem, and
take note of what risks investing in lite peace processes could bring.

Multilateral bodies such as the UN are also constrained in their ability to engage with

such lite processes given the issues of co-ordination, cooperation, and collective action
engendered by global fragmentation and the diverse priorities of international intervenors.
Such competing interests and peacemaking initiatives raise questions of the UN’s role in
contemporary peacemaking. If peace process lite creates a need for mediation between
mediators (Bell 2024), is this where the UN could play a more central role? The case of
Myanmar demonstrates the emergence of a ‘regionalised lottery’ in which the regionalisation
of conflict management can be uneven and drastically different based on the normative values
and institutional capacities of regional organisations. Could greater UN involvement mitigate
the emergence of piecemeal mediation in regions that are averse to intervention? In today’s
fragmented climate, the phenomenon of ‘minilateral’ peacemaking initiatives that complement
multilateral mediation, such as the International Contact Group for Mindanao and the Troika
for Sudan, is gaining renewed attention in policymaking, although such initiatives have a mixed
record of efficacy (Whitfield 20256). As peace process lite highlights the tensions between
norms that have underpinned peacebuilding as a policy framework, does the UN need to
further shift towards engaging with minilateral mediation initiatives? It may be that the UN

no longer holds enough sway to cohere parties that do not wish to engage, and its previous
barometers of success and impact need to change.

Identifying the use of peace process lite in Myanmar does not suggest a blueprint for resolving
these impasses: as lite processes are contextually defined, localised, regionalised, and
adapted, so too must be any engagement with such processes in order to cohere competitive
interests. However, characterizing peace process lite starts to help us understand the current
nature of peace processes in an age of fragmentation and global disorder and devise policy
responses that better fit the realities of contemporary conflict.
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