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Introduction
Peace negotiations have become a site of norm promotion (Hellmüller, et al. 2017). The normative imperative of inclusivity, namely the inclusion of both armed and non-armed actors around a given peace table, has become particularly salient in practice (Hellmüller 2019; Nilsson and Svensson 2023). This development is also reflected in a ‘normative’ turn in peace and conflict research (Turner and Wählisch 2021), in which a growing number of scholars study how inclusive peace processes can lend to more legitimate and sustainable peace agreements (Paffenholz and Zartman 2019). This claim is debated by actors who find that inclusivity may actually reduce the effectiveness of peace negotiations (Hellmüller, Palmiano Federer et al. 2015). 
This article contributes to the debate on inclusivity by addressing the empirical effects of norm promotion on a specific peace process. It challenges claims in peacebuilding literature that more inclusive processes lead to effective outcomes of peace negotiations. In this article, I analyse the promotion of the inclusivity norm in Myanmar’s NCA negotiations that took place between 2011-2015[footnoteRef:1] between the quasi-civilian transitional period starting in 2011 and the military coup that took place on February 1, 2021.  [1:  This article acknowledges the drastic and tragic political and social changes that unfolded in the country after the Myanmar military seized power from the civilian government on 1 February 2021, but intentionally focuses on the period of negotiations between 2011 and 2015 to distill the process of norm diffusion within the context of ongoing talks within this transitional period of quasi-civilian rule. Therefore, it refers to the Myanmar military as the Tatmadaw instead of sit-tat, and ethnic armed groups (EAGs) as EAGs rather than ‘Ethnic Resistance Organizations,’ (EROs), terms in use in the post-coup period. See: https://teacircleoxford.com/politics/sit-tat-or-tatmadaw-debates-on-what-to-call-the-most-powerful-institution-in-burma/.  ] 

In this article, I treat peace processes, particularly peace negotiations, as a site of norm diffusion. Aligning with the framework of peace as a ‘norm cluster’ in which the meanings of norms are dynamic, modular and malleable (Krahmann and Podder, introductory article to this special issue), I apply norm diffusion theories from international relations literature to show how the inclusivity norm was promoted by international peacemaking actors and reconstituted to fit the pre-existing inclusivity politics of the negotiating parties. 
Understanding that norms can have material effects on a political process (e.g. more exclusion) that are delinked or distinct from their intention (e.g. more inclusion) is central in challenging assumptions that promoting so-called universal norms such as inclusion always leads to more 'effective' outcomes.  This underscores what critical constructivists argue: international liberal norms are not ‘settled,’ especially not in contexts of high volatility and transition, such as peace processes. This realization is especially pertinent in the Myanmar context. In the country, peace politics have always been discursively framed around identity politics, in particular forms of ethnonationalism and national unity, long before the ‘all-inclusiveness’ discourse pervaded the NCA negotiations.
The promotion of the inclusivity norm to the parties had unforeseen consequences on the outcome of the peace process that were both positive and negative. Namely, while peacemakers promoting the benefits of inclusivity managed to center the norm as an important agenda item at the negotiation table, the introduction of the norm contributed to the notion of ‘all-inclusiveness,’ a negotiating impasse regarding which armed groups could sign the NCA. Furthermore, attempts from non-armed actors such as Myanmar civil society organizations to participate in the peace negotiations had limited success and created frustration at the elite nature of the talks. The impasse around which armed groups were to be included or not resulted in a stalemate between the negotiating parties, leading to a breakdown in negotiations and a ceasefire agreement that included only[footnoteRef:2] eight out of 16 ethnic armed groups. Civil society actors were crowded out of meaningful participation in the negotiations. Attempts at promoting an inclusive process therefore resulted in an exclusive outcome due to the problematic interaction between differing interpretations of inclusivity between armed and non-armed actors.  [2:  Hereafter referred to as ‘exclusive outcome.’ As the NCA was meant to have all 16 government-recognised groups sign, ‘only’ having 8 out of 16 sign was seen by many as a non-ideal outcome. Furthermore, many Myanmar analysts contended that signatories consisted of less powerful EAGs and larger and more powerful armed groups did not sign.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk158794903]In this article, I argue that the inclusivity norm was successfully embedded in salient discourse in the peace process, but was ultimately instrumentalised and politicised by the negotiating parties. The lack of direct contact with the military also resulted in the imaginative failure to truly understand how the Tatmadaw (Myanmar Armed Forces) would make any sustainable attempts at all-inclusiveness (in all senses) incredibly difficult in reality. I do not conjecture about the impact the inclusivity norm had on the effectiveness of the NCA process within Myanmar politics writ large, nor do I make a causal claim linking inclusivity and the outcome of the NCA process. Rather, I aim to explore the impact that attempts to localise cosmopolitan ideational narratives may have on peace processes. My ideational analysis does not seek to replace a strategic or bargaining perspective that has characterised the majority of literature on Myanmar ceasefire politics but seeks to imbue such analyses with a view on its interaction with so-called universal norms that were promoted heavily to the negotiating parties during this phase of peace talks. Furthermore, I do not focus on particular mechanisms of norm promotion[footnoteRef:3] but instead empirically show how the localisation of the inclusivity norm in a given peace process context can have unintended consequences[footnoteRef:4] due to the failure to fully engage with existing and strongly held political and normative frameworks around inclusion and exclusion in Myanmar politics.   [3:  For more on the mechanisms of normative agency, see Pring and Palmiano Federer 2020.]  [4:  This article is based on empirical fieldwork for a doctoral dissertation written in the framework of the Swiss National Science Funded project, "Are mediators norm entrepreneurs?" For more information about norms and mediation, see the Swiss Political Science Review Volume 26, Issue 4; Special Issue: Norms in International Mediation. Earlier drafts of this article were presented at the Oxford Burma Studies Graduate Student Workshop in 2018 and at the Centre for Security Studies ETH in 2019. The findings from this research have also been published in a book titled NGOs Mediating Peace: Promoting Inclusion in Myanmar’s Nationwide Ceasefire Negotiations, Palgrave Macmillan. The research for this article was done in accordance with the principles of Scientific Integrity at the University of Basel and the Swiss National Science Foundation during 2015-2018 preceding the requirement for a formal ethics review.] 

Methodologically, this article draws from qualitative research conducted from the period 2015-2018. In this period, I drew from Burma studies scholarship on the contested conflict histories of Myanmar (Taylor 1982; Charney 2009; Baechtold 2015), as well as content and discourse analysis of primary documents related to public-facing discourses around inclusion in the peace process. This includes press statements, policy papers, news articles and public speeches. In the framework of this project, I also conducted 109 semi-structured interviews with NGO professionals based both inside and outside Myanmar; peace process actors including members of both the Myanmar Peace Center (MPC), Nationwide Ceasefire Coordination Team (NCCT) and civil society organizations involved indirectly in the talks (including focus group discussions and validation presentations).  Due to security, ethics and access issues, I intentionally did not directly engage with any representatives of the Tatmadaw and chose instead to analyse public-facing materials and secondary literature, understanding the limitations this brings to bear on the analysis. I have removed all instances of attribution to protect the safety and security of interview respondents given the safety and security risks regarding research in Myanmar. This article contributes a critical empirical perspective to the debate on inclusivity in peacebuilding literature. The promotion and subsequent outcome in the context of the NCA negotiations illustrate that good intentions to promote norms can result in unintended consequences in a given peace process. The article therefore warns against assuming the effectiveness of salient peacebuilding norms. 
Peace Processes as a Site for Norm Diffusion: The Inclusivity Norm 
Peace research scholars have recently cast light on the ‘normative turn’ in peacemaking. Peace brokerage via rational-actor calculations and strategic bargaining has shifted to peacebuilding, in which peace processes are increasingly designed to encompass societal change and incorporate cosmopolitan norms such as women’s participatory rights (Anderson 2010), human rights (Papagianni 2018), and processes that deal with the past (Davis 2014). The increasingly explicit normative imperatives in mediation and negotiation processes stem from the larger paradigm of liberal peacebuilding, in which mediators should not only stop armed violence through political settlements (Bell and Pospisil 2017) but encourage the development of democratic markets and institutions in post-conflict and transitioning societies (Doyle 2005). While the misadventures of liberal state-building interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the global ‘War on Terror’, the demise of human security (Lidén, Mac Ginty, et al. 2009) and local resistance to the bureaucratic nature of civilian peacebuilding (Goetschel and Hagmann 2009) have been debated and examined in a rich body of critical peace research literature (Paris 2010; Campbell, Chandler, et al. 2011), literature on mediation is only starting to systematically explore how international norms impact peacemaking. The production of knowledge in mediation has hitherto focused on strategic bargaining perspectives and positivist accounts  (Hellmüller 2023). 
The role that norms play in mediation is often assumed to be positive, as integrating rights-based imperatives arguably leads to more effective (implementable, sustainable and legitimate) peace agreements. This claim was catapulted into peace programming in 2012 with the United Nation’s Guidance for Effective Mediation, which explicitly advises mediators to consider and integrate norms such as inclusivity into their interventions and generally adhere to international normative frameworks (United Nations 2012). The inclusivity norm in particular, defined in the guidance as ‘the extent and manner in which the views and needs of the conflict parties and other stakeholders are represented and integrated into the process and outcome of a mediation effort’ (ibidem, 11), has been one of the most salient norms addressed in recent peace research literature. International normative frameworks such as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Paffenholz and Zartman 2019) and a growing body of research (Wanis St-John and Kew 2008; Nilsson 2012; Paffenholz 2014; Donais and McCandless 2016) discuss the benefits of including a broader set of actors than armed and official representatives around a negotiation table. The inclusion of civil society, often characterised as women’s organisations (Palmiano Federer 2016), youth groups (Grizelj 2019), business actors and religious leaders, has become a ‘buzzword’ (Hellmüller 2019) in international mediation. It is argued that the inclusion of civil society in peace negotiations increases the durability of peace agreements (Wanis St-John and Kew 2008; Nilsson 2012), contributes local knowledge to peace negotiations (Hellmüller 2019) and possibly enhances the legitimacy of peace agreements through participatory democratic principles (Zanker 2014; Bell and O'Rourke 2016). These elements provide grounds that civil society inclusion can lead to more effective peace processes beyond the settlement of peace agreements. Much of the scholarly literature examining the role of this inclusivity norm cautions against embracing inclusivity as a panacea for failed or fraught peace processes and encourages nuanced discussions of the purpose of inclusion (Hirblinger and Landau 2020) and resistance to the norm (Pring 2023). However, there is little empirical analysis of how the inclusivity norm, despite its dogged promotion in global peace policymaking, impacts ongoing peace processes. Furthermore,  this ‘new hype’ (Paffenholz and Zartman 2019) around civil society inclusion does not obviate pre-existing debates around inclusion and exclusion present in conflict resolution and civil war literature: the inclusion and exclusion of armed groups in a peace negotiation (Blaydes and de Maio 2010; Zahar 2010). Save for a few exceptions (Hellmüller 2019; Hirblinger and Landau 2020; McCandless and Zahar 2020; Nilsson and Svensson 2023), discussions around inclusivity in peace processes often focus on civil society inclusion without considering how these two working understandings of inclusivity (inclusion of armed actors versus non-armed actors) interact. 
To understand how the NCA process is used as a site for the diffusion of the inclusivity nom, I draw from norm diffusion theories in international relations, including norm localisation (Acharya 2004) and norm entrepreneurship (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Norm localisation theory outlines a ‘process by which norm-takers build congruence between transnational norms and local beliefs and practices’ (Acharya 2004, 241) through micro-processes of what other scholars have suggested as ‘framing,’ ‘grafting,’ and ‘pruning.’ First, ‘framing’ a norm as important, effective, or necessary has the effect of centering a norm as salient in a given discourse (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Second, norm ‘grafting’ transposes a new norm onto a pre-existing one with the aim of reinterpretation of the previously held value (Price 1998). Third, norm ‘pruning’ removes or leaves out elements of an external norm to be more accepted by pre-existing normative frameworks in the given context (Acharya 2004).[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  This theoretical adaption of norm localization theory to mediation is based on Hellmüller, Palmiano Federer and Pring 2017.] 

These micro-processes of norm diffusion that create congruence between external norms and pre-existing normative frameworks occur under certain environmental conditions. There must be a strong and legitimate cognitive prior (existing normative order) and credible and willing insider proponents who act as ‘local agents’ that lead these micro-processes of normative congruence building (Acharya 2004, 251). Acharya imbued and revised his theory of norm localisation to incorporate more agency for actors who lead the interplay between external and pre-existing norms. Through concepts of ‘norm subsidiarity’ and ‘norm circulation’ (Acharya 2011), norm diffusion literature purports that norms are dynamic, can change over time and can evolve constitutively through processes of resistance or contestation (Wiener 2004). 
Norm diffusion literature in international relations has more recently directly engaged with questions of power, agency and the directionality through which norms are being promoted. Norm contestation research has focused increasingly on ‘the agency of the governed’ (Draude 2018) which interrogates the role of power and the dominance of the liberal peacebuilding paradigm in contested normative spaces. In particular, critical contestation scholarship challenges the notion that liberal norms are ‘settled’ (Frost 1998) or 'taken for granted' (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998) and by extension, the bias that illiberal norms that contest liberal concepts are ‘bad’ or ‘illegitimate’ (Wolff and Zimmermann 2016). As such, these critical contestation scholars seek to uncover the latent Eurocentrism and Western-centric nature of the promotion of so-called global and universal norms, including inclusivity. These scholars call for greater theoretical and empirical focus on the agents who create and constitutively change norms (Pring and Palmiano Federer 2020) to resist the reification of the ‘epistemic dominance of the West vis-à-vis non-Western perspectives and realities’ (Zimmermann et al. 2017, 693). 
Peace Processes as a Site for Norm Diffusion: The Myanmar NCA Negotiations
Viewing the Myanmar peace process as a site for norm diffusion, I adapt four essential elements of norm localisation theory to the NCA process: the external norm (inclusivity); existing normative frameworks around inclusivity (ethnonationalism and militarised state formation) (Palmiano Federer 2024); transnational norm entrepreneurs (peace support actors working closely and directly negotiating parties); and local agents (key influencers in the negotiating parties themselves). This section details how peace support actors framed the inclusivity norm to both armed and non-armed actors as a means for effective peace processes (especially in the early design phases of the NCA process), without necessarily considering the entrenched existing normative frameworks around inclusivity among the conflict parties, respectively ethnic alliance building among the EAGs and militarised state stability among the Tatmadaw.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  For more on the local agency of peace process actors in framing inclusivity as a key issue, see Palmiano Federer and Pring 2020.] 

The NCA process took place during a period of political transition. The negotiations between representatives of the Government of Myanmar and a negotiating bloc of 16 armed ethnic groups (EAGs) called the Nationwide Ceasefire Coordination Team (NCCT) were meant to result in the country’s first NCA that would end 70 years of armed conflict between EAGs and the Tatmadaw. 
After the country's independence from the British in 1948, numerous ethnic nationalities mobilised into armed movements fighting for self-determination. A military coup in 1962 entrenched decades of authoritarian rule that attempted to violently quash these ethnic insurgency movements, resulting in hundreds and thousands of causalities, a refugee crisis and economic devastation in ethnic states (border regions) where the majority of fighting has taken place. In the 1990s, the military government attempted to broker bilateral ceasefires with EAGs to varying degrees of success. Most of these were informal, verbal ‘gentlemen’s agreements’ (Min Zaw Oo 2014) that were later broken or violated. By 2010, when former General Thein Sein was elected and formed a quasi-civilian government, there were over 20 different EAGs with different military and political arrangements with the government (Bertrand et al. 2022). In August 2011, then President Thein Sein offered a ‘Call to Peace,’ allowing all EAGs to enter into negotiations without military pre-conditions. This move was unprecedented, and accompanied a swathe of unexpected political reforms such as releasing political prisoners, relaxing media freedoms and allowing international organizations into the country (Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2012) – reforms that had EAGs, civil society organizations (CSOs), and Myanmar analysts proceeding with cautious optimism after years of oppression under military rule (Thawnghmung and Myoe 2007; Bertrand et al. 2022; Palmiano Federer 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk158800335]Because of the distinct nature of the Tatmadaw as a political entity in Myanmar, the conflict parties (armed actors) and the negotiating parties in the NCA process are not the same, yet closely intertwined. The conflict parties are the Tatmadaw and the EAGs, while the negotiating parties are representatives of the government (under Thein Sein) and representatives from the EAGs. While an exhaustive analysis of the complex and close relationship falls beyond the scope of this article, it is crucial to consider the complex and close relationship between the Tatmadaw and the Union Solidarity and Development Party (UDSP) government: ‘quasi-civilian’ indeed an apt descriptor of the USDP.
The 2011-2015 peace process was precipitated by ‘early movers’ on both sides of the conflict (e.g. representatives of the USDP and political key EAGs) in secret within an environment characterised by extremely low trust (Bertrand et al. 2022). Significant milestones in these early days included Thein Sein’s 2011 Call for Peace extended to all EAGs to enter into negotiations without preconditions (e.g. disarming, demobilizing, or being absorbed into Border Guard Forces). The government’s negotiating counterpart manned through an institution called the Myanmar Peace Center formed in 2012 was led by former general Aung Min and a technical support team. After the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO), one of the most politically and militarily important EAGs, hosted an EAG summit in Laiza signaling high levels of political will, several EAGs decided to answer this Call to Peace, not bilaterally as was the norm in the period of ceasefire agreements verbally agreed over the last two decades in the country, but as a single negotiating bloc of 16 EAGs called the Nationwide Ceasefire Coordinating Team.
This nascent peace process was accompanied by a new set of actors not previously allowed in the country: international peace support actors.[footnoteRef:7] The involvement of international third parties in Myanmar’s peace process is limited due to Myanmar leadership’s historical resistance to external influence and intervention (Selth 2002; Callahan 2003). This resistance stems from the legacy of the British occupation, Myanmar’s geostrategic position between two ‘giants,’ China and India (Thant Myint-U 2011) and years of Western sanctions. However, when the peace process was prioritised as an agenda item for international peacemakers after Thein Sein’s political reforms, a ‘gold rush’ of international organizations, NGOs and business actors began vying for roles in the peace process (Alluri, Baechtold et al. 2014). The government and the EAG negotiation representatives did not accept formal third-party mediation.  [7:  For this article, this label refers to the range of international NGO mediators, donors and foreign embassy political staff directly supporting the peace process.] 

However, representatives from both sides of the peace process allowed international actors to act in limited facilitation and advising roles on peace process design and technical elements of brokering ceasefire agreements. The absence of a third-party mediator coordinating international peace process support created a vacuum filled by nongovernmental mediation actors, facilitators, and experts undertaking peace process support directly with the parties (Lehti 2019; Palmiano Federer 2021). Peace support actors such as NGO mediators, diplomatic representatives, the United Nations, the World Bank and other donors worked directly with the EAGs or the government under the innocuous umbrella of ‘knowledge support’ activities (Minoletti 2016) that included a mix of advising, coaching, technical support, study trips to other peace process contexts such as Colombia or federalist contexts such as Switzerland[footnoteRef:8] and more traditional mediation activities, such as supporting back-channel informal talks and attempting to convene parties in informal dialogues. Many of these international peace support actors promoted the norm of inclusivity directly to the parties as a way to move the peace process forward through this suite of activities (Palmiano Federer 2024). [8:  See for instance, Saw Yan Naing. 2017. Shan Delegation Tours Switzerland to Study Federal System. 26 January 2016. The Irrawaddy. Available at: https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/shan-delegation-tours-switzerland-to-study-federal-system.html accessed 15 February 2024.] 

Framing, Grafting and Pruning in the NCA Negotiations
Interactions between peace support actors and the negotiating parties centered the inclusivity norm as a salient norm necessary for effective peace processes in the early design stages of the process. Within the nascent international peacebuilding architecture in which EAG representatives were meeting with international and national advisors on peace process design, the concept of inclusivity was framed as an important design element for effective outcomes. Inclusivity was discussed as an important aspect in creating a legitimate and sustainable peace process that would not repeat the decried elite, closed-door military-led constitutional process of 2008. This burgeoning process would be ‘all-inclusive’ in which the perspectives of all stakeholders, whether armed or non-armed, would be involved. This meant that the peace process would include Myanmar’s numerous political parties and sprawling, vibrant and diverse network of state, township and village-tract-level civil society actors in the peace process through different modalities, including consultations and subnational dialogues.
Framing the inclusivity norm as necessary for effective peace processes
Many of these initial conversations around inclusivity, with ‘all-inclusiveness’ (notably phrased in English rather than an ethnic nationality language or Burmese) took place starting around 2012, with EAG respondents hearing the English phrasing in the normative sense during the development of a document called the Comprehensive Ceasefire and National Framework for Political Dialogue (Pring and Palmiano Federer 2020).[footnoteRef:9] Several EAG respondents recalled inviting two international government representatives and a representative from a European mediation NGO to conduct small informal workshops on peace process design that used particular English-language phrasing around inclusivity (ibidem). While these accounts seem to corroborate the ‘exogeneity’ of ‘all-inclusiveness’ in a ‘participatory democracy sense,’ the framing of 'all-inclusiveness' resulted in two developments that had material consequences on the negotiations. Because of the production of knowledge of what ‘counts’ as important and effective in a peace process described earlier in the article, the international peace architecture eager to support the process began to frame inclusivity as an important idea to the success of the peace process. Myanmar media outlets—enjoying the unprecedented ability to report on the peace process after decades of violent suppression—also framed inclusivity as critical to peace, evidenced by several editorials and interviews discussing why the NCA process must include “everyone,” both armed and unarmed.[footnoteRef:10] Ethnic alliances such as the United Nationalities Federal Council (UNFC) and individual EAGs also used phrasing around inclusivity in media and public statements, for instance: ‘UNFC Calls for Inclusive Peace’, or ‘All-Inclusive Ceasefire Needed for Peace, Says [Chin National Front] Chairman.’ Myanmar political analysts also began to use the phrase ‘inclusiveness’ in their reports and briefings (Keenan 2015). Therefore, the ‘framing’ of all-inclusiveness entered into public discussion and was given legitimacy through the international norm of inclusivity.[footnoteRef:11] However, while this aspect of a norm diffusion process could arguably be called ‘successful,’ the lack of integration of the interplay between an ‘external’ norm and existing normative frameworks around inclusion resulted in unintended negative consequences in the peace process. [9:  Interview with EAG representative, 12 April 2017; Interview with EAG representative, 10 May 2017; Interview with government technical team member, 4 April 2017.]  [10:  They mentioned in the article: ‘From a strategic standpoint, the future of the peace process is in serious jeopardy if all the armed ethnic groups are not included in the framework.’ See, for example, The Irrawaddy. 2016. Leon de Riedmatten: 'You Cannot Talk About Nationwide Ceasefire if You Don't Include Everyone,' available from: https://www.irrawaddy.com/in-person/leon-de-riedmatten-you-cannot-talk-about-nationwide-ceasefire-if-you-dont-include-everyon.html accessed on 26 June 2019.]  [11:  Interview with international Myanmar analyst, 23 March 2017.] 

Grafting the inclusivity norm onto Myanmar’s contested conflict histories
While the English-language, liberal progressive framing of inclusivity could be seen as entering into the discursive politics of the NCA process around 2012 through knowledge exchange with international peace support actors, the failure of such norm promotion to consider and explicitly engage with existing narratives around political inclusion and exclusion contributed to the suboptimal outcomes of the NCA process. For instance, inclusivity phrasing can be found in wording in texts such as the Comprehensive Ceasefire and National Framework for Political Dialogue and other writings about tripartite dialogue by ethnic thought leaders (CDES, Sakhong 2012) which were then brought to high-level decision-makers and influential design-makers in the process from the government side. Furthermore, a small but highly educated group of ‘re’-pats (many of them former political exiles educated abroad in high-ranking academic institutions in Europe and North America) arguably acted as ‘local agents’ (Acharya 2004), translating between the liberal peacebuilding paradigm-infused meaning of inclusivity and the Myanmar-specific narratives of inclusivity held by negotiators. These narratives surrounding ethnic and religious identity politics were built over decades of political and cultural history. However, the international peace community’s lack of critical engagement with two deeply entrenched narratives around inclusion (long pre-dating 2011) decentered key strategic and political influences on the inclusivity discourse: (1) militarised statehood and stability as constitutive of the Tatmadaw’s existence and raison d’etre in the country and (2) the long history of ethnic alliance building in Myanmar  (Palmiano Federer 2024). Here, I discuss two instances that reveal the dissonance and lack of convergence between the inclusivity norm and these existing narratives on political and military inclusion and exclusion in the country.
First, inclusivity was arguably ‘grafted’ onto the government peace process discourse in the decision to turn the 14 bilateral ceasefires that had been recently signed  (Min Zaw Oo 2014) with most of the influential armed groups into an ‘all-inclusive’ nationwide agreement. This process design decision was unprecedented, as decades of previous attempts at peacemaking were designed around bilateral ceasefire agreements between the government and individual groups. Why decide to negotiate a multi-party ceasefire agreement in a context containing multiple armed groups (each with its specific history, values, political identity, language and military positioning) vis-à-vis the central government? Furthermore, why do so only at this point in the political process, especially given the historical success of bilateral ceasefires, with only three out of 40 agreements collapsing from 1989 to 2011?[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this point.] 

The government’s decision to move from a bilateral to a nationwide agreement makes a case for the use of the inclusivity discourse to package their political strategizing as a form of norm grafting. The inclusivity norm could well be one of the factors behind the logic that turning hard-won bilateral ceasefires into a nationwide one was a good idea, despite its inherent and obvious political, military, economic and strategic risks. The government’s historical reticence, (insofar as enjoying the relative success of bilateral ceasefires) to enter into such a ceasefire process stemmed from the fear of more armed groups being formed—or splintering off because of inter- and intra-ethnic politics—and demanding a seat at the table.[footnoteRef:13] As one respondent stated, the Tatmadaw was against inclusivity – they were convinced that it wouldn't happen. [T]heir argument [was] that they have already tried bilaterally and they have succeeded.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, the government interpreted all-inclusiveness as a ‘power-based ethnic alliance’[footnoteRef:15] from a strategic perspective. They therefore interpreted inclusivity onto their existing normative framework around maintaining ‘national unity’ through military means and integrating their strategic interests of maintaining militarised statehood control (Palmiano Federer 2024). This positioning is reflected by the Tatmadaw’s hardline stance towards which armed groups were ‘allowed’ to be included in the negotiations, reflecting the idea that a nationwide agreement would be a ‘process framework’ to get politically and militarily relevant EAGs such as the KIO to the negotiation table, but also enable the continuation of state control and continue to foster ‘divide-and-rule’ tactics among the EAGs and the ethnic nationalities that they represented, or as Bertrand et al. call it, ‘winning by process’ (2022).  [13:  Interview with government technical team member, 17 May 2017.]  [14:  Interview with government technical team member, 30 November 2017.]  [15:  Interview with government technical team member, 30 November 2017.] 

According to respondents from the government negotiating team, “[Inclusivity] wasn’t really a question until the offer from Thein Sein for armed groups, and ‘armed’ being the operative word here. So it referred to who would be included in the talks. The government recognised 14-16 groups. The EA[G]s recognised different groups.[footnoteRef:16] This largely technical misunderstanding had an incredibly large political effect on the process at the end of the negotiations: As one government negotiator recounted, the 16 groups represented by the NCCT and formally recognised by the government were extremely complex and constantly shifting due to the rapidly changing military situations on the ground and intra- and inter-ethnic politics. For instance, the UNFC was another ethnic nationalities political coalition existing alongside the NCCT. The NCCT member organisations, including 11 recognised by the government at the start of the peace process in 2011 included overlaps. Eleven armed groups were officially recognised by the government as negotiating parties. Another five were recognised by the government but were not represented by the NCCT,[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Ibidem.]  [17:  See: ICG, 2014, and EBO Briefing Paper 3/2015, “The Last Hurdle to Signing the NCA: Unity/Inclusiveness: 14+1 versus 16+1.”] 

Second, despite unresolved and unrecognised differences around which groups would be included or not, the discourse around the norm became salient among both parties increasingly throughout the negotiations. Both the EAGs and the government used the terminology and discourse around inclusivity in the initial setup and design of the process, but in different ways. While the government and Tatmadaw grafted the inclusivity norm onto their strategic political maneuvering, the EAGs, viewed inclusivity as a process framework to get all armed groups at the table as a show of ‘unity as strength’ vis-à-vis the divide-and-conquer strategies employed by the Tatmadaw over decades of conflict.
EAGs have been advocating for multilateral negotiations long before 2011, evidenced by demands by ethnic coalitions such as the Democratic Alliance of Burma, and the National Council of the Union of Burma. Despite a long history of alliance-making, intra-ethnic divisions and politics also entrenched existing narratives around inclusion and exclusion among EAGs along military, political, ethnic and regional lines (e.g. EAGs operating along the northeast border, the northwest border and the southeast border). Furthermore, many EAGs with bilateral ceasefires in place were to a large extent less militarily and politically powerful than those in active armed conflict with the Tatmadaw, especially those operating along the China-Myanmar border. 
Therefore, the inclusivity norm was grafted onto a complex ecosystem of political maneuvering and intra-ethnic alliance politics among the EAGs. The formation of the NCCT was based on inclusion in the sense of ethnonationalism and political maneuvering to unite against a common enemy.[footnoteRef:18] Long before, leading up to and during the NCA negotiations, many EAGs called for a ‘tripartite dialogue’ that would include the government, EAGs and political parties – a deeply entrenched inclusion norm before given the label ‘all-inclusiveness.’ Therefore, the liberal inclusivity norm promoted by the international peace support community was grafted onto a deeply entrenched normative framework around ethnonationalism and the politics of alliance formation between and among the EAGs to resist the Tatmadaw's divide-and-rule strategic tactics used over decades of conflict (Palmiano Federer 2024).  [18:  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for these points.] 

Pruning the inclusivity norm regarding civil society inclusion
While the section above shows how inclusivity was framed to the armed actors as a salient norm, inclusivity was also heavily promoted by peace support actors to non-armed actors. However, these norm entrepreneurs used a different interpretation of the inclusivity norm: not the participation of all armed groups, but the more cosmopolitan normative imperative of political participation by non-armed groups.
Framing inclusivity as an imperative for an effective and successful peace process in the early days of the process had already begun to put pressure on negotiating parties to include the excluded actors at the peace table. The prerogative for inclusion was initially framed as broad sectors of society becoming directly involved in the NCA process. The modalities under which this would take place, however, were much more contentious. When this norm was picked up and fiercely promoted not only by armed actors but also by civil society organizations—including women's organizations and youth groups (Grizelj 2019) (all advocating for formal representation and participation in the current peace process)—those designing the framework for negotiations had to address the inclusivity question. A telling example of this is the concurrent discourse[footnoteRef:19] around women’s participation in the peace process (Muehlenbeck and Palmiano Federer 2016; Kolas 2020). For instance, the Alliance for Gender in the Peace Process (AGIPP) is a large-scale initiative headed by national women leaders and supported by the international community in Myanmar. Since its creation in 2013, it heavily promoted women’s inclusion in the peace process[footnoteRef:20] and used phrasing related to inclusivity and all-inclusiveness[footnoteRef:21] as well.  [19:  Su Myat Mon. 2018. The need for women’s inclusion in the peace process, available from: https://frontiermyanmar.net/en/the-need-for-womens-inclusion-in-the-peace-process accessed on 26 June 2019. ]  [20:  Interview with international Myanmar analyst, 23 March 2017.]  [21:  See, for example, the Alliance for Gender in the Peace Process. 2015. Where are the women in Myanmar’s Peace Process, available from: https://www.agipp.org/en/news/where-are-women-myanmars-peace-process accessed on 26 June 2019.] 

In a similar vein, the Civil Society Forum for Peace (CSFoP) organised by the national peace NGO the Shalom (Nyein) Foundation also used discourse around civil society's inclusion in the peace process. The unprecedented prevalence of these discourses in Myanmar society was directly related to the reforms around media freedom, social media use and telecommunications. While peacemakers promoting the benefits of inclusivity managed to center the inclusivity norm as an important vehicle for a sustainable, effective and legitimate peace process, throughout the process, inclusivity was pruned of its normativity and localised as a security-oriented positioning tool (Palmiano Federer 2024). The localisation of inclusivity as ‘all-inclusiveness’ locked the negotiating parties into a stalemate that prevented the process from moving forward. It also crowded out non-armed actors such as civil society despite early designs around participatory inclusion. This section illustrates the material effects that norms can have on peace processes and distinguishes between the outcomes of the norm diffusion process (localisation of the inclusivity norm) and the peace process (exclusive outcome).  
The localisation of the inclusivity norm as all-inclusiveness had intended effects (e.g. the setting up of an inclusive political dialogue and inclusive ceasefire mechanism) and unintended effects on the peace process. The first unintended consequence of inclusivity was the negotiating parties’ different views on which armed groups could sign the NCA or not, which created a stalemate between the parties. The inclusivity norm was framed by NGO mediators in multiple ways, including the vague notion of having ‘relevant’ stakeholders at the peace table. However, the issue of which actors were deemed ‘relevant’ was contested but never resolved in the negotiations. Throughout the negotiations, the government, the Tatmadaw and the EAGs each had different working interpretations of which groups were ‘relevant’ to the process, a fact that was not realised until well into the process (Palmiano Federer 2024). 
The Tatmadaw’s resistance to all-inclusiveness was further entrenched as a non-negotiable. These positions robbed the NCA negotiations of all nuance and complexity and transformed all-inclusiveness from a conversation about the politics of inclusion and exclusion into an impasse over ‘the number of groups there were to be,’[footnoteRef:22] leading to one negotiator calling the debate ‘The Trouble with Inclusivity’ in his reflections on the peace process (Aung Naing Oo 2018). This narrative linked the notion of ‘inclusivity’ to the label of ‘spoilers’ now largely contested in peace and conflict studies (Blaydes and de Maio 2010). However, this effectively cast inclusivity in a negative light and highly influenced the government’s decision-making processes toward the end of the NCA process. The zero-sum nature of the talks created unattractive terms of engagement between the parties and provoked the negotiating parties to dig themselves further into their own positions rather than communicating their needs and interests. This ‘digging’ into positions eroded trust between negotiating parties and shrank the space for concession and compromise at high-pressure points towards the end of the process (Palmiano Federer 2024). [22:  Ibidem.] 

The second unintended consequence of the localisation of inclusivity stems back to peace process support actors simultaneously promoting a different interpretation of the inclusivity norm to non-armed actors. This led to the overloading of a peace agreement/political accord onto the framework of a ceasefire agreement. The result was a hybrid agreement that under and overpromised at the same time. Consequently, the insistence on all-inclusiveness in negotiations was the harbinger of impossible standards for implementation. The salience of all-inclusiveness in the media and public discourse set the Myanmar public up for disappointment. In the lead-up to the NCA signing, analysis and discourse by both national and international analysts and journalists portrayed all-inclusiveness in multiple ways: which armed groups would sign the NCA and which non-armed actors would be included in the ceasefire negotiations (rather than waiting for a future political dialogue). Because of this, the NCA process failed to capture public support as actors that had fought to be included in the peace process increasingly viewed the NCA negotiations as the exclusive domain of armed actors. Although public consultations and civil society forums for peace took place regularly and throughout many parts of the country, only the Tatmadaw, government and EAGs played decision-making roles and held seats at the table. One respondent who worked closely with the EAGs and ethnic civil society groups explained, ‘the participatory view of inclusivity and the right actors view interact to create much larger problems’[footnoteRef:23] in the trajectory of the peace process.  [23:  Interview with international Myanmar analyst, 18 January 2018.] 

The peace process was designed so that armed actors would broker a nationwide ceasefire agreement that would jumpstart the mechanisms for future political dialogue, in which non-armed actors such as civil society groups and parliamentarians could participate. However, the promotion of the inclusivity norm by international actors was also taken up by non-armed actors advocating for greater participation in the NCA process, and not a future political dialogue process. Civil society groups therefore pressured the negotiating parties to include clauses and statements in the NCA that resembled political peace agreements rather than technical ceasefire agreements. This resulted in an NCA somewhere between a ceasefire agreement and a peace agreement. As one analyst reported, the NCA was consequently ‘fundamentally flawed because it’s not a ceasefire agreement. It’s a ceasefire agreement and a political settlement they expect to take place.’[footnoteRef:24] The mixing of the two was one of the reasons ‘why it took so long for a ceasefire to be recognised because there were too many political issues.’[footnoteRef:25] The conflation also created impossible standards for implementation, despite painstaking efforts to create a roadmap that would lead the way to a future political dialogue (Palmiano Federer 2024).  [24:  Interview with international Myanmar analyst, 17 February 2017.]  [25:  Ibidem. ] 

This is particularly evident when looking at the ‘dividends’ of women’s participation in the NCA process. For instance, the challenges and shortcomings of advocacy networks such as the AGIPP (Buranajaroenkij 2020) in representing the diversity of Myanmar’s population that identify as women, including Rohingya women, or amplifying the already existing forms of ‘alternative peacebuilding practice’ such as women-to-women diplomacy that bridges exiled and diasporic women from Myanmar (Cárdenas and Olivius 2021). The empirical realities, difficulties, challenges and nuances of realising ‘inclusivity,’ especially in the stark promotion of the Women, Peace and Security Agenda during the NCA process came to light in the post-NCA political reality. 
When Inclusiveness Leads to Exclusionary Outcomes: The Leadup to Signing the NCA Agreement (2015)[footnoteRef:26] [26:  This section is adapted with permission, from Chapter 7: The Trouble with Inclusivity: How Promoting Inclusive Peace Led to an Exclusive Outcome (Palmiano Federer 2024).] 

The analysis above shows that while all three elements of norm localization figured in the NCA process (framing, grafting and pruning), the actual localization of the inclusivity norm resulted in an exclusive outcome. In August 2014, the peace process became increasingly fraught as clashes with the Kachin Independence Organization (KIA) in April 2014 ended a 17-year ceasefire and threatened to derail the talks. The process faced further upheaval when a KIA training center was attacked by the Tatmadaw a few months later. To keep the fraught process on life support, Thein Sein invited EAGs to a special ‘coordination meeting’ in early 2015 to recover damaged trust. At the same time however, a new front of armed clashes in the Kokang region and northern Shan State broke out with the Arakan Army (AA), Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), and the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), who would become known as the Brotherhood Alliance, in February 2015. Despite these extremely destabilizing developments, an ad referendum agreement was signed to much national and international fanfare on 31 March 2015. 
While the ad referendum agreement was endorsed by all main stakeholders on the government side, NCCT member groups had to gain the buy-in of their respective constituencies at an EAG summit held in June 2015 in Law Khee Lar, Karen State. Based on this EAG summit and a follow-up meeting hosted by the influential United Wa State Party (UWSA), EAGs issued statements stipulating[footnoteRef:27] that no credible signing of the NCA could take place while ongoing clashes were occurring in Kokang and Northern Shan State with the Alliance. They also demanded that the groups involved in the clashes (the MNDAA, the TNLA and the AA), as well as other excluded UNFC members, the Lahu Democratic Union (LDU), Arakan National Congress (ANC) and the Wa National Organization (WNO) must be included in the signing of the NCA. None of the sixteen groups in the NCCT would sign the agreement unless all of them could sign. This was the turning point for inclusivity, as UNFC members, NCCT members and non-NCCT members decided to amend the ‘final’ draft agreement of 31 March to include a clause referring to an all-inclusive signing. During the Law Khee Lar Conference, EAGs replaced the NCCT with a new negotiating body named the “Senior Delegation” (SD). The SD would renegotiate the four remaining contentious issues with the government, all-inclusiveness being the primary issue: (1) the situation regarding the AA, MNDAA, and the TNLA (2) security arrangements (3) which other EAGs would sign the NCA (4) who would act international witnesses.  [27:  Ethnic Armed Organizations’ Summit Statement Law Khee Lar, Karen State, 2-9 June 2015.] 

Therefore, by 2015, the notion of inclusivity referred to a single question: ‘Which groups will sign the NCA?’ (Keenan 2015). The impasse arose because of two different ‘formulas’ of inclusion. The government’s position was known as the ‘14+1 formula,’ which meant inviting only the fourteen EAGs that had signed bilateral ceasefires plus the KIA because of its political and military significance. This configuration did not include six armed groups: the AA, MNDAA, TNLA, ANC, LDU and WNO. The first three EAGs—the AA, MNDAA and TNLA—were not invited to sign because, according to the government, the groups emerged only after the 2011 Call to Peace. The government wanted to prevent splintering and the proliferation of more armed groups. Recognizing these groups would, in their view, facilitate the creation of more EAGs. Furthermore, the government claimed that the TNLA and AA were 'KIO creations' (ibidem) and thus be encompassed with a bilateral ceasefire with the KIO. The TNLA, AA, and MNDAA were considered militarily significant to the government and Tatmadaw. The ANC, LDU and WNO were not invited to sign the NCA because the government viewed them to be politically and militarily insignificant. These three EAGs did not have large armies in comparison to the other EAGs. Therefore, the government line was that these groups could participate in the political dialogue without either a bilateral ceasefire or the NCA (ibidem).
The second formula was the EAG’s call for ‘all-inclusiveness’ meaning that all 16 members of the NCCT (which included the six aforementioned groups excluded by the government) should thus be invited to sign the NCA. This central position held by the EAGs—that unless the government invited all groups to sign, none of them would—found entry into public discourse in the phrase 'all-inclusiveness.' Media coverage and political analysis quickly picked up on the phrase, and soon discussions around the NCA process centered on all-inclusiveness as the reason for the impasse in the talks. However, the government was not moving on its own definition of inclusiveness. The government drew a line in the sand[footnoteRef:28] and the notion of all-inclusiveness became a chief reason for the deadlock between the negotiating parties in mid-2015. The discourse around all-inclusiveness suggests the norm’s salience as a key factor in the outcome of the NCA negotiations in 2015.[footnoteRef:29] Numerous sources analysing the end of the negotiations point to inclusivity as not just one of many factors, but a chief reason for the exclusive outcome: the ‘issue of inclusivity has proven to be the main stumbling block to the comprehensive signing of the NCA by all EAOs.’[footnoteRef:30] This is echoed in a large number of op-eds, speeches, and statements by analysts, peace process actors and researchers.  [28:  Interview with International Myanmar Analyst, 4 April 2017.]  [29:  The non-signatories to the NCA had refused to sign the agreement, as it didn’t include six non-state armed groups: Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), Arakan Army (AA), Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), Lahu Democratic Union (LDU), Arakan National Congress (ANC) and Wa National Organisation (WNO).]  [30:  Institute for Security and Development Policy. 2015. Myanmar’s Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement, available from.  http://isdp.eu/publication/myanmars-nationwide-ceasefire-agreement/ accessed on 26 June 2019.] 

The Law Khee Lar Conference in 2015 was a turning point in inclusivity’s shift to all-inclusiveness as a negotiating position. For the EAGs, their ‘fraternal’ commitments to each other as ethnic nationalities resisting a dominant-ethnicity power structure embodied by the government and the Tatmadaw strengthened their position on all-inclusiveness.  The split ultimately occurred between those EAGs who felt ready to sign and those who did not. The NCCT had brought together a diverse group of EAGs, and the divisions were not only linked to questions of all-inclusiveness but also the diverse political and strategic considerations respective to their groups.  To the government political issues would be dealt with in a political dialogue only after the NCA was signed. Many ethnic politicians preferred the exact inverse sequence and saw the government’s agenda as a trap. They wanted more international observers to play a closer role in monitoring and witnessing the agreement.[footnoteRef:31] The deadline for signing the NCA also became a race against time. Myanmar's general elections were approaching, and Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy was widely expected to win a substantial majority. This meant Thein Sein's Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)-led government would have limited time to have the NCA signed during their term. The government desperately wanted to get the NCA signed before its term was up to preserve its legacy, control the process, or perhaps truly believe that peace would be more durable if it was agreed to by the USDP. However, due to hardliners in the government and the Tatmadaw, the government was unable to cede its position excluding the AA, TNLA and MNDAA from the NCA. Before long, the tensions between the EAGs began to show, especially between larger or more politically and military-relevant armed groups such as the KNU, KIO and NMSP, whose decision to sign or not sign would have large implications for the other groups and the agreements as a whole.[footnoteRef:32] Against a backdrop of complex political dynamics that included national and international pressure, the signing ceremony of the NCA was pushed through, comprehensive or not, and took place on 15 October 2015. Only eight groups out of the 16 represented groups in the UNFC/NCCT signed the agreement. The push for inclusion, grafted onto existing normative frameworks of intra-ethnic alliances (EAGs) and strategic decision-making by a militarised state (Tatmadaw/USDP) and pruned off the inclusion of non-armed actors, resulted in an exclusive political outcome. [31:  Interview number 84, 18 January 2018.]  [32:  Ibidem.] 

Concluding Thoughts 
In this article, I highlighted the unintended consequences of promoting inclusivity in Myanmar’s NCA process from 2011-2015. Using theoretical frameworks of norm localisation and critical norm contestation found in international relations, this article zooms in on how the framing, grafting and pruning of inclusivity unintentionally resulted in an exclusive outcome. The signing of the NCA agreement was exclusionary in that it pit the negotiating parties into a stalemate based on differing interpretations and concepts of who was to be included and excluded and secondly, crowded out non-armed actors such as women’s organizations and other civil society groups despite the aggressive promotion of participatory modalities.
This has important implications for how peace process supporters, including donors, embassy staff, mediators and technical teams promote liberal international peacebuilding norms without adequate engagement with entrenched, historical and contextually specific normative frameworks around inclusion and exclusion. The manifold interpretations of inclusivity that were also instrumentalised and politicised were not addressed explicitly by peace process actors and supporters, despite the term ‘all-inclusiveness’ becoming used more frequently throughout the negotiations. Furthermore, while peace support actors framed the inclusivity norm to both of the negotiating parties, as well as actors outside the negotiating table such as civil society groups, they did not promote the inclusivity norm directly to conflict parties such as the Tatmadaw, thereby failing to understand how the military would ultimately make any authentic attempts at political inclusivity extremely difficult to realise.
Overall, norm promotion from a Western perspective and language can also limit analysis of definitions, narratives and values of peace (Krahmann and Podder, forthcoming 2024), for instance understanding what ‘inclusion’ can mean beyond ethnic nationalities. A more expansive scope of inclusivity, especially about the role of religion in Myanmar and the dominance of Theravada Buddhist cosmology in underpinning the dominant culture’s framing of inclusivity would be an important research agenda moving forward. This is especially critical to study vis-à-vis those (including many EAG communities) who identify as Christian or non-Buddhist.[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, in moving beyond norm diffusion, as the focus of this Special Issue aims to do, it is central to interrogate the assumption that a ‘universal’ conception of peace can be achieved by the promotion of a liberal conception of inclusivity. [33:  Thank you to Professor Matthew Walton for this point. ] 
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