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Foreword

On 18 and 19 February 2022, one year after the military coup in Myanmar, T.wai – Torino World
Affairs Institute hosted a hybrid international conference in partnership with the Department of
Cultures, Politics and Society of the University of Turin and with the support of the City of Turin
and the Fondazione Compagnia di San Paolo. The conference, co-convened by Giuseppe Gabusi
and Stefano Ruzza of the University of Turin, Nicholas Farrelly of the University of Tasmania, and
Anja-Désirée Senz from Heidelberg University, was organized by Myanmar-Europe Research Network, which aims to promote mutual exchanges and build research capacities within the scholarly
community for studies on Myanmar.
In this spirit and, in particular, to give “voice” to young scholars both in Europe and in Myanmar,
the conference reﬂected on the political, social, and economic situation of the country under military rule. The coup had ended 10 years of the country’s political regime gradually and tentatively
transforming into a semi-civilian, more inclusive, and less confrontational government but did not
solve any of the major challenges the country faces going forward. The arrests of Aung San Suu
Kyi and a large number of lawmakers from the National League for Democracy (combined with
serious violations of human rights) have prompted resistance from all sectors of society, and Myanmar’s people have proved resilient in pursuing their ideals while muddling through their daily lives.
It is also clear to anyone that – even in the case of a return to “disciplined democracy” with new
elections in 2023 – the country’s entire institutional framework needs to be reinvented to avoid
the fate of a North Korean–style “black hole” in one of the most thriving and economic successful
regions of the world.
This book collects some of the papers that academics and practitioners alike presented at the conference. Although they deal with different topics (from the role of young people and social media
in the protests to the state of the country’s education system to the situation in the borderlands,
and from economic issues to the labor movement), they share common concerns about Myanmar’s
future, address crucial issues, and sometimes offer suggestions for a possible way forward.
While its neighbors, despite many ups and downs and to different degrees, seem to be on a path
toward modernization and prosperity, Myanmar is mired in political violence, economic insecurity,
and social despair. At present, the international community is (rightly) focused on the devastating
consequences of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and this book is a call not to forget the need of engaging Myanmar, its people, and its scholars to work toward a better future for us all.
In addition to the sponsors of the conference, this book has also been supported by Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC – CRDI) and the Myanmar–Italy Chamber of
Commerce (I.MY.B.C.). Our heartfelt thanks go to them too, as well as all the authors of the individual chapters: Without their supportive effort, this book would never have seen the light of day.

Turin, November 2022
Giuseppe Gabusi & Raimondo Neironi
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Myanmar after the coup
Giuseppe Gabusi & Raimondo Neironi

More than a year and a half has passed since the Myanmar military (known as
the Tatmadaw) abruptly deposed the elected government of Aung San Suu Kyi
in February 2021. Since then, the political situation in the country has deteriorated into a long and crippling conﬂict. The State Administration Council
(SAC) – the ofﬁcial name of the ruling military junta led by General Min Aung
Hlaing – has carried out a ruthless crackdown to suppress any form of opposition to its rule: Political opponents, civil and public servants, civil society representatives, human rights practitioners, religious actors, and journalists have
all been charged with baseless allegations, unlawfully detained or put under
house arrest. More speciﬁcally, Aung San Suu Kyi and her loyal political allies
have been convicted on corruption, sedition, and other phony charges after trials in closed courts without proper access to legal counsel. To date, more than
2,000 civilians have died in Yangon, Mandalay, and other cities whose streets
now represent a distillation of resistance and protest against the regime.
Last September, the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on Myanmar
warned that humanitarian conditions have “gone from bad to worse to horriﬁc”
for 1.3 million displaced people and other weak categories of persons who have
been suffering months of systematic abuses. Most of the over 453,000 newly
displaced persons are women and children (UN General Assembly 2022). Nevertheless, among those who continue to experience the military regime’s heavyhanded tactics are the multitudes of ethnic groups scattered across the union:
Residents in Shan, Karen, and Rakhine states are trapped in their villages without food and medicine as the regime’s military forces have blocked access to
all of the major communication routes and resources while longstanding conﬂicts have been fully re-ignited.
Resistance in Myanmar is nothing new: We think back to the mass rallies of
August and September 1988, when the Tatmadaw killed hundreds of protesters,
thereby putting Aung San Suu Kyi at the forefront of the anti-military campaign
for the ﬁrst time. While the most solid form of resistance to military rule over
the past few decades has lain in ethnic minority regions (Farrelly 2013: 313),
the struggle is now concentrated around the Civil Disobedience Movement
(CDM), a mass movement comprised of tech-savvy youth, workers who strike
inside and outside industrial parks, teachers, and consumers boycotting military-afﬁliated business activities in a bid to show their dissatisfaction with this
unpopular regime. More surprisingly, such a ﬂuid movement has managed to
gain popularity among civil servants: Directors and staff ofﬁcers from the Central Bank, commercial banks, and ministries have clearly rejected the illegal
power grab and the use of military force against the demonstrators. This has
thrown the complex relationship between bureaucracy and the armed forces
into unprecedented upheaval. Meanwhile, a group of lawmakers elected in the
November 2020 general election have formed the National Unity Government
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(NUG) in exile and opened representative ofﬁces abroad. In May 2021, the
NUG also created the People’s Defence Force (PDF) as its armed forces. However, deep divisions in the society and alongside ethnic fault lines prevent the
PDF and ethnic armed organizations from joining forces to form a common
opposition front against the Tatmadaw (Sun 2022).
After reacting to the coup with outrage, several countries have enacted a string
of measures that include downgrading diplomatic relations with Myanmar, imposing an arms and equipment embargo, and sanctioning a list of designated
persons and entities closely connected to the Tatmadaw. The European Parliament resolution approved in March 2021 calls on the junta to fully respect the
outcome of the democratic election of November 2020, reinstate the civilian
government and end the state of emergency. It also demands the immediate
cessation of all violence and attacks against Myanmar’s ethnic groups and the
release of Aung San Suu Kyi and all other political prisoners (EU Parliament
2022). By the same token, the US Senate resolution passed in February 2022
asks the Biden administration not only to impose further restrictions on the
Tatmadaw, military-owned or controlled enterprises, and those responsible for
the coup but also to provide all manner of assistance to the CDM (US Congress
2022). Even some regional ﬁnancial institutions have disavowed connections
with the country: The Asian Development Bank, for example, has temporarily
put on hold infrastructural project disbursements and new contracts that would
facilitate Myanmar’s economic development. Against this backdrop, the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) has tried to ease tensions, albeit
in vain. As the situation snowballed, member states urged Myanmar’s military
to take concrete actions to effectively implement the “Five-Point Consensus”
that had hastily been reached in April 2021. While failing to mention the Tatmadaw, the ofﬁcial statement calls for constructive dialogue, humanitarian assistance, and an immediate cessation of violence (ASEAN 2021). Even though,
albeit theoretically, the association is committed to implementing a crisis resolution plan more in deeds than in words, it is unlikely to ﬁnd a way back on the
path towards democratization, since the COVID-19 pandemic meant reducing
the political situation in Myanmar to a footnote on its agenda.
All these issues were addressed in a hybrid international conference on Myanmar hosted by T.wai – Torino World Affairs Institute on 18–19 February 2022
in Turin and organized in partnership with the Department of Cultures, Politics and Society of the University of Turin, with the support of the City of Turin
and Fondazione Compagnia di San Paolo. The conference is part of the activities conducted by MyERN – Myanmar-Europe Research Network which aims
to give a voice to Myanmar’s scholars through intellectual engagement with
European and global academics and practitioners. This book is a collection of
selected papers from the conference, all reﬂecting on the consequences of the
coup for the country’s political, economic, and social future. The themes of
the chapters, notwithstanding the variety of topics, perspectives, and approaches, revolve around three overarching concepts: resistance, resilience,
and re-invention.
The case of Myanmar stands out as an example in South-East Asia of how people
promptly respond to the challenges of authoritarian regimes through disobedi-
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ence and resistance. The CDM epitomizes the backbone of protest for all parties
involved in the post-coup era. To those opposing the SAC, the CDM is not only
at the forefront of the anti-regime campaign but also poised to overthrow the military-controlled administrations (Anonymous 2021). For some, it is not even a
case of restoring the decade-long transitional democratic process abruptly interrupted by the coup: They feel hopelessly betrayed, and for them, it is a matter of
getting rid of the Tatmadaw entirely. Resistance to the authorities’ repressive strategy has also continued from the various ethnic groups affected by political and
social exclusion, which see the coup and its aftermath as yet another episode in
an inter-Bamar contestation of power. As the junta has resumed its turf war in
the borderland areas, some ethnic armed organizations, like the Kachin Independence Army and the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance in Northern
Shan State have been forced to launch a string of offensives on the Tatmadaw’s
positions. The Rohingyas in Rakhine state have also adopted various forms of resistance (see Nabuco Martuscelli, Ahmed and Sammonds 2022), including ﬂeeing
to Bangladesh en masse since 2017, to survive persecution.
Resilience is a key concept derived from the ﬁelds of psychology and sociology
and comes into play when individuals or organizations prove their abilities and
competencies to resist the challenges generated in a condition of crisis. We might
argue that – even before the coup – Myanmar’s transition could be better understood as a case of “authoritarian resilience” rather than democratization (Ruzza,
Gabusi and Pellegrino 2019). The same ethnic groups have been resilient throughout the decades of domestic in-ﬁghting. As for the post-coup era, resilience for
the CDM means keeping spirits and determination alive to build a federal and
democratic union by recognizing diversity in culture, religion, and language; reorganizing the protest in urban and rural communities to shape a cohesive bloc
against the military government; and ultimately, countering the systematic human
rights violations that a large part of the population has been suffering.
Underlying all the papers is a general sense of discomfort about the state of the
union. Even if Myanmar may not technically be regarded as a failed state (at
least, not yet), there is a general perception that Myanmar’s government is failing its own people. Far from following the modernization path of fellow
ASEAN members like Malaysia and Vietnam, for example, Myanmar seems to
be stuck on a path of internal strife, isolation, and underdevelopment. No matter how the political situation evolves, we can easily argue that the country has
to be re-invented in several respects, starting from the relationship between the
Bamar majority and the ethnic populations in the borderlands. In his keynote
speech at the 2022 MyERN conference, Roberto Toniatti – an emeritus professor at the University of Trento – pointed out that there might be a fundamental
misunderstanding between the Tatmadaw and the ethnic armed organizations
regarding the meaning of federalism. While the former thinks they have a historical duty to pursue a path of nation-building, the latter prefer to talk about
a process of state-building, where single states can choose whether or not to be
members of a federation. As the authors often remark in their contribution, reinvention also concerns the complicated relationship among the different
“souls” of the resistance and their ideas for the future, the education system,
the economy, and even the ASEAN posture vis-à-vis an embarrassing member.
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This book’s many and varied voices contribute signiﬁcantly to the debate over
a more enlightened – and people-centered – evolution of Myanmar.
Structure of the book
Although the rapid changes make the situation all the more difﬁcult to predict,
what the book explores here are some political, economic, and social issues of the
post-coup era. It consists of 11 contributions that draw on a variety of primary and
secondary sources to explain the reaction to the coup and offer an understanding
of Myanmar’s reality under military rule. We hope that this structure allows for a
detailed comprehension of Myanmar’s recent transformation in different ﬁelds.
We begin by focusing on the domestic difﬁculties that have brought Myanmar
back to the past. Kaung Sett Wai stresses that the CDM has failed as a nonviolent movement. The “competing hands” behind the CDM have only managed
to “push the whole burden of the revolution onto the shoulders of public servants,” with the ﬁnal result that the general public was, in the end, more damaged than the military. Kaung Sett Wai argues that, even though there are many
intellectual roots in the CDM, there is also a lack of understanding of liberal
political thought, which could represent the only sustainable foundation of any
possible democratic regime in Myanmar in the future.
Min Thang reminds us that the Tatmadaw’s coup in 2021 was nothing new but
the latest event in a well-known historical pattern. The chapter sums up what
has happened in the country since 1 February by examining the challenges facing people in the country (especially the youth) and their resistance to the military amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The author stresses how the international
community, which unfortunately is now distracted by Russia’s territorial invasion of Ukraine, has to do more than adopt sanctions and issue condemnations
to support the youth of Myanmar because the political crisis will not end without engagement from abroad.
Megan Ryan and Mai Van Tran scrutinize the role of military newspapers and
social media platforms since the coup, as they were ﬁghting for inﬂuence over
public opinion. They argue that, despite pro-resistance content enjoying a signiﬁcantly higher rate of engagement on average than pro-military content, democratic activists’ posts on Facebook and Twitter gradually declined while
pro-military rhetoric gained ground. The chapter sheds some light on how authoritarian regimes manage to control the narrative on social media, especially
when resistance does not share a common ideological goal.
Cecilia Brighi and Khaing Zar Aung deal with reactions from the Confederation
of Myanmar Trade Unions, which promptly mobilized its 110,000 members to
take part in the CDM. This happened thanks to the unions’ decades-long experience of organizing clandestine meetings. Furthermore, they could count on
a large labor activist network that began organizing strikes and demonstrations
en bloc throughout the country and, in most economic sectors, even halting the
government ministries’ operations.
Another factor that requires a great deal of attention is ethnonationalism. By
sketching out the complex history of ceaseﬁre, disarmament, and re-armament of
the Ta’ang rebel movements, Francesco Buscemi considers ethnonationalism not
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merely an ideology being mobilized by a political movement but a phenomenon
that has a societal character. It has a political logic that infuses society with narratives and practices of justifying weapons and governing them and their relationship
with the people. Thus, ethnonationalism becomes entrenched in communities and
seems to take on a life of its own, notwithstanding what happens “outside”.
The increase in instability in Myanmar has seen a surge in narcotics production
and trafﬁcking into South-East Asia and beyond. By looking at some Western,
Thai, and Chinese press sources, Maria Elena Sassaroli contributes to the literature on the topic by providing a summary of the evolution of the world’s second-largest producer of opium in the years leading up to and following the coup.
A sector that has undoubtedly paid a high price before and after the current
military rule is education. Licia Proserpio and Antonio Fiori’s study, based on
qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews with governmental
ofﬁcials and university teaching staff, investigates how the SAC is reversing the
NLD government’s education reforms to a model of repression and control
aimed at keeping a space of separation between students and the society. The
SAC’s action has also generated divergences between academics who have
joined the CDM and those who have chosen to safeguard at least their teaching
activities. In such a grim situation, the authors ﬁnd some hope in the ongoing
debate about the re-invention of the education system in a federal way, if and
when a political space opens up. In his chapter, however, Yaw Bawm Mangshang demonstrates that the education reforms approved in the past have failed
to achieve their objective of allowing mother tongue–based multilingual education for all ethnic nationalities because the content of the curricula has continued to rely on Bamar culture and Buddhism. Therefore, the author argues
that multilingual education could help to re-invent Myanmar as a federal union
where the wealth of different cultures and traditions could not only be respected but also become a source of strength.
Myanmar is now facing a triple crisis: the post-coup political setting, the postpandemic sanitary shortcomings, and considerable economic weakness. In their
qualitative and quantitative research, Samu Ngwenya-Tshuma and Min Zar Ni
Lin argue that political instability and the uncertainty of orders have negatively
affected factory operations. The garment sector shows some resilience, and for
the most part, there are reasons for optimism; however, it continues to present
worrying levels of uncertainty under military rule, not least because large importers like the European Union still face the dilemma of whether or not to
sanction Myanmar’s world-competitive industrial sector, which consists mostly
of small and medium-sized enterprises employing women.
The economic section ends with a contribution to the cattle trade between
Myanmar and the People’s Republic of China. A team of scholars comprising
Andrew Laitha, Terdsak Yano, Manabu Fujimura, and Manoj Potapohn points
out that most of the beneﬁts of cattle smuggling to China would accrue to Chinese buyers, local traders, and inﬂuential individuals connected to the Chinese
network, while Myanmar’s farmers who supply the surplus cattle would gain
little. As the coup and the COVID-19 pandemic have complicated joint efforts
between China and Myanmar to regulate the legal trade, the authors also put

27

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

forward some policy suggestions to re-invent Myanmar’s capacity in cross-border agricultural trade.
In the ﬁnal few pages of the book, the last contribution considers how ASEAN
could tentatively play a signiﬁcant and effective role in mediation between the
military and the elected civilian leaders to ﬁnd a possible solution to Myanmar’s
political crisis. Aung Kyaw Min argues that ASEAN could draw on lessons
learned from the solution to the conﬂict in Cambodia in the early 1990s by
moving beyond the Five-Point Consensus and involving the UN.
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The competing hands
behind Myanmar’s 2021
democratic movement
Kaung Sett Wai
On 1 February 2021, the Myanmar military seized power before the NLD party, which had won
the 2020 election, could form a government. After a week of confusion and uncertainty, the people
of Myanmar showed their dissatisfaction with the military takeover through peaceful protest on
the street and a nationwide movement of civil disobedience. The movement spread across the
country, resulting in major suspensions to every sector of the military government’s bureaucratic
system. However, this nonviolent movement gradually shifted toward armed struggle as the leaders pursued different goals from the original struggle for a ‘democratic transition.’ This paper argues that the complex nature of the 2021 democratic struggle in Myanmar is not a process of invisible hands, as many have claimed, but driven by the competing hands of various actors who try to
shape the means and goals of the movement. After a period of competition for the role of dominant actor, the current leadership put the movement on a path of armed struggle; as a result,
groups with different opinions have been forced out of the movement. This article treats the Civil
Disobedience Movement as the central driving force of the 2021 democratic struggle in Myanmar
and points to three major shifts in the democratic movement. By analyzing these major patterns of
transformation, the paper explains why the nonviolent path has failed and what to expect of
Myanmar’s democracy in the future.

KEYWORDS: CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE MOVEMENT; DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION; NONVIOLENT CAMPAIGN.
Introduction
On 1 February 2021, Myanmar’s military seized political power by detaining
the leaders of the National League for Democracy (NLD) and accusing them
of fraud in the 2020 election. Despite a decade-long military-monitored democracy, Myanmar had fallen into the hands of the military once again. The military
started making formal accusations on 28 January 2021, when it claimed to have
tangible evidence about fraud in the previous election (RFA 2021) and requested a national emergency meeting. At the time, a letter written by Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing was disseminated on Facebook. According
to his letter, the military had serious doubts about the Union Election Committee of 2020 and demanded the creation of a new election committee to review
the election results. The military also recommended that the activities of the
new Hluttaw be halted during that time. An early warning of the military
takeover was included in the letter, which stated that if the NLD ignored these
requests, the military would take action as permitted under the 2008 constitution (Myanmar Now 2021).
Myanmar’s 2008 constitution included partial governance by the military to
guarantee its participation in every aspect of the government’s administrative
sector without much need for approval from the public. In 2011, General Than
Shwe, the chairman of the ruling military junta’s State Peace and Development
Council (SPDC), took control of all state power and suppressed all opposition
with an iron ﬁst but voluntarily dissolved his own SPDC and resigned from the
army, as well as every other government position (Htut 2019). The NLD’s overwhelming victory in the 2015 election came as a shock to the military and its
counterpart, the Union Solidarity Development Party (USDP), which had al-
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ways believed it had strong support around the country. In truth, many opposition groups formed against the NLD government between 2015 and 2020, especially student unions, nationalists, Marxists, and ethnic political parties, as
well as Buddhist extremists. There was even a “No Vote” movement before the
2020 election, which claimed that the NLD was just a lesser evil compared with
the military. Surprisingly, amid this anti-NLD campaign and criticism, the NLD
still won in a landslide in the 2020 election. This time, the military accused the
NLD of cheating in the election.
The role of social media in Myanmar
The transition from military regime to elected democracy, which started in 2010,
began to open up the formerly closed society in Myanmar. The most signiﬁcant
change was Internet access. While only 1 in 100 households had had access to
a mobile connection under the military because of the cost of mobile cards, the
price of SIM cards fell from 1,500,000 Myanmar kyats (about 1,000 dollars) to
1,500 Myanmar kyats (USD 1) under the USDP government. This allowed people to have unlimited access to the Internet, including social media. The most
inﬂuential social media platform in Myanmar is Facebook, which has millions
of users all around the country, from children to senior citizens. During this
time, government ofﬁcials also actively used Facebook and posted their daily
activities on social media, where the public could interact with them directly
without restrictions. Social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter, as well
as individual blogs and groups, open pathways for the promotion of awareness
and encourage advocacy (Surendran 2013).The most noticeable evidence that
social media made a big impact on Myanmar society came in 2013, when Time
Magazine proﬁled a Buddhist monk called Ashin Wirathu as the Buddhist 969
movement leader for advocating the social exclusion of the Muslim-minority
population in the country (Hukil 2013). This increasing use of social media by
the public brought a new platform for the politics of Myanmar, which is the
use of social media as a political tool.
Starting on 1 February, several pages were created on Facebook with the popular trending theme of revolution against the military, a boycott of military products, and punishment for non-cooperators in the Civil Disobedience Movement
by entertainment celebrities and social inﬂuencers. These people and pages fervently posted updates, links, images, videos, and comments about the situation
in Myanmar every hour without checking the sources’ credibility. Moreover,
they relentlessly spread news, information, and instructions via social media,
which reached the public within hours on social media. The primacy of these
tweets and Facebook pages initially aimed to promote the situation in Myanmar
through regular postings of activities and events to achieve greater awareness
from the international community.
The Civil Disobedience Movement
The most successful anti-military movement in Myanmar in 2021 was the Civil
Disobedience Movement (CDM), which was a nonviolent campaign to protest
the military coup. The movement was alleged to be a spontaneous event that
arose from the rage of the people over the tyranny of the military and free from
external control, but in fact it was a planned process to put pressure on the mil-
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itary. On 1 February, a picture of a letter allegedly written by Aung San Suu
Kyi spread across social media. The letter posted on the NLD’s Facebook page
was entitled “A request to the people of Myanmar.” Among others, the letter
stated that the people of Myanmar must not accept the coup and must show
their will against the military (Aung San Suu Kyi 2021). In an interview with
Voice Journal, Win Htein, an inﬂuential voice within the NLD, swore the letter
was authentic. Furthermore, he claimed the letter had been written by Aung
San Suu Kyi herself on 29 January (Aung San Suu Kyi) and explained that Aung
San Suu Kyi wanted people to show their resistance by participating in the
CDM. Thus, the movement was launched by Win Htein, even though People
still had their doubts about his words and the letter.
Doctors working at the 550-bed hospital in Mandalay were the ﬁrst to take part
and began the CDM on 2 February to show they were unwilling to accept the
military coup (Irrawaddy 2021). The movement itself was inspired by the idea
of Henry David Thoreau and his book On the Duty of Civil Disobedience, in
which he argued that people need to let go of a government if its mechanisms
turn with the oil of injustice. By letting it go, he meant the unjust government
machinery will wear out and stop. The whole idea of civil disobedience is that
if you have to be the agent of injustice to another, then it is better to break the
law and be a counter-friction to stop the machine (Thoreau 1963).
The person who became the leading ﬁgure of Myanmar’s 2021 CDM was Min
Ko Naing, a former student leader during the protests of 1988. On 5 February,
he posted a letter on his Facebook account titled “Who is leading now?” In
the letter, he made an analogy between the anti-military democratization movement in Myanmar and a train: Although the train is now without its engine, all
the wagons have their own engine to move forward by themselves (Min Ko
Naing 2021c). He posted his announcement under the name of the 88th Generation (Peace and Open Society), stating that the CDM of public servants can
cripple and destroy the government bureaucracy, and the boycott of military
products would decrease the military budget (Min Ko Naing 2021d). On 7
February, he posted a video of his speech to the public in which he encouraged
public ofﬁcers to take part in the CDM (Min Ko Naing 2021f). His idea was
inspired by the nonviolent campaigns used by government ofﬁcials worldwide
such as stalling and obstruction, general administrative noncooperation, judicial
noncooperation, deliberate inefﬁciency, and selective noncooperation (Albert
Einstein Institution 2020).
Within a day of U Min Ko Naing’s post, almost all government ofﬁces emptied
out, with most of the country taking part in the CDM. Another successful attempt to cripple the military was the boycott movement of military-related
products. This also came from the theoretical explanation of Thoreau. Although
Thoreau’s idea focused on government taxation, the boycott campaign targeted
the products of military-related companies and later the small neighborhood
shops that sold military products (Thoreau 1963). The purpose of the campaign
was to shape the target’s action by heavily inﬂicting damage on its revenues (Albert Einstein Institution 2020). The idea that buying products from the military
was the same as paying the military to kill and oppress the public spread across
social media, and consumers refused to buy the boycotted goods.
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Impact of the Civil Disobedient Movement
Despite the movement’s success, there were some major ﬂaws in the concept of
CDM in Myanmar. The ﬁrst ﬂaw was that there was no clear deﬁnition of which
public servants should carry out the CDM. When Min Ko Naing posted a letter
to the public entitled “Anti-military coup nonviolent campaign” on 7 February,
the second part of his letter mentioned an “All public servants boycott,” which
would show their denial of the military’s rule by not going to work and resigning
from their positions (Min Ko Naing 2021b). From his letter, it can be assumed
that his deﬁnition of the CDM included all government ofﬁcials, ranging from
the managerial level to ofﬁce clerks and even private bank employees.
The civil servants who were the most active participants in the CDM were teachers, doctors, and bank workers, whose duties were essential to the public in their
day-to-day lives in an underdeveloped country like Myanmar. Although other
sectors of government also joined the CDM, the education, healthcare, and
banking sectors had more civil servants who took part by staying home. The
CDM of these civil servants resulted in further damage being inﬂicted on the
public rather than the military, as is clear from the case of physicians and medical
workers’ participation in the CDM. For most of the impoverished citizens of
Myanmar, the only healthcare system was the government hospitals, which have
always been overpopulated with patients. With the instruction to leave work,
the doctors decided to stop performing their duties and left the hospitals, claiming that they refused to work under the military regime. Normally, strikes by
special groups (e.g., prisoners’ strikes, craft strikes, and professional strikes like
public school teachers’ strike) are recognized as nonviolent and successful attempts to pressure the targets without harming the public (M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence 2020). But with doctors and physicians leaving hospitals
in the middle of the third wave of COVID-19, the consequences were tragic.
Another error of the CDM is that there was no speciﬁc timeframe was set for the
public servants to carry out their actions. Although in the announcement of 88th
Generation’s (Peace and Open Society), which Min Ko Naing posted on his Facebook account on 8th February, stated that the public servants’ CDM would start on
8 February and to continue to 21 days (Min Ko Naing 2021h), the instigations and
encouragements to perform CDM still continued till this day. Ignoring the fact that
the peaceful movement was already destroyed by the assassinations of non-CDM
public servants, the key players in the anti-military movement continued to force
public servants to join the CDM even now. Following the example of Min Ko
Naing, the newly established Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hlttaw (CRPH)
made announcement 1/2021 on 8 February by supporting the CDM with the slogan
“Not quitting, just skipping.” With the idea of wielding the CDM as the primary
tool against the military, people were convinced the CDM was the key to success
for their anti-military campaign. Unintentionally or not, Min Ko Naing placed the
whole burden of resisting the military on the shoulders of the public servants.
From then on, the whole democratic revolution was focused on the CDM. On 14
February, Min Ko Naing again said the revolution would be successful if the civil
servants’ CDM held out for another two months (Min Ko Naing 2021e). While
pushing for the CDM, all of the responsibilities of the revolution were pushed onto
low-ranking public servants who received very low wages. They were having difﬁ-
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culty deciding whether to participate in the CDM while putting their families at
risk. When some of these public servants decided not to join the movement, they
were targeted as traitors and later persecuted by the local People’s Defense Forces.
End of the nonviolent Civil Disobedient Movement
The main issue that corrupted the anti-military movement was the uncontrollable spread of social punishment culture on social media. It all started when
Mya Thwe Thwe Khaing, a young female activist in Mandalay, was shot and
killed during the protests (Tun 2021). The increasing rage of the public was
satisﬁed by social media inﬂuencers’ exhortations to punish the suspects, as
well as their families and relatives (McMichael 2021). At ﬁrst, the punishment
included minor actions like reporting their Facebook accounts. But social media
users also inﬂicted harsher punishment through unethical means, such as
spreading false pornography of the female members of the family. While the
ostracism of persons (e.g., excommunication and social boycott) was a valid
way to carry out the nonviolent campaign, these actions of the keyboard ﬁghters
(those who actively use social media such as Facebook, Twitter etc. for the purpose of spreading awareness and information) far exceeded the nonviolent ones
(M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence 2020).
The CRPH also began to face a lot of criticism from university students for continuing the nonviolent movement despite the military’s brutality. When the
General Strike Committee (GSC) increasingly gained popular support, the
CRPH announced it was also taking up armed struggle against the military. The
‘Suu, Yway, Hlutt’ faction, which had come to dominate the National Unity
Government (NUG), continued to hold onto the CDM of public servants as
their source of inﬂuence. Their reasoning is that since those who joined the
CDM were the supporters of NLD victory in the 2020 election, those who did
not participate were supporters of military. Then they planned to force the civil
servants to join the movement by using threats and social punishments. This
intention can be seen in the announcement of CRPH on 7th March, 2021. In
the announcement, the CRPH clearly stated their will that the civil servants
who did not participate in the CDM were breaking the laws of the only legitimate government of Myanmar, National Unity Government (NUG) (CRPH
2021c). This announcement indirectly implied that the civil servants who did
not join in the CDM were criminals and supporters of military.
With the CRPH ofﬁcially announced on 21 March 2021 and signed into being
by Lwin Ko Latt, the resentment and hostility toward the non-CDM increased
further (CRPH 2021b). In the announcement, the CRPH declared the ﬁnal
chance for the public servants to join the CDM would be on 31 March, and
those who had participated in CDM would be rewarded while those who did
not would be severely punished. Although the intention of the announcement
may have been planned to draw more public servants to participate in CDM,
it had a brutal impact on non-CDM public servants. Social media inﬂuencers
and celebrities from the entertainment industry spread beliefs, for example that
non-CDM were supporters of the military and “traitors.” A similar type of issue
was found in the clearing of spies during the 1988 revolution (Lintner 1989).
Nevertheless, these justiﬁcations led to the local PDF, which were under the

33

THE COMPETING HANDS BEHIND MYANMAR’S 2021 DEMOCRATIC MOVEMENT

inﬂuence of social media, targeting non-CDM public servants and their family
members for assassination. The whole country became an open war zone when
President Du Wah La Shee of the NUG declared an emergency on 7 September
(CRPH 2021c). The announcement contained 14 points, which called on public
servants appointed by the military to resign and continue CDM and also sought
to encourage the military and police to join the CDM.
The leading person in the effort to inﬂict social punishment on non-CDM civil
servants was Zaw Wai Soe, an orthopedic surgeon and the rector of the University of Medicine (1) in Yangon. On 20 February, he posted on Facebook that he
would abandon all his oaths, honor, and dignity as a doctor to ﬁght the military
(Zaw Wai Soe 2021a). His dedication was praised by many people, and he became the leading ﬁgure in the CDM. He theorizes the CDM as a three-step
movement and claims the current step of CDM must move to the ﬁnal stage of
CDM: “Total CDM.” He pointed out that the continued survival of the military
was because of the non-CDM civil servants. On 23 February, he posted a letter
on Facebook and declared the non-CDM public servants are also killers, and
they would be severely punished (Zaw Wai Soe 2021b). Thus, the peaceful CDM
began to take a vengeful path toward those who did not follow the CDM.
While Henry David Thoreau, the father of the Civil Disobedience Movement,
said “this is no reason why I should do as they do or permit others to suffer
much greater pain of a different kind,” (Thoreau 1963) the keyboard ﬁghters
took the social punishment so far that it downgraded the whole nonviolent
movement to a dehumanizing movement that later justiﬁed the killings of nonCDM public servants by the People’s Defense Forces (PDF). The armed groups
that were formed in the cities were directed by the social media inﬂuencers to
perform the missions called the “Clearing of Dalan,” in which the PDF assassinated non-CDM civil servants under the instructions of social media inﬂuencers.
Political divide between democratic groups
in Myanmar politics
Without a constitutional amendment, the military will always have the power to
control the politics of the country, and the pro-democratic forces faced a dilemma
of whether to accept the undesirable constitutional arrangement of 2008. There
were two factions within the NLD on the issue. The hardcore faction, inspired
by Marxism and communism, favored rejecting the 2008 constitution and taking
up arms to defend democracy. By contrast, the soft faction planned to achieve
full-ﬂedged democracy through constitutional reforms after accepting the 2008
constitution (Bhattacherjee 2014: 3–4). Ultimately, the NLD decided to take the
path of constitutional reform and entered the election. But the political elites have
always had in mind that the military can take back what they give anytime, and
to remove the military’s iron grip on the country’s future, the most important task
for the pro-democratic groups is to amend the constitution, which reserved 25
percent of seats in the Hluttaw for the military (Gupta 2014). The public mocked
and ignored the early warnings from the military, as well as political elites, and
many even dared the military by spreading slogans on social media like “If you
want to take it, take the garbage,” etc. when there were rumors about possible
military coup. By contrast, there were several meetings happening between the
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military and the NLD in Nay Pyi Taw, as well as in Yangon, from 28 to 31 January,
where the military asked the NLD leadership to postpone the forming of the
Hluttaw and to check ballots from the previous election under a new Union Election Committee (Reuters 2021). Thus, the NLD leadership already took notice
of the possible military takeover while the public was not aware of it.
The military takeover on 1 February shocked the public, and after the coup, people were waiting for news from Aung San Suu Kyi to decide whether to protest.
Even after the widespread increase in anti-military coup campaigns, there was no
systematically uniﬁed anti-military group with a leadership position. Major conﬂict erupted between the Marxist and the democratic factions among the political
elites. The age-old Marxist faction had once been the most inﬂuential in Myanmar
politics and was still trying to recapture its prestigious position from the democratic faction (which they called opportunists) that had joined hands with the
military. The democratic faction, however, viewed the Marxist faction as an aggressive and dangerous group that could destroy the harmony they had built by
reaching out to the military. These two groups constantly clashed with each other
whenever a decision had to be made. The entire anti-military movement, which
began in February, was led by a competition between these two factions.
When the CDM movement was discussed, many claimed it would be an invisible movement looking like the product of someone’s intentional design but
not produced by anyone in particular. However, the facts laid out above clearly
show the whole movement was designed to strangle the military by using the
public as a mean. In other word, NLD decided to abandon their political duties
of negotiations and instead shoved everything on the shoulder of the public.
And the general public had to pay the price of lives, families and occupations.
Therefore, instead of an invisible hand, the CDM is a process of invisible hands:
it looks disconnected on the surface but is the product of an individual’s or a
group’s intentional design (Nozick 1974).
As mentioned previously, Min Ko Naing presented a strategy to the public
which is designed to remove Military control and the release of Aung Sann Suu
Kyi on 5th of February. His strategy is comprised of two parts. The ﬁrst was to
place the general public as the driving force of the whole movement (Min Ko
Naing 2021c) and the second is placing the CDM of civil servants as the most
important above other actions (Min Ko Naing 2021d). In sum, his plan was to
use the CDM of civil servants to cripple and destroy the bureaucratic system
as a whole to pressure the military. Therefore, the CDM of the civil servants
became the center of the whole movement later on. The events after February
5th were aftermaths of Min Ko Naing’s strategy. Since then, he began to instigate
the young generations to increase the movement’s momentum by utilizing social
media as political tool (e.g., Facebook and Twitter). This led to the forming of
an online society dubbed the “Keyboard ﬁghters” who stood electronically
against the military without participating in street protests. They included
youths from abroad, as well as domestic youths from universities and colleges
in Yangon. They became most powerful force since then as they created Facebook pages and interrogated the people close to them if they were supporters
of the military. Although their judgment were based on whether the suspects
posted or shared any anti-military posts and photos on social media, they were
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feared by general public for their brutal social punishments on social media.
For instance, people had to show them their photos of participating in protests
as evidence of not being related to military personnel. And if someone is decided as guilty of not supporting CDM, they and their whole family is socially
punished by the general public who followed these keyboard ﬁghters.
The ”Suu, Yway, Hlutt“ faction
and the general strike committee
“Suu, Yway, Hlutt” is a synonym for “Release Aung San Suu Kyi, Accept the
results of 2020 election and call for Hluttaw to be made up of the NLD.”
Prominent ﬁgures from this faction included Min Ko Naing, Myoe Yan Naung
Thein, Zaw Wai Soe, Pencello, and other social media inﬂuencers. The “Suu,
Yway, Hlutt” faction encouraged civil servants to engage in the CDM to force
the military into accepting their three demands. The CDM was the most important tool for the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction to build up its inﬂuence in the
anti-military movement. The faction was also supported by members of the
NLD. For instance, the people’s representatives who were staying in government housing in Nay Pyi Taw made announcement 1/2021, in which they
claimed themselves as the only legitimate representatives following the 2008
constitution, and they demanded the immediate release of Aung San Suu Kyi
and President Win Myint on 3 February 2021 (Chair NLD 2021). The very ﬁrst
formal statement of the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH)
on 8 February gave full support to the CDM and asked that all people encourage public servants to take part in the movement (CRPH 2021e).
The most inﬂuential actor in the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction was Min Ko Naing.
His famous letter to the people of Myanmar was entitled the “anti-military coup
nonviolent campaign.” In the letter, released to the public on 7 February, he
stated that CRPH was the only organization that has the “mandate” and “legitimacy” to be the government of Myanmar and that the CRPH was in motion
to face against the military, which had seized power illegitimately (Min Ko
Naing 2021b). He asked the public to encourage public servants to take part
in the CDM because it was the most lethal tool against the military. On 14
February, he again posted a video of his speech on Facebook social media, in
which he stated that it was the most important week of the CDM and that this
movements would be the military’s Achilles’ heel (Min Ko Naing 2021g). From
his speeches, it is clear that the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction planned to pressure
the military by utilizing the public servants and their participation in the CDM.
On 24 February, Min Ko Naing again posted a letter on his Facebook proﬁle,
this time entitled “CDM of the people or another strategic play.” He introduced
the CRPH to the public by declaring it was working to form a legitimate government that would be another strategic part of the CDM (Min Ko Naing
2021a). The “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction planned to use the CDM as a foundation
for the CRPH by creating the Union government, which could be claimed to
have legitimacy because it was part of the CDM. They continued to spread the
idea that civil servants had the duty to continue with the CDM so that the Union
government could show that the public does not want to be under military rule.
While the idea of public ofﬁcials performing the CDM came from Thoreau’s
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suggestion that such ofﬁcials should resign their ofﬁce if they really want to do
something against the injustice of the government, the original instruction only
suggested that the revolution will ﬁnish when people refused allegiance and the
public ofﬁcers resigned their ofﬁces (Thoreau 1963). The instructions about
what to do next if the targeted government was not hampered by the movement
were not mentioned in his book. Nevertheless, Zaw Wai Soe, who took the
leading role in the CDM after Min Ko Naing, used it as a tool to shift the blame
to non-CDM public servants.
Meanwhile, a challenge to the inﬂuence of “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction was
raised by the General Strike Committee (GSC), which formed on 20 February
when 25 different organizations from different ﬁelds, including political
groups, joined together to promote the idea that people should not be happy
with just “Suu, Yway, Hlutt,” which would only mean returning to life with
military involvement. They proposed that everyone ﬁght for full democracy
without the military by any means necessary. They explained that the nonviolent path could not take the revolution forward and pointed out that the
NLD’s acts of reconciliation were never successful. Therefore, they adopted a
strict rule of never negotiating with the military and spread their idea to the
public. Their visions were threefold: (1) to work for the end of military dictatorship, (2) to abolish the 2008 constitution, and (3) to establish a federal democratic union (Min Ko Naing 2021c). The GSC became a challenge to the
“Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction because the GSC indirectly implied that if the 2008
constitution was rejected as undemocratic, the “legitimacy” and “mandate” of
CRPH, which was derived from the results of the 2020 election under the constitution, would be lost.
Although the GSC in its founding statement declared its position that it accepted the election results of 2020, it took the anti-military revolution further
than “Suu, Yway, Hlutt.” However, it was bitterly opposed by the public, which
saw the faction as competing with the leading position of CRPH. Many negative
comments can be seen on the GSC’s Facebook page on 20 February 2021 (Min
Ko Naing 2021b). One reason the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction did not associate
with the GSC was because it saw the latter as a group of communists inﬂuenced
by the Marxist faction. Their worries were justiﬁed because the members of the
GSC were mostly from student unions around the country and Marxist political
groups. They were unpopular in Myanmar politics because they constantly criticized the NLD for conceding too much to the military in the past and instigated anti-government campaigns under the NLD government.
When the GSC stated that the public was united in its hatred for the military
and the time was ripe to remove it from Myanmar politics, people started to
reconsider their support for the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction. The GSC gained
a momentous upper hand when members of the prestigious Yangon University
Student Union marched onto the campus of the University of Yangon on 25
February and delivered a speech at the old Student Union building. This
demonstration without violence pressured the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction to
give up its demands and showed the military the strength of the university students (Albert Einstein Institution 2021). The movement that day brought the
GSC into the spotlight when student unions from all around the country an-
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nounced they would ﬁght (1) to bring an end to the military dictatorship, (2)
to abolish the 2008 constitution, and (3) to establish a federal democratic union
(Min Ko Naing 2021b). The GSC had planned and strategized psychological
interventions for nonviolent harassment better than the ruthless social media
inﬂuencers were able to accomplish. For example, pictures of Myanmar military
soldiers were displayed with the words “I suffered when you are enjoying luxury” in public places. This was a satirical comment that the soldiers of low ranks
have to do the dirty work under the command of generals who are living in opulence (M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence 2020). The GSC also successfully encouraged the students to withdraw from government educational
institutions. Through literature and speeches, they peacefully advocated resistance to the military (Albert Einstein Institution 2021).
Given the public’s criticism directed at them, the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction
changed their goals on 5 March, stating they too now aimed (1) to bring an end
to the military dictatorship, (2) to ensure the unconditional release of all unlawful detainees, including President U Win Myint and State Counselor Daw
Aung San Suu Kyi, (3) to achieve full-ﬂedged democracy, and (4) to rescind the
2008 constitution and write a new constitution based on the federal system
(CRPH 2021a). The GSC also announced that it agreed with the CRPH announcement to join forces to work together for their goals on 6 March 2021
(Min Ko Naing 2021a). Although the “Suu, Yway, Hlutt” faction agreed with
the GSC, rumors spread that the CRPH still wanted to follow the path of reconciliation with the military. The GSC’s inﬂuence grew to such an extent that
the CRPH eventually had to announce the abolition of the 2008 constitution
on 31 March 2021 to satisfy the public (CRPH 2021a). Since then, the anti-military movement of Myanmar has taken the path of armed struggle to the extent
that the National Unity Government (NUG), which was established on 16 April
2021, created the People’s Defense Force (PDF) on 5 May 2021 (CRPH 2021d).
This led to the creation of multiple local PDFs that did not fall under the command of the NUG and waged their battles in their own way. According to the
MIPS report, there were 380 PDFs in Myanmar. The peaceful nonviolent movement ended, and the brutal path of armed struggle had begun.
Conclusion
The CDM in Myanmar has failed as a nonviolent movement but has had a successful strategy of utilizing coercion and threats to push the whole burden of
the revolution onto the shoulders of public servants. Like the anti-Muslim 969
movement was formed with the support of the military, which was the real power
behind it, the CDM movement became a movement driven by a group of politicians who changed public opinion through social media (Facebook, in particular) (Routray 2014). The movement was not formed spontaneously. Although
the anti-military revolution in 2021 was rooted in public hatred over military
rule, the CDM, social punishments, and Dalanizations were the products of
proﬁt-seeking politicians and people who sought to make public servants the
ones to shoulder all the burden. To quote Kant, it is immoral to use people as a
means to achieve one’s goal. Whoever took part in the process that simply treats
people’s lives as a means to an end has no right to claim justice on their side.
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When US President Bill Clinton apologized for the United States and the world
community not doing enough to try to limit the violence and genocide in
Rwanda, it was too late because lives had already been lost (Power 2001). Currently, there are many groups of the People’s Defense Force (PDF) in cities
whose leaders are anonymous, and their priority is to remove the “dalans” (Spies
or Informers). By contrast, the military with its most brutal means is trying to
suppress the public. All of this is happening in full view of the world community,
which is not raising their voices to stop the ﬁghting. It is becoming more and
more dangerous for those who openly say that the situation in Myanmar is deteriorating. Anyone who talks about peace and negotiation is treated as a traitor
by the anti-military groups and ignored by the military.
In the future, the only possible scenario for Myanmar to achieve peace and democracy is for the military to continue to play a role until an election is held and political power is given to their favorite political party. Therefore it is impossible that
the detained public leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi will be released in the coming
years. One unexpected factor is the increase in the political power of anti-military
armed groups, which are not allied with the NUG. There is also the possibility of
having new leadership led by communists and socialists, since a lot of youths are
heavily inﬂuenced by Marxism. Lastly, the path of peaceful reconciliation left by
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi will be completely abandoned if there is no liberal political
thought in Myanmar, which is a difﬁcult issue because most people have no understanding of liberal thought, and the public views liberalism as a weak political
ideology. However, if there is an alternate solution for the future of Myanmar,
spreading liberalism to the public through education and media is the only method
for democracy because democracy cannot survive in a completely illiberal society.
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Unrest in Myanmar
after the coup of 2021
Min Thang
Since the earliest days of the independence movement, the Tatmadaw (Myanmar Armed Forces)
has played an important role in Burma politics. Before independence, the military’s primary role
had been to liberate the country from foreign domination, particularly by the British and the
Japanese. Having previously been under British rule, the country gained independence in 1948.
Military rule started in 1958, and direct military rule happened when Ne Win seized power in
1962, Than Shwe in 1988, and Min Aung Hlaing in 2021. Military control of the government is
nothing new for the people of Myanmar. The reason for the military coup on 1 February 2021
was to combat purported fraud in the 2020 general election. In the following days, people protested
in various ways all across the country. Hundreds of thousands of people participated in non-violent
demonstrations, and the military and police increasingly used force to violently crack down on
the protesters. In turn, youths have also taken to using handmade guns (tu mae in Burmese) to
resist the military. This paper analyzes military rule in Myanmar after the coups of 1962, 1988,
and 2021 and highlights the impact of and the challenges posed by the most recent coup. The
paper also studies the challenges faced by young people in the country and their resistance to the
military amid the COVID-19 pandemic in Myanmar. The ﬁnal section will examine the domestic
and international responses to the ongoing dictatorship in Myanmar.

KEYWORDS: REFORMS BEFORE 2021; MILITARY COUP; CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE MOVEMENT;
COVID-19 IN MYANMAR; ASEAN.

This paper is dedicated to
my beloved father, Ri Tang (Late)
Introduction

Myanmar is characterized by great ethnic and religious diversity, and the government ofﬁcially recognizes 135 ‘races’ or taingyintha. The country came under
direct control of the military in 1962, after which the Ne Win regime held power
until 1988. A bloody coup on 18 September 1988 brought a new military regime
to power: the State Law and Order Restoration Council (Seekins 1992: 246). In
the early morning hours of 1 February 2021, the Tatmadaw staged a coup and
arrested President U Win Myint and other civilian ofﬁcials. A yearlong state of
emergency was ordered under section 417 of the 2008 constitution, with a promise that new elections would take place one year after what they labeled as ‘fraudulent elections’ in November 2020. This coup transferred all legislative,
executive, and judicial power of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar to the
Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services by Vice President U Myint Swe,
who had been appointed by the military. In response, nationwide protests broke
out, and the military junta has used systemic and arbitrary violence against anticoup protesters. One year after the coup, the Myanmar junta continues to use
violence against, pressure, detain, beat, arrest, and kill the demonstrators. It has
killed more than 2,000 demonstrators across the country. The people of Myanmar have strongly rejected and continue to resist the coup. Despite the COVID19 restrictions on gatherings, anti-coup protest groups have formed on the
streets. With the military’s extreme escalation of violence on demonstrators, civilians have formed local militias and taken up arms to resist the coup.
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Background and context of Myanmar

The British occupied Burma in 1825, 1852, and 1885, and the country (named
Burma was changed into Myanmar in 1989 by the military regime) gained independence from British rule in 1948 (Ghosh 2000). In this paper, I will use
the term Burma and Myanmar interchangeably. I will also use the term Burmese
means to all nationalities in Union and in language Burmese means Bamar language. U Nu became the ﬁrst prime minister of Burma, and the country had a
parliamentary government from 1948 to 1958. The country faced various problems, including issues of federalism and civil wars along ethnic and ideological
lines. After the military seized control in 1958, and U Nu appointed Ne Win to
several cabinet posts, both the military and police presence increased substantially. The new Burmese (Bamar) political system became unitary, and nonBamar ethnic groups felt uneasy in a Bamar-dominated political system (Topich,
William and Leitich 2013). Myanmar has adopted three different constitutions:
in 1947, 1974, and 2008. According to the 1974 constitution, Burma is divided
into seven states and seven divisions for administrative purposes. The states
were mostly hill ethnic groups, and the ethnic Bamar groups were predominant
in the divisions. The 2008 constitution renamed these divisions as ‘regions.’
Mutual distrust between the successive majority-Bamar-led central governments
and the country’s ethnic minorities has been a continuous source of problems.
All major ethnic minorities have engaged in some form of violent or non-violent
protest against the central government to achieve equal rights and autonomy
under a federal government (Kipgen 2015: 20–21).
Following independence in 1948, Burma’s government was based on a parliamentary democracy characterized by weak internal and external sovereignty. U
Nu was opposed by the armed communist groups, which viewed his civilian
administration as a continuation of Western colonialism and capitalism. The
government also faced armed rebellions by various ethnic groups seeking
greater autonomy or even independent statehood. In 1962, Ne Win staged a
military coup to reinforce the central government’s hold on power in response
to these countervailing forces. Under successive military regimes, the country’s
human and physical resources were exhausted through political repression, isolationism, mismanagement, and corruption. Ne Win nationalized private businesses, established state ownership of most enterprises and industries, expelled
foreign companies, and restricted foreign trade. He also banned all political
parties (except for the Burma Socialist Program Party), imposed strict controls
on political and economic activity, controlled government ofﬁcials, farmers, and
workers through their respective organizations, and restricted people’s movement and contact with foreigners (Maung Thawnghmung 2019). The principle
of the military playing a continuous role was incorporated into the draft constitution that emerged from the National Convention (James 2005).
All the country’s state leaders – from U Nu, Ne Win, and Than Shwe to Thein
Sein, Htein Kyaw, and Win Myint – have made attempts to favor, protect, and
promote Buddhism in defense of the national religion, and the constitution of
2008 favors the nation’s Buddhist monks over other religions in the country,
especially Christians and Muslims. In the 1950s and 1960s, U Nu used his executive power to create the Ministry of Religious Affairs, employed the state
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treasury to promote Buddhism, and made Buddhism the state religion, against
the expressed will of ethnic groups like the Chin, Kachin, and Karen, who represent the overwhelming majority of Christians in the country (Pum Za Mang
2016). U Nu brought religion into national politics and changed the 1947 constitution that had already been approved by Aung San and other ethnic leaders.
Eventually, these actions led to the collapse of the democratic federal system of
secular governance in the country. For many decades, the central government
developed Burmanization toward other ethnic nationalities in the country. With
the support of the central government and Bamar ethnic nationalities, U Nu
made Buddhism the state religion (Pum Za Mang 2016). After the military government took power, equality and justice no longer prevailed in Myanmar. The
Burmese language, spoken by the Bamar, was made compulsory in all educational institutions and government ofﬁces. Students were required to learn
Burmese in schools and colleges, and it was made the only ofﬁcial language for
raising formal agenda items in Parliament. For several reasons, ethnic groups
other than the Bamar majority were apprehensive about the gradual changes
in the government’s policies. The changes went against the principle of the Panglong Agreement on local autonomy based on equality and unity in diversity.
Bamar culture and religion were imposed on non-Bamar groups. The nonBamar population construed the changes as a mischievous Burmanization policy to promote Bamar chauvinism (Kipgen 2016). The Ne Win regime actively
suppressed diverse social groups, particularly non-Bamar cultural and political
identities, by banning minority languages from state schools (South 2008).
From 1948 to 1958, Myanmar was a parliamentary democracy, but political
events between 1962 and 2011 isolated the country from the world. Under the
military dictatorship, there was a restriction on contact with the outside world.
Only a few journalists were accepted but faced restrictions when traveling (Lintner 1989). After almost 50 years of military dictatorship, the Tatmadaw created
a new constitution in 2008, held multiparty elections in 2010, and transferred
power to a nominally civilian government led by Thein Sein and the pro-military
party USDP in 2011. These actions transformed Myanmar into a formally democratic state, but the substance of democracy was constrained by constitutional
provisions that gave the military control over national security, as well as strong
positions of power within Parliament, government, and public administration
(Stokke 2019). In February 2021, the Tatmadaw again seized power and arrested the country’s leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, as well as other political leaders.
Since then, as of July 4, 2022 more than 2,057 people have been killed and
11,393 people detained, according to AAPP (2021), which has been met with
massive civilian protests. Ethnic minorities in Myanmar have long been targets
of the military. Thousands of ethnic minorities have been displaced from their
homes due to the ongoing conﬂict between the Tatmadaw, local militias, and
ethnic armed organizations (EAOs), which can be traced back to the 1950s
(Smietana 2021).
Reform in Myanmar (2010–2020)

Myanmar experienced civil wars after 1948 and has been under military control
since 1962. Under these conditions, the military has been maintained by the
central and Bamar governments. From the very beginning, the military was

43

UNREST IN MYANMAR

deeply embedded in politics and government, which continued under Aung
San, Ne Win (Cook and Minogue 1993), Than Shwe, Thein Sein, and Min Aung
Hlaing. In 2011, political power was transferred to a civilian government after
almost 70 years of brutal dictatorship; however, there was still a military-backed
government under the leadership of President Thein Sein, and the military continued to have major political and economic sway over the country. The new
government (National League for Democracy, or NLD) carried out a series of
political and economic reforms, as detailed below.
Political reforms
Perhaps the most signiﬁcant changes were made in the political sphere in 2011.
In his inaugural address in March 2011, President Thein Sein reached out to
critics of the military junta, which in one form or another had ruled the nation
for 60 years, and emphasized the need for people to put their differences aside
and collaborate for the good of the country. Aung San Suu Kyi was released
from house arrest. In January 2012, the NLD became a legally registered political party and in April of that year contested elections. It won 43 out of 45 seats
– a result the military accepted (Chalk 2013). Myanmar became the darling of
the world after its reforms in 2010. Not only the world’s top leaders like US
President Barack Obama but also ﬁlm stars like Jackie Chan, Angelina Jolie,
and others visited the country. The new democratic government in Parliament
enacted a series of socio-political, economic, and administrative reforms.
Economic reforms
In the early 2010s, Myanmar was in the midst of an astonishing transformation
from dark dictatorship to peaceful and prosperous democracy. Trade embargos
were rolled back, and billions of dollars in aid were promised to make up for
lost time. Several top businessmen were investing in Myanmar (Thant MyintU 2019). In 2014, the country’s economy was the fastest growing in the world
(Thant Myint-U 2019: 14). In the 2010 census ﬁgures, 25.6% (i.e., 16 million
people) had been living below the poverty line, and of the total employed, 31%
(i.e., 9 million) were earning less than USD 1.25 a day based on 2008 census
ﬁgures. The rural areas had twice the level of poverty of urban areas, particularly
in the Chin and Rakhine states (Bhasin 2014).
Myanmar had witnessed major economic growth over the previous several
decades – in particular, since moving towards a more market-oriented economy
in 2010. As new industries were emerging and greater foreign direct investment
entered the country, urbanization and rising incomes led to greater opportunities for rural populations to seek out income diversiﬁcation (Müller, Schmidt
and Kirkleeng 2020). Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD came to power in 2016, bringing high hopes for positive change in the country. However, the new government also faced major challenges. The military inﬂuence continued in public
institutions and over the economy. The business environment in Myanmar was
becoming better but still faced some big challenges. For ease of doing business,
Myanmar improved from 182nd out of 189 countries in 2014 to 170th out of 190
countries in 2017. Between 2011 and 2016, an average of 46 reforms were implemented annually to make it easier to set up a business (DFAT 2016). The
Union-level government played a strong role in economic development in
Myanmar, including responsibility for managing licenses in the lucrative natural
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resources sectors (Chandra 2021). After decades of isolation from the Western
nations and limited interaction with its neighbors to the east, Myanmar embarked on a series of socio-economic reforms across all sectors in 2012 (Kandiko Howson and Lall 2019). International economic sanctions were also eased,
and this transition caused various changes. After the democratic transition
started, the manufacturing industry expanded its share from 20.4% of GDP in
2007 to 32.1% in 2012 (JICA 2013). The military government announced a referendum in May 2008 to approve a new constitution for the country and a general election in 2010. They already controlled the new parliament with an
allocation of 25 percent of seats and veto power over parliamentary decisions.
The proposed constitution guaranteed people’s right to form political organizations, including unions (Paul 2010).
The military coup 2021

In the early morning hours before Myanmar’s newly elected parliament was to
convene on 1 February 2021, the military detained State Counsellor Aung San
Suu Kyi, President U Win Myint, cabinet ministers, NLD central executive
committee members, the chief ministers of Myanmar’s states and regions, and
members of other political parties and representatives of civil society. As the
military carried out these targeted raids, it also cut off Internet and mobile telephone networks in the country’s political capital, Naypyitaw, and its economic
capital, Yangon, and took the state television channel off the air. In a statement
read out on a military-owned channel, the army said it had detained NLD leaders and ofﬁcials and was invoking the state of emergency provisions in the 2008
constitution, thereby transferring all executive, legislative, and judicial powers
to Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing for one year (ICG 2021a). The
claimed justiﬁcation for these actions was serious election fraud, which represented an act or attempt “to take over the sovereignty of the Union by insurgency, violence and wrongful forcible means” in contravention of Article 417
of the Constitution of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. Articles 418 and
419 provide that, once a state of emergency has been declared under Article
417, the “legislative, executive and judicial powers of the Union (shall be transferred) to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services” (Centre for Law
and Democracy 2021).
After the coup, the people of Myanmar faced a triple crisis: the COVID-19
pandemic, climate change, and the military coup itself. The State Administration Council (SAC) arrested the country’s leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, and other
political leaders (Smietana 2021). After a few days, many politicians, civilians,
and government workers started protesting by beating pots and pans in Yangon
every night from 8 p.m. to 9 p.m. During the day, many civilians, politicians,
civil servants, healthcare workers, religious leaders, and government workers
peacefully protested in every corner of Myanmar. Tens of thousands of people
demonstrated in Yangon and across the country. The day was known as the
22222 Revolution this name immediately calls to mind the 8888 Uprising of
1988 in Myanmar. Military groups brutally killed people and arrested and tortured many civilians (mostly youth) protesting in the streets. They lost their
lives for resisting the military coup. The military ordered the arrest of civilians

45

UNREST IN MYANMAR

participating in demonstrations without a permit. Civilians lived in fear, anxiety,
and insecurity after the coup.
Barbed-wire roadblocks were set up across Yangon and in other cities. Residents gathered at ATMs and food stalls, while some shops and homes removed
the symbols of Aung San Suu Kyi and the ﬂag of the NLD party, which typically
decorated the streets and walls of the city. International organizations and governments condemned the takeover, saying it is a setback for the limited democratic reforms Myanmar had made (Milko 2021b). Interreligious religious
groups like Buddhists, Christians, Muslims, and Hindus joined together in
peaceful anti-coup protests nationwide. Pastors, monks, priests, nuns, and seminarians from various places showed solidarity with the people of Myanmar by
holding up placards calling for democracy at the entrances of churches, and
there was interreligious prayer in Yangon. Hundreds of Christians, mostly
young people from cities like Yangon and Mandalay, joined other protesters.
Generation Z also played a key role in the anti-coup protests.
On 16 April 2021, politicians and activists in Myanmar announced the formation
of the National Unity Government (NUG) and several key positions in the new
government, which (besides the elected ofﬁcials from the NLD) included several
members of Myanmar’s ethnic nationalities. In June, the SAC ofﬁcially canceled
the results of the election that had been held on 8 November 2020. The SAC
announced the formation of a new caretaker government with Min Aung Hlaing
as prime minister and Soe Win as deputy prime minister (Ray and Giannini
2021). In a televised second speech on 1 August, six months after the coup, Min
Aung Hlaing promised to hold a “free and fair multiparty general election” by
August 2023 at the latest, after the two-year state of emergency expires (Kyodo
News 2021). Following seven months of instability, Myanmar’s parallel government, the NUG, declared nationwide resistance to the military regime.
The rise of the Civil Disobedience Movement

The Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) was formed just two days after the
2021 coup. Refusing to work under military rule, doctors left their hospitals,
railway staff stayed home, banks closed, and school teachers and many others
refused to work. Medical workers across Myanmar began a civil disobedience
protest to show their disapproval and express their desire not to work for the
new military government. Health workers in government hospitals and facilities
issued a statement against the coup. Photos showing workers with red ribbons
pinned to their clothes or holding printed photos of red ribbons were shared
on social media. Others used a three-ﬁnger salute as a symbol for the prodemocracy protests. Some of those on strike began volunteering at charity
health clinics, many of which had been shut down as a precaution against a
surge in COVID-19 cases. To combat the outbreak of COVID-19, donated
medical equipment had arrived in Myanmar and the government increased bed
capacity with new quarantine centers, clinics, and hospitals, but the lack of staff
was a continuous problem. The coup came just a few days after Myanmar had
launched its vaccination campaign with some 1.5 million doses of a two-shot
vaccine from India (Milko 2021a). It is unclear how many people in Myanmar
have received this vaccine. Many civilians are fearful of this particular COVID-
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19 vaccine because they distrust the military regime. Some say the COVID-19
vaccine donated by India was the only vaccine the military families, and the rest
are already expired without vaccinating its own people.
Civilians from all walks of life have joined civil servants in a wider CDM by
boycotting products and services from military-owned businesses. They have
also boycotted the state lottery and stopped putting advertisements and death
notices in state-run newspapers. In addition, they are withdrawing their savings
from government- and military-owned banks. However, civil servants refusing
to work under the military regime are facing repression as the regime has threatened striking government employees with suspension, dismissal, and eviction
from staff quarters; and yet, the civil servants are continuing their strike (Irrawaddy 2021b). Since the coup, the people of Myanmar have not only faced a
political crisis but also battled the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, conﬂict, and a refugee crisis.
COVID-19 becomes a political crisis

The WHO declared COVID-19 a global pandemic on 11 March 2020, and
Myanmar identiﬁed its ﬁrst conﬁrmed case on 23 March in Chin State (World
Bank 2021). The country’s testing capacity is still very limited. It has only four
COVID-19 laboratories – three in Yangon and one in Mandalay – with a combined ability to test 1,000 people a day at most (Hmue Angel 2020). Since
February 2021, many healthcare workers and other civil servants have stopped
working as part of a peaceful, non-violent CDM against the coup. The COVID19 pandemic has disrupted the country’s fragile existing health systems and affected its many health services. The CDM has spread throughout the healthcare
workforce, resulting in the closure of public hospitals and leading to a health
crisis. While the global community has been ﬁghting COVID-19, Myanmar’s
citizens have also been ﬁghting for freedom from oppression. This is a necessary
response to protect human rights against risks that increase the spread of
COVID-19 at a time when coordinated efforts to manage COVID-19 are frustrated by political restrictions. Since the coup, many peaceful protesters have
been threatened, injured, or killed, and the planned COVID-19 vaccination
program has been thrown into uncertainty because of the coup. The coup
threatens the health and human security of Myanmar and beyond, due to the
danger of a possible COVID-19 pandemic wave. Without help from the global
community, the people of Myanmar risk losing the battle against the disease
and their long ﬁght to emerge from military rule and oppression (Su Myat Han,
et al. 2021).
Most civilians distrust the military regime, which has reversed the country’s
hard-won progress in the ﬁght against the COVID-19 pandemic. While
COVID-19 data has gone unreported since the military seized power, the shortage of staff, military violence against medical staff, and the widespread lack of
trust in authorities have weakened Myanmar’s already under-resourced healthcare sector, rendering it less capable to manage care and carry out vaccinations
(Wittekind 2021: 2). The COVID-19 vaccination campaign is the latest example
of the political use of the pandemic in post-coup Myanmar. The country received its ﬁrst shipment of vaccines from India a little more than a week before
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the coup. While healthcare workers lined up to receive the vaccine at the end
of January, they refused to receive their second doses after the coup (Wittekind
2021:4).
The people of Myanmar have shifted their attention from the deadly virus to
the pro-democracy movement. They have taken to the streets in protests across
the country to show their opposition to the military overthrowing an elected
government. Although the protesters wear facemasks, there is no social distancing as they chant slogans, sing songs of deﬁance, and hold up placards. The low
rate of testing comes after thousands of health workers, including doctors and
nurses, walked out of hospitals, clinics, and laboratories to join the CDM. The
strike by health workers has stopped COVID-19 testing and shut down staterun hospitals across the country (UCA News 2021b). Myanmar’s banking system has been paralyzed since the coup as hundreds of branches of at least 31
local and 13 foreign banks have closed their doors due to staff strikes. All banking services have been halted in the country, except for mobile banking and
ATM services. As a result, almost all trading companies, especially those engaged in sea-bound trade, have been forced to halt operations, as the banks are
unable to issue the documents needed to import and export goods. Companies
are struggling to pay salaries because the banks are not providing payroll services. Businesses are also suffering from a cash shortage as bank branches are
closed, and the regime has ordered limits on cash withdrawals for both individuals and companies (Irrawaddy 2021a).
Local armed resistance to the coup

Since the coup, Myanmar has seen massive displays of resistance across the
country. A core element of this opposition has been the CDM, comprising public and private sector workers who refuse to work under the military regime.
The military has responded to the peaceful protesters with violent crackdowns,
arrests, intimidation, and the killing of civilians. As a result, the resistance has
gradually shifted from being exclusively peaceful to becoming partially armed,
with a focus on defending civilians and targeting the military’s personnel and
property (Kyed and Ah 2021). In this shift, civilians have formed defense groups
– mostly young men and women with handmade guns (known as tu mae in
Burmese). The Chinland Defense Force (CDF) was formed on 4 April 2021
from all nine townships of Chin State before the People’s Defense Force (PDF),
which was formed by the NUG. On 24 April, CDF members in the Mindat
township clashed with security forces for the ﬁrst time after the ofﬁcers had refused to release seven people – three men and four women – detained for putting up anti-regime strikers in town. The protesters had demanded the detainees
be released, and when a police ofﬁcer ﬁred into the crowd, the defense force
retaliated, reportedly killing three of the security forces. The situation rapidly
escalated, and the army attempted to bring troops by road to reinforce the overwhelmed local battalion in Mindat. On 26 and 27 April, CDF ﬁghters ambushed military convoys on the roads leading into town, reportedly killing more
than 30 troops, destroying army trucks, and looting weapons (ICG 2021b).
In the week after the coup, as the Tatmadaw began its campaign to suppress
protest and other forms of dissent, many communities and groups of protesters
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across Myanmar began forming militias to protect themselves from regime violence and launched an armed resistance. Some 250 groups emerged over the
past 10 months and have carried out regular attacks on regime targets. The resistance groups, many of which have the words “defense force” in their names,
range from underground urban cells consisting of a few people to large, wellorganized militias with hundreds of ﬁghters equipped with modern light arms.
All the resistance groups rely mainly on asymmetric warfare tactics, including
assassinations, and have been killing several people per day, including regimeappointed local administrators, USDP members, security force personnel, and
alleged informants (known as Dalan in Burmese). In addition, there have been
hundreds of explosions across the country. Targets include government and
local administration ofﬁces and houses, businesses owned by the military, homes
or businesses of alleged informants, police, and military posts. The local resistance forces have received better training, mostly from ethnic armed groups,
and managed to supplement their makeshift arsenals with more modern
ﬁrearms. They have also been conducting more deadly attacks on security
forces. In various cities, the militants have done drive-by shootings to kill policemen and soldiers manning security posts and checkpoints. And in rural
areas, resistance forces have regularly hit military convoys with roadside bombs,
including as part of complex attacks where the ﬁghters follow the explosions
with small arms ﬁre, causing death tolls in the double digits (ICG 2021c).
Regime’s blockade of humanitarian aid

Myanmar’s military junta is blocking desperately needed humanitarian aid from
reaching millions of displaced people and others at risk. The United Nations,
the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), and concerned governments should press the SAC to urgently allow aid to reach everyone in need.
The junta and its security forces have imposed new travel restrictions on humanitarian workers, blocked access roads and aid convoys, destroyed non-military supplies, attacked aid workers, and shut down telecommunication services.
Since the coup, it has carried out a nationwide crackdown on anti-coup
protesters and the political opposition, which amounts to crimes against humanity and other abuses. Fighting in some ethnic minority areas has expanded,
resulting in war crimes. The crisis has displaced over 284,000 people, with an
estimated 22,000 refugees ﬂeeing to India and Thailand. The military has imposed new restrictions, creating a nationwide humanitarian catastrophe (HRW
2021). While Myanmar authorities have long impeded access to aid for vulnerable groups, the military junta has established new restrictions, creating
a nationwide humanitarian catastrophe. The UN estimates that the number
of people needing assistance will grow from 1 million before the coup to 14.4
million by 2022, including more than 5 million children. About 25 million
people, or half the population, could be living below the national poverty line
(HRW 2021). The Tatmadaw is using its long-established “four cuts” counterinsurgency strategy in these areas – a cruel approach that deliberately targets
civilians to deprive insurgents of food, funds, recruits, and intelligence on troop
movements. Attacks on populated areas are an integral part of this strategy,
along with the looting of food stores and denial of relief supplies, in clear violation of international humanitarian law (ICG 2021b). Between 1 February

49

UNREST IN MYANMAR

2021 and 7 May 2022, the military and its afﬁliated groups burned down approximately 18,886 civilian houses to crush a growing resistance after the coup.
Chin state alone is 1,130 numbers of houses burned down, according to Data
for Myanmar (Datawrapper 2022).
ASEAN’s response

Myanmar became a member of ASEAN in 1997 (Renshaw 2013: 37). Since the
coup on 1 February 2021, what role has the association played in Myanmar
amid this political crisis, especially given the violent acts committed by the junta
against the pro-democracy protesters, which have sparked international criticism? World leaders have strongly condemned Myanmar’s security forces for
their deadly actions against the peaceful anti-coup protesters. Several Western
countries have expressed condemnation because the military junta’s actions
against the pro-democracy protesters conﬂict with the principles of universal
human rights (Hidriyah 2021: 8).
The current crisis in Myanmar is the most serious challenge ASEAN has ever
faced. It also threatens ASEAN’s long-standing foreign policy goal of keeping
the region free of external intervention and promoting regional peace and stability. Therefore, a failure to resolve the current Myanmar crisis will pose a longterm existential threat to ASEAN by weakening the organization’s international
unity and decreasing its relevance and centrality in shaping regional affairs and
order. ASEAN is the only actor that can play a meaningful role in this respect
(Ryu, Minn and Myat Myat Mon 2021). Its member states are far from united,
however: Thailand has promised not to interfere, saying the coup is none of its
business. Cambodia, Vietnam, and the Philippines have essentially said the
same. Brunei has called for a return to Myanmar’s previous semi-democratic
system, while Malaysia and Indonesia have expressed “disgust at the continuing
deadly violence against unarmed civilians,” per the former prime minister, and
called for the restoration of democracy. On the whole, however, no ASEAN
member state has been willing to truly stand up to the Tatmadaw or for the
NLD government (Dunst 2021: 38). The member states allowed junta chief
Min Aung Hlaing to join the ASEAN meeting on 24 April 2021 but excluded
him from the summit in Brunei a few months later.
Although the military has little support among the population beyond direct
proﬁteers and Bamar nationalists, the majority of Burmese resistance has not
stopped. International reaction has condemned the coup, but China and
ASEAN have proceeded with limited accommodation of the junta, often under
the label of non-interference. Russia supports the junta directly, while several
Western countries have invoked the UN’s responsibility to protect (R2P) (Drechsler 2021: 2). The ASEAN Charter’s principle of non-intervention has not
made any difference to Myanmar’s political situation over the past few decades.
The position of ASEAN, which calls for collective steps to overcome the political crisis in Myanmar, is that the political crisis in Myanmar is no longer an internal affair (Dugis 1992). The people of Myanmar are hoping that ASEAN
and the international community will take action, but these hopes have not been
realized. After the political crisis in Afghanistan that followed the end of the
US withdrawal in August 2021, the eyes of the world turned to Afghanistan
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and away from the Myanmar crisis. The people of Myanmar have little hope
left that the international communities and ASEAN would resolve the crisis,
but humanitarian aid is desperately needed in Myanmar, especially by those
who have been internally displaced.
International reaction

Almost 10 years of democracy in Myanmar ended on 1 February 2021, when
the military overthrew the government and arrested President Win Myint, State
Counsellor Suu Kyi, and others. The coup drew strong condemnation from the
United Nations and world leaders, including Pope Francis, who has called for
the release of detained leaders and dialogue. The UN Human Rights Council
held a special session on the Myanmar crisis (UCA News 2021a). The United
States imposed mostly personalized sanctions, frozen Myanmar assets in the
United States, and stopped ofﬁcial developmental assistance to the government
(not humanitarian aid to NGOs), but these actions have had a minimal effect.
The EU has followed suit (Steinberg 2021).
On 1 February, US President Joe Biden called for the nations around the world to
unite in support of defending Burma’s democracy. On 10 February, he announced
targeted sanctions against Burma’s “military leaders who directed the coup, their
business interests, as well as close family members.” Biden signed Executive Order
14014 on the same day, authorizing new sanctions and export-control restrictions
on Burma. He also announced that the United States would maintain its “support
for healthcare, civil society groups, and other areas that beneﬁt the people of
Burma directly.” On 11 February, the United States Agency for International Development announced it was immediately redirecting USD 42.4 million of assistance toward programs that would “support and strengthen civil society”
(Congressional Research Service 2021). The UN issued a statement condemning
the military’s actions as “crimes against humanity” and imploring the International
Court of Justice to bring the military to trial (Sarma and Kapur 2021).
Two types of groups claim to represent Myanmar: the SAC and the National
Unity Government (NUG). The United States and the European Union regard
the SAC as illegitimate. Now the NUG hopes to win international recognition
and aid, oust the military, and return some form of democracy to Myanmar
(Dunst 2021). In the meantime, while the people of Myanmar wait for the international community to intervene in the crisis, the situation in the country continues to deteriorate (conﬂict between Tatmadaw, civilian resistance, and EAOs).
Conclusion

Sadly, the crisis in Myanmar is nothing new. Despite popular resistance, the
military seized power from the civilian government before in 1962 and 1988.
Starting in 2011, Myanmar was in a partial transition toward democracy, and a
civilian government came to power in 2015. But the military took power again
from the civilian government by force in 2021. The protesters are calling for
civil disobedience, a stop to work under the junta, and mass demonstrations.
The strike has already paralyzed the banking and healthcare systems at a time
when the economy, hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic, is struggling to stand
on its feet. The military is also facing international sanctions and condemnation
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(Hindu 2021). Since the coup, the country has been in dire straits, and people
are killing each other. Humanitarian assistance and help from the international
community are urgently needed for the people of Myanmar. The military (SAC)
and the NUG are struggling to control the situation, and civilians are losing
their lives through armed resistance. More than 200,000 people within Myanmar, adding to 370,000 existing internally displaced people is in urgent need
of humanitarian assistance like shelter, food, and clothes. There are more and
more internally displaced people in Myanmar, and some have had to ﬂee to
neighboring countries like India and Thailand because of the conﬂict between
armed groups. There are 1.1 million refugees from Myanmar, according to
UNHRC (2022), and nearly 100,000 internally displaced ethnic Chin in western
Myanmar, according to Radio Free Asia (RFA 2022).
The military junta has burned down civilians’ homes and properties and turned
religious buildings to ash. These political crises will not end without help from
the international community. ASEAN, the UN, and the international community have failed to act and meet their goals of supporting the rule of law and
human rights. Instead, they are pushing sanctions, raising toothless concerns,
and condemning the coup with words instead of action. The measures thus far
have been ineffective at producing any change, and citizens feel abandoned by
the international actors. To support the youth of Myanmar, who are leading the
charge against gross injustice, the international community has to do more than
sanctions and condemnations.
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Pro-democracy struggle
in the age of social media:
Evolution of military and resistance
strategies in post-coup Myanmar
Megan Ryan & Mai Van Tran
In this latest nationwide struggle against military rule in Myanmar, both the military and the
anti-coup resistance forces have relied on conventional and digital strategies to discredit their
opponents and gain widespread support for their actions. To what extent do social media
platforms serve to facilitate and popularize pro-democratic calls? And how do the pro- and antimilitary forces adapt their strategies over time? Using an original dataset of 5,200 public
Facebook posts and 708 military newspaper articles published between March and May 2021,
we address these questions by integrating a qualitative content analysis with statistical analysis.
In a stark departure from military media, we ﬁnd most coup-related Facebook posts are either
explicitly anti-military or neutral news. However, military media overall features more
resistance-related content than on social media, which might reﬂect the military’s active attempt
to reframe reality. Nonetheless, the military’s violent repression of resistance forces on the
ground continues to engender online backlash rather than stiﬂe dissent. Finally, although proresistance content enjoys a signiﬁcantly higher rate of engagement on average than pro-military
content, we ﬁnd pro-resistance posts gradually declining while pro-military rhetoric is gaining
ground. This may reﬂect power differentials between the pro- and anti-coup forces, as well as
the resistance actors’ adaptation to the increasing threat of digital repression. The ﬁndings from
our paper serve to deepen our understanding of social media’s evolving affordances of and
limitations to anti-authoritarian efforts across the country.

KEYWORDS: DIGITAL AUTHORITARIANISM; ANTI-COUP STRATEGIES; SOCIAL MEDIA; MEDIA ANALYSIS.
Introduction
The Arab Spring in 2011 marked the ﬁrst major confrontation between authoritarian politics and social media. Social media platforms like Facebook and
Twitter were credited with facilitating mass mobilization for pro-democracy
uprisings in a hostile political environment. Activists have since made use of
social media to increase the cost of repression by publicizing crackdowns, lowering the cost of communicating and coordinating across disparate groups (Zeitzoff 2017; Little 2016; Breuer, Landman and Farquhar 2015), and multiplying
the scale and spread of their grievance frames and mobilization calls (Poell and
van Dijck 2018; Margetts, et al. 2016). Research on Twitter in particular has
highlighted how social media networks facilitate different aspects of contentious
mobilization: while users in a peripheral social network position are most effective at recruiting participants, those at the core of the network are more successful at diffusing movement frames and coordinating across disparate
networks (Steinert-Threlkeld 2017; Gonzalez-Bailon, et al. 2011).
Today, not only dissidents but also governments have learned how to harness
the power of social media to inﬂuence public opinion at a scale that was unthinkable before the digital age. In terms of contentious politics, regime leaders
have increasingly taken advantage of social media penetration and users’ low
digital literacy to monitor, inﬁltrate, and disrupt social movements (Lynch
2011). For instance, Aday and colleagues provide anecdotes of the dual impact
of social media in the case of protests in Iran in 2009. While it facilitated “com-
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munication and coordination for those who could not easily meet face to face,”
it was also employed by the regime to encourage “government sympathizers to
blog and use Twitter and Facebook and other platforms in support of the
regime’s position” (Aday, et al. 2010). Similarly, King and colleagues ﬁnd that
in China, government employees pose as ordinary users and fabricate about
500 million social media comments per year to “distract and redirect public attention from discussions or events with collective action potential” (King, Pan,
and Roberts 2017). More recent studies point to governments’ increasing use
of computational propaganda and commercial ﬁrms to run bots and inauthentic
accounts in order to scale online disinformation campaigns and attack their opposition (Bradshaw, Bailey and Howard 2021).
Despite the many new studies that reveal autocrats’ and dissidents’ emerging
digital strategies, there has been less research into how these actors adapt their
social media tactics and narratives over time. Particularly, there is a clear gap
in the current literature when it comes to assessing regimes’ and challengers’
competing communication strategies and their effects on public dissent in the
digital age. Accordingly, recent scholarship has discouraged asking questions
about whether social media favors governments or activists and instead focuses
on the “strategic interaction and adaptation of new tactics by either side” (Zeitzoff 2017).
We aim to ﬁll this gap in the literature by generating fresh hypotheses, combining insights from political science, sociology, and communication studies, and
testing the evolution of social media tactics as part of the dynamics of contentious politics in a repressive regime. We employ a mixed-method design to
analyze an original dataset of social media and military media content that has
been created since the 2021 coup in Myanmar. Social media will continue to
play an important role in shaping Internet users’ experiences in the long run.
Therefore, our ﬁndings will serve as a solid foundation to guide future scholarship and social media companies on how to facilitate information sharing and
communication on social media, which advances the social good without compromising the safety of dissidents or empowering actors with repressive aims.
Our hypotheses

We examine three sets of hypotheses regarding the affordances and limitations
of social media for pro-democracy mobilizations and political actors’ corresponding adaptations. First, regarding affordances, unlike conventional mass
broadcasting platforms where autocrats can control and censor content, social
media platforms’ participatory nature promotes a variety of voices from regime
dissidents. We argue this is especially meaningful in repressive regimes with a
low level of press freedom, as social media enable pro-democracy activists to
discredit authoritarian propaganda, debunk disinformation, and mobilize public support through a venue that is difﬁcult for the government to control. By
contrast, the authorities are more likely to focus on projecting an image of
regime stability by suppressing reporting on mass protest on the ground. Hence,
in such regimes, we expect that social media platforms will feature more resistance-related content than authoritarian media.
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H1: Social media platforms are more likely to feature resistance-related content
than authoritarian media.
Moreover, analyzing public reactions to social media content allows us to test
the deterrent vs. mobilizing effect of anti-protest crackdowns, on which the current literature is yet to reach a widely accepted consensus (Hassan, Mattingly,
and Nugent 2022). If images of brutal repression are likely to deter further public
dissent, fear of digital surveillance by the regime should discourage online users
from expressing negative reactions toward crackdown-related posts on public
platforms. By contrast, if such images are likely to provoke more deﬁance against
the political elites, the netizens’ outrage should motivate them to dismiss fear of
repercussions and publicly condemn repression via negative reactions to crackdown-related content. Following this latter argument, we hypothesize that the
emotional content about the repression of protesters is more likely to engender
backlash than stiﬂe dissent, making this type of content receive signiﬁcantly more
negative reactions than other types of anti-regime content on social media.
H2: Social media content that broadcasts anti-protest repression is likely to receive
more negative reactions than other forms of dissident content.
Nonetheless, social media’s public nature might also limit high-risk anti-regime
protests. As repression against dissidents grows over time, activists’ visibility on social media might leave them exposed to surveillance and arrest by an autocratic
regime. Hence, we expect anti-regime dissidents will increasingly migrate to private,
encrypted messaging platforms to evade crackdowns and discreetly coordinate resistance. By contrast, pro-regime forces are likely to take advantage of this growing
vacuum to actively promote their propaganda. Hence, contentious discourses are
likely to decrease while pro-regime rhetoric grows on public social media platforms.
H3a: Over time, political content on social media becomes increasingly less contentious.
H3b: Over time, political content on social media becomes increasingly more proregime.
To examine our hypotheses, we introduce our case study of contentious politics
in post-coup Myanmar.
Post-coup Myanmar

Under General Min Aung Hlaing, the Myanmar military staged a coup against
the NLD-led civilian government in February 2021. In response, various resistance groups (e.g., the CRPH/NUG parallel government, CDM government
staff, new PDF armed groups, and existing ethnic armed organizations) in urban,
rural, and border areas have waged both non-violent and violent campaigns
against the military administration (SAC). Ever since, both the SAC and the anticoup resistance have relied on conventional and digital strategies to discredit
each other and gain domestic and international support for their actions.
Military strategies
Based on existing reports regarding military-sponsored content on mass and social media, the SAC has actively deployed public and covert propaganda to manipulate narratives about protesters and frame them as criminals in order to turn
public opinion against the resistance movement and in favor of the military.
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Public propaganda
In May 2021, military-controlled Myawady TV aired an interview with a monk
who claimed that NLD supporters burned down a village and compared the
NLD to the Taliban – thereby associating NLD members with criminal images
that would resonate with the majority of Bamar-Buddhist audience, many of
whom usually discriminate against people of Muslim heritage (Nachemson
2021). Similarly, in June 2021, a military media report accused the NUG and
the PDF of “communicating with international terrorists and ARSA [a Rohingya Muslim insurgent group] to grab the State power by force” (Myanmar
News Agency 2021). Moreover, the military-controlled Ministry of Information
started publishing books that accused the anti-coup movement of being a “revolution to bring back vote-cheaters” (Irrawaddy 2021). The military also disseminated newsletters labeling protests as “riotous situations” and “anarchic
mob-like activities and sabotage activities” (Lintner 2021).
Covert disinformation
The SAC has further spread disinformation online under the guise of ordinary
observers to craft an echo chamber reinforcing their ofﬁcial propaganda. Numerous reports ﬁnd military-coordinated trolls have made false accusations and
used manipulated images of violence to spread disinformation about anti-coup
protesters (Nachemson 2021; Global Witness 2021). According to a report by
Fanny Potkin and Wa Lone, “the information combat drive is being coordinated from the capital Naypyidaw by the army’s Public Relations and Information Production Unit, known under the acronym Ka Ka Com, which has
hundreds of soldiers there” (Potkin and Wa Lone 2021).
For example, pro-military social media accounts claimed that security forces
did not kill protesters but that a third party (e.g., the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front or other protesters) was responsible. Some protesters were even
falsely accused of killing the police or raping women. Other pro-military accounts accuse anti-coup activists who have turned to violent methods of being
manipulated by foreign forces and Islamist groups like ISIS and the Taliban
and even suggest, without evidence, that Muslims were behind the attacks.
Dissident strategies online
The anti-coup forces have similarly taken to social media to condemn the military, highlight its abuses against peaceful protesters, and mobilize the population to participate in resistance activities. Despite the military’s efforts to deter
online activism through Internet cuts and social media bans, dissidents continue
to ﬁnd ways to circumvent these barriers, such as through virtual private networks (VPNs) and by relying on communication technologies that do not depend on Internet access.
Resistance through online activism
Facebook and Twitter quickly became organizing tools for resistance against
the coup. Almost immediately after the military takeover on 1 February, people
ampliﬁed the visibility of civil disobedience activities, such as the nightly banging of pots and pans symbolizing resistance (Phyu Phyu Oo 2021), healthcare
professionals’ refusal to work in military-operated hospitals (RFA 2021), and
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traditional resistance performances in rural areas (Jordt, Tharaphi Than and
Sue Ye Lin 2021) to coordinate and maximize their impact. Protesters also used
social media to broadcast violent crackdowns against peaceful protesters by
military forces to generate outrage and motivate greater action both domestically and internationally.
Overcoming digital repression
After the military banned Facebook on the fourth day of the coup, protesters
began to download VPNs that allowed them to circumvent the ban and continue their online activities (BBC 2021). As the military ramped up its digital
repression, it cut all forms of Internet access at night until 28 April 2021 and
restricted all mobile data around the clock starting on 15 March 2021 for more
than 50 days (Netblocks 2021). Then, the SAC moved to charge and arrest online users who were found to use VPNs or post dissident content. According
to a recent advocacy statement by concerned civil society organizations:
“The amended Broadcasting Law effectively criminalizes any speech deemed impermissible by the military on a wide range of media – including radio, television,
audio and video social media posts, and websites – with up to three years’ imprisonment. Meanwhile, the draft Cybersecurity Law provides overbroad censorship
and regulatory powers to the authorities – including the Ministry of Defence with
its notorious record of committing abuses amounting to serious international
crimes – to censor online content, ordering the furnishing of individuals’ personal
data from Internet service providers and control online platforms and services
through onerous registration and licensing requirements. Not satisﬁed with the
increasing trend of arrests for alleged illegal VPN usage, the draft Cybersecurity
Law proposes to penalize VPN usage with up to three years’ imprisonment. […]
The junta are conducting stop-searches of individuals’ devices which often result
in arrests, detention, and assault, with impunity” (Access Now 2022).
During this period, dissidents had to rely on more covert methods of activism
ofﬂine or adapted by moving to the “dark web” (Recorded Future 2021). By
using a combination of VPNs, foreign SIM cards, and private encrypted messaging apps, such as Signal or Telegram, protesters could continue to both access the web and avoid detection and arrest by the SAC (Chandran 2022).
Protesters also downloaded alternative communication technologies (e.g.,
Bridgefy) that allowed them to communicate via Bluetooth and avoid using the
Internet at all. Moreover, local civil society further launched an international
advocacy campaign against Telenor’s sale of its Myanmar business to a militarylinked Lebanese company, M1 Group (OECD Watch 2021).
In the next section, we present the original Burmese-language media dataset
that we collected and will analyze to test our arguments.
Data & methods

Population & sample
As Facebook is by far the most popular social media platform in Myanmar, examining Facebook content allows us to capture the essence of Myanmar social
media. By using CrowdTangle, a social media monitoring platform owned by
Facebook, we have collected public posts from all Burmese-language pages and
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groups daily – capped at the 20,000 most viral posts per day – since March
2021. As for military media content, we collected online issues of The Mirror
(
) and The Light of Myanmar (
), two SAC-run daily newspapers
published during the same period.
Our analysis is based on (1) a random sample of 5,200 Facebook posts over 13
weeks between March and May 2021 and (2) a sample of all 708 daily military
newspaper articles whose titles appeared on the ﬁrst page during the same period.
Regarding military media content, the articles are quite evenly distributed between The Mirror (53%) and The Light of Myanmar (47%), with the majority
of articles (58%) containing pictures or photos (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Distribution of military newspaper articles’ type and form.

As for social media content, the Facebook posts come from a wide range of
pages and groups, including politics, business, entertainment, media, education,
and the community. They are evenly distributed between page posts (45%) and
group posts (55%). Almost all of the posts (95%) had fewer than 2,000 interactions (including reactions, comments, and shares) (Figure 2).
Figure 2. Distribution of Facebook posts’ type and interactions.
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Mixed method
To examine our hypotheses, we worked with Myanmar research assistants to identify key pro-military and pro-dissident narratives in our dataset, as well as the prevalence and evolution of each type of narrative across social and military media. First,
we manually coded our sample of posts to get a general understanding of the data.
Second, we conducted ANOVA and linear regression analyses to determine
whether (1) Facebook is more likely to feature resistance-related content than military media, (2) dissident Facebook posts that broadcast repression are more likely
to garner negative reactions than other dissident posts, and (3) Facebook posts with
dissident content become less prevalent while pro-military posts increase over time.
Analysis and discussion

Predominant discourse: social vs. military media
a. Coup-related rhetoric on social media vs. military media
Figure 3. Proportion of content that is coup-related.

From March to May 2021, military media featured slightly less coup-related content than social media did (Figure 3): 46.5% vs. 51.5%. In particular, the military
newspapers underscored two main narratives (Table 1). First, they made accusations and pushed criticisms of the NUG and foreign actors for allegedly manipulating young people and civil servants to carry out violence and abandon
their responsibilities to the public. Second, they repeatedly highlighted the military administration’s unsubstantiated commitment to multi-party democracy
and free and fair elections while alleging widespread electoral fraud in 2020.
Figure 4. Distribution of coup-related Facebook posts.
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Table 1. A random sample of coup-related military newspaper articles.
No.

Newspaper

Content

Date

1

The Light of
Myanmar

Social punishment of non-CDM staff, NLD supporters blamed for not understanding
democratic values and not respecting people’s individual choices

3/9

2

The Mirror

Dissidents labeled as followers of a cult who cannot see NLD’s electoral fraud; police
follow democratic principles by breaking up the riots

3/20

3

The Mirror

A seriously ill patient cannot get help, CDM doctors criticized as unethical

4/6

4

The Mirror

Military takeover legitimized; NUG, independent media, and foreign actors accused of
getting innocent youth involved in anarchic mobs

4/21

5

The Mirror

Min Aung Hlaing urges CDM civil servants and medical staff to return to work as soon
as possible, says they can hold different political beliefs under democracy

4/27

6

The Light of
Myanmar

Myanmar Central Bank announces it will let people open new bank accounts to secure
their assets amid the violence and chaos

4/28

7

The Light of
Myanmar

SAC grants commander in Mindat township, Chin State, the authority to impose martial
law in order to maintain law and order

5/14

8

The Light of
Myanmar

Teachers should impart the right knowledge to young students; article indirectly
criticizes CDM teachers and student protesters

5/22

9

The Light of
Myanmar

Corrected voting results from seven townships in Shan State, released; claims of
missing votes, as well as extra votes

5/24

10

The Light of
Myanmar

People advised to stay vigilant against false information and support the administration
for national development

5/25

However, in stark contrast to military media, most coup-related Facebook posts
(Figure 4) are either explicitly anti-military (70%) or neutral reporting (27%).
Moreover, among the Top 10 most viral Facebook posts, 20% of page posts
and 70% of group posts are explicitly anti-military, with no pro-military posts
(Tables 2, 3). They highlight domestic resistance activities (e.g., NUG, protests,
etc.), international advocacy and response (e.g., advocacy at the UN, ASEAN
response, military sanctions, etc.), and military crackdowns and activist casualties (e.g., attacks against ethnic armed organizations, militias, and civilians; harassment of CDM participants; etc.). In other words, they condemn the SAC
and encourage further resistance.
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Table 2. Top 10 viral page posts.
No. Content

Date

Interactions

1

Formation of parallel government

3/31

302,988

2

Opposition protest

3/1

131,068

3

R2P request to UN

3/9

115,029

4

Anti-military content

3/12

107,218

5

Malaysia’s three-point proposal to Myanmar

4/24

96,332

6

Opposition protest

5/4

89,193

7

Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw’s (CRPH) participation in UNSC meeting

4/9

72,231

8

Opposition protest mobilization

4/23

70,687

9

US & EU sanctions on military

3/23

59,289

3/27

57,281

No. Content

Date

Interactions

1

Civilian casualties due to military attack in Mindat

5/15 41,827

2

Taunting of military’s spokesman

3/11 15,813

3

Dr. Sasa’s health

5/11 9,164

4

Local support for Myanmar protesters in Korea

5/2

5

Eviction of CDM staff

5/13 7,281

6

Death of a front-line student protester

3/14 6,519

7

An account of good protest planning

3/1

8

Promotion of a fashion style

5/12 5,499

9

Civilian commended for helping someone who had been shot

3/27 5,316

10 Military attack on ethnic armed organization’s area

Table 3. Top 10 viral group posts.

10 Turkey’s statement at the UN against the Myanmar military

7,332

5,828

3/22 5,067

b. Resistance-related content
In contrast to our affordance hypothesis (H1), we ﬁnd military media feature
more resistance-related content (as a percentage of coup-related content) than
social media does (Figure 5). However, the existence of such content on social
media is signiﬁcant as it contrasts with the SAC media’s pro-military discourse.
Resistance-related content (Table 4) makes up 64.4% of the coup-related military newspaper articles in our sample. These articles repeatedly blame the
NUG and foreign actors for orchestrating violent protests, anti-military disinformation, and the destruction of public property to further their own interests.
In addition, such posts either highlight unfounded accusations of armed
protesters killing each other or criticize anti-coup activists for disrespecting and
intimidating pro-SAC supporters.
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Figure 5. Proportion of resistance-related content among coup-related content.

Table 4. A random sample of resistance-related & coup-related military newspaper articles.
No. Newspaper

Content

Date

1

The Light of Myanmar Min Aung Hlaing’s speech about violent protesters armed with weapons, in which he
justifies the arrests and blames NUG supporters for the protesters’ casualties

3/9

2

The Light of Myanmar Min Aung Hlaing accuses NUG and foreign actors of manipulating protesters to organize
violent riots and attacks on public property and innocent people

3/21

3

The Mirror

3/29

4

The Light of Myanmar Article discusses Min Aung Hlaing’s wariness of CRPH members and supporters

4/8

5

The Light of Myanmar SAC shares with a US diplomat how it tries to deal with the NUG’s violent actions in the
softest ways

4/9

6

The Mirror

4/22

7

The Light of Myanmar Dissident politicians accused of manipulating people to carry out violence to further their
agenda

5/5

8

The Mirror

5/9

9

The Light of Myanmar NUG accused of destroying peace and stability

10 The Mirror

Article accuses the US National Endowment for Democracy of funding dissident cells that
force medical workers to join the CDM, agitate violence, and spread disinformation
against the Myanmar military

Article accuses NUG of giving false hope to persuade civil servants to join the CDM and
advises CDM participants to cooperate with the SAC since most have returned to office

Film association urged not to support a particular party but to work for the public good

Anti-military protesters accused of being unethical and disrespecting others’ ideas and
decisions

5/12
5/25

By contrast, resistance-related Facebook posts (54.5% of coup-related Facebook posts) are mostly either anti-military (73.3%) or neutral reporting (24.8%)
and highlight NUG activities, protests, clashes, casualties, etc. (Table 5). Overall, this contrast between social media vs. military media content further reinforces the notion of military propaganda’s limited ability to dominate public
discourse, at least among Myanmar netizens, despite growing repression and
censorship.
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Table 5. A sample of resistance-related Facebook posts.
No.

Type

Content

Date

1

Page

Formation of parallel government

3/31

2

Page

Opposition protest

3/1

3

Page

Opposition protest

5/4

4

Page

CRPH’s participation in UNSC meeting

4/9

5

Page

Mobilization for opposition protest

4/23

6

Page

Strike in Mandalay

5/5

7

Page

Clashes in Kayah State

5/26

8

Page

Emergency call for a hiding place in Mindat township, Chin State

5/14

9

Page

Clashes in Kayah State

5/24

10

Page

Clashes between the PDF and the SAC

5/23

Engagement with dissident discourse
Figure 6 demonstrates the average number of interactions for Facebook posts
by different content types. Overall, within our sample, coup-related content received many more interactions on average (1,233) than posts unrelated to the
coup (403). Among coup-related posts, neutral (2,289) and anti-military (859)
posts received more interaction on average than pro-military posts (357), which
is unsurprising given the widespread animosity toward the military among the
majority of the Myanmar population.
Figure 6. Mean number of interactions by content type.

We further hypothesized (H2) that among dissident Facebook posts, those that
broadcast crackdowns and arrests by the military against unarmed protesters
and civilians will generate more negative reactions (i.e., sad and angry reactions)
than those that do not. As expected, we ﬁnd a signiﬁcant difference in the average number of negative interactions received by dissident posts that do vs.
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do not mention military crackdowns: 155 vs. 30 (Figure 7). This ﬁnding elucidates how the mobilizing effect of anti-protest repression substantially outweighs its deterrent effect.
Figure 7. Mean number of negative reactions to dissident posts.

Change in social media discourse over time
Our ﬁnal models evaluate temporal changes in the prevalence of pro-military vs.
anti-military posts on Facebook (H3a & H3b). As expected, coup-related posts
become increasingly less contentious and more pro-military over time (Figure 8).
Figure 8. Gradual change in the probability of coup-related Facebook posts being
anti- vs. pro-military.

The results may reﬂect asymmetric power differentials and strategic adaptations
by the pro- and anti-military forces. Anti-military forces may ﬁnd it more costly
and dangerous to engage in dissident activities on social media due to the constraints on Internet access and fears that engaging online facilitates military targeting of resistance forces. The pro-military forces, by contrast, may feel relatively
safer mobilizing online because they feel protected or supported by the military
and because the resistance forces have a weaker capacity to retaliate.
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Conclusion

Our paper used evidence from post-coup Myanmar in 2021 to examine how
autocrats and dissidents adapt political discourse in the digital age. To scrutinize
the affordances and limitations of social media for pro-democracy mobilizations, we juxtaposed military newspaper articles with Facebook posts. In contrast to our ﬁrst hypothesis, we ﬁnd social media to be less likely to feature
resistance-related content than military media. However, we ﬁnd evidence for
a higher rate of negative engagement with crackdown-related content than other
dissident content online. Last but not least, although dissident content enjoys
a higher rate of engagement on average than pro-military content on Facebook,
we ﬁnd the rate of contentious posts to decrease over time while the number
of pro-military posts is growing steadily.
Our ﬁndings highlight three main dynamics of contentious politics in post-coup
Myanmar. First, our results shed light on the military’s inability to steer public
discourse away from increasingly widespread dissident activities. The SAC’s lack
of control and legitimacy on the ground has likely made it necessary for the military media to adopt a relatively active reframing of reality to vilify resistance
leaders and justify military repression and administration. While military propaganda underscores the consistency in its projected image as championing “disciplined democracy” toward both domestic and international audiences,
dissident narratives reveal how the anti-coup resistance appears to be united not
because they have a shared ideological goal but because of a shared animosity
toward the SAC. This shared animosity and increasing dissent toward the military is further corroborated by our ﬁnding that crackdown-related posts receive
more negative reactions on average than other dissident content. Finally, a decline in the prevalence of dissident rhetoric on public Facebook pages and
groups over time might reﬂect activists’ increasingly salient risk perception, suggesting the limitations of social media as a dissident tool. Further research involving in-person interviews/surveys or content analysis of encrypted platforms
(e.g., Signal and Telegram) is required to triangulate our analysis.
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Economic and political challenges
imposed on the Myanmar labor
movement by the military junta
Cecilia Brighi & Khaing Zar Aung
Following a brief description of the political reasons behind the military coup of 1 February
2021 in Myanmar, as well as the international dynamics that had facilitated it, this paper
analyses the several economic and political challenges imposed on the country’s labor movement
in the weeks and months after the start of the crisis. It illustrates the crucial role of women,
youth and labor organizations in the construction and activities of the Civil Disobedience
Movement, of the civil service workers as well as of the teachers, university professors, of the
railway and energy workers. It illustrates the widespread international campaign to convince
the more than 100 international and EU brands to responsibly leave the country due to the
impossibility to implement the necessary due diligence. Moreover it argues in favor of the
introduction of generalized trade restrictive measures, including ﬁnancial sanctions on the State
Administrative Council controlled banks and the inclusion of fuel into the “dual-use goods list”
to block the transport of Russian fuel to Myanmar.

KEYWORDS: LABOR AND ECONOMY IN MYANMAR; STRIKE; CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE MOVEMENT; MILITARY JUNTA.
The road to the military coup

To explain the main reasons behind the military coup on 1 February 2021, its
impact on Myanmar, and its main actors, it is essential to examine the events
leading up to it.
For nearly ﬁve years (1 April 2016–1 February 2021), Aung San Suu Kyi’s government had delivered mixed results. Despite its victory, her National League
for Democracy (NLD) faced several political and institutional constraints imposed on it by the military-dominated political system and the military’s lack
of interest in making major concessions to the NLD. In addition, the leaders of
the NLD struggled to overcome their lack of both governing experience and
ministerial competence. The government’s Minister of Labor, for example, was
a former military ofﬁcer with no previous labor or industrial relations experience. Nevertheless, despite some interesting and positive socio-economic results, the limits of a difﬁcult and poorly tolerated coexistence between the
military and civil power could not be overcome
During the NLD’s rule, one of the most important changes from a political point
of view was the shifting of the GAD (General Administration Department) from
the military-led Ministry of Home Affairs to the Myanmar leader’s cabinet. This
was a big change and gave signiﬁcant power to the civil government, as well as
state and regional governments – down to the 330 townships and 17,000 wards
and village tracts. Under the NLD, a series of major investments led to changes
in the daily lives of millions of people across the country. Electriﬁcation in the
country improved from 33% to 50% in four years, and the construction of roads
and bridges also increased. The school sector saw a dramatic rise in investments:
from USD 251 million in 2012 to USD 1.2 billion in 2016. The same was true
for the healthcare sector, which went from an investment of USD 20.2 million
in 2012 to USD 840 million in 2017/18 (Nan Lwin 2019).
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However, insurmountable problems persisted, including the seeming impossibility of reforming the constitution, the complex peace talks, and relations with
ethnic minorities, which are ﬁrmly connected to the previous two issues.
The military never had any intention of downsizing its political role – least of
all its economic role, particularly in the ethnic states: gas and oil, mining, teak,
jade, etc. At the same time, the thorny tripartite peace talks between the army,
the civilian government, and ethnic representatives continued with ﬁts and
starts. The sides did not grow closer, especially given the military’s increasingly
violent activities in the Kachin and Rakhine states.
The most severe backlash caused by the Rohingya crisis resurfaced on 25 August 2017, the day after Aung San Suu Kyi and Koﬁ Annan had presented the
ﬁnal report of the Advisory Commission on Rakhine State. The report’s proposals included rewriting the law on citizenship, granting freedom of movement
to the Rohingya, closing internal refugee camps, promoting decent work in productive investments, advancing gender equality, and implementing a series of
measures to overcome ethnic and religious discrimination.
Min Aung Hlaing, the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, has always
railed against this commission and its recommendations because normalization
would lead to a decrease in military importance (Irrawaddy 2017).
On that day, the military’s response to the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army’s
attacks on 30 border police positions in Rakhine was so violent that its actions
were condemned as acts of genocide: 800,000 people had to ﬂee to Bangladesh
(Simpson 2017).
This was also the beginning of attacks on Aung San Suu Kyi, which the military
used to undermine her status and international credibility.
In this difﬁcult and obligatory coexistence (not often understood by the international media, which have tended to paint the relationship between Aung San
Suu Kyi and the military as “idyllic” or one of connivance, to the detriment of
ethnic nationalities), the electoral results of 8 November 2020, which showed
the NLD had scored an overwhelming victory, were the straw that broke the
camel’s back.
The state counselor’s party gained 83% of available seats, while the USDP, the
military’s puppet party, got only 7%. This was too little for Min Aung Hlaing
to be elected president of the republic, which would have protected him from
prosecution for war crimes and genocide by the International Criminal Court.
On 29 January, Min Aung Hlaing’s deputy tried without success to appoint him
as president. In the three months between the election and the coup, the military made a series of serious threats against the government to persuade Aung
San Suu Kyi’s government to act according to their wishes.
The coup did not come as a surprise. The landslide victory of the NLD would
have jeopardized not only the status of the commander-in-chief but also the
enormous economic interests of the army. Min Aung Hlaing and a small group
of generals controlled 80% of the economy, and these are the most proﬁtable
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sectors (i.e., mining, gas, oil, precious stones, industry, etc.) under the two large
holdings, UMEH and MEC, which have 120 companies under them.
During the NLD regime, new laws were passed to align the country with international standards of transparency and anti-corruption, as well as compliance
with basic environmental and social standards. Regulations were obstacles to
the implementation of major infrastructure projects and works that China
should be able to develop in Myanmar to guarantee the former access to the
sea and connect Myanmar to China’s Yunnan region. Thus, the alliance between
the military and China also responded to the need to cut short all the procedures of democratic governance, consultation, transparency, and “accountability” imported from international institutions.
Moreover, by joining the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI),
the NLD government was starting to erode the military’s proﬁts and decided
to follow social and environmental guidelines for all the major infrastructure
projects planned and agreed on with China. New laws were planned to frustrate
the huge drug sector, which was generating big proﬁts that never arrived in the
state coffers (but rather in foreign military accounts) and the International Monetary Fund estimated to total around USD 6.7 billion per year (Adam Smith
International and MDRI-CESD 2015).

The role of labor in the fight against the coup

From the outset, the entire country reacted strongly against the coup. Residents
of major towns and villages went out onto their balconies and into the streets
and banged pots in protest. The freedom they had savored after 50 years of dictatorship would not be easy to suppress again. Immediately before the coup,
on 30 January 2021, the Confederation of Myanmar Trade Unions (CTUM)
had declared its intention to oppose any kind of coup. On 1 February, the
CTUM again declared: “Since we have already tried these devastating experiences, we, the CTUM, declare that we will not collaborate with the military
junta on any issue related to labor. Therefore, we, the CTUM, announce our
resignation from all tripartite mechanisms” This decision was also supported
by the MICS-TUsF trade union.
The CTUM immediately mobilized its 110,000 members all over the country, becoming one of the backbones of the brand-new Civil Disobedience Movement
(CDM). This was made possible thanks to the unions’ long experience of clandestine organizing under the previous dictatorship and because they could count
on a large network of labor activists that began to organize strikes and demonstrations in most economic sectors throughout the country, bringing all the ministries’ functions to a halt. Railway workers, as well as 900 oil and gas enterprise
workers, were dismissed and evicted from their government homes (ILO 2022).
In response, on 8 February, the military regime announced a prohibition on
freedom of association and penalties for those who broke the rules.
The CTUM called on the international trade unions and their members to isolate the military attaché ofﬁces in foreign countries and start shareholder actions
against investors working with military-owned enterprises. Inside the country,
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there was a call to boycott all goods and services produced by military companies, and a list of their names was published and disseminated. The response
was huge and is still continuing more than a year later. Every day, hundreds of
thousands of workers across Myanmar participated in large, peaceful rallies
against the unlawful military coup, risking harassment, violence, detention, and
being shot.
On 17 February, 11 members of the Myanmar Press Council and more than a
dozen other The Myanmar Times journalists resigned in protest against the
junta’s new restrictions on press freedom. The military accused the media of
instigating the protests, and its new directives required not using the words
“regime” or “junta” to refer to the State Administrative Council (SAC). The
military was already in a corner and did not know how to get out of it. They
did not plan for the resistance to be so robust or long-lasting.
The streets continued to be overrun by demonstrators, workers, and people of
all ages and social backgrounds. Young people and women also played a key
role during this time.
Private banks closed for days and are still facing huge problems due to employee strikes, while the military began to arrest the ministerial staff. Factory
workers continued to strike. Train drivers who refused to work were arrested
and forced to drive the trains.
Already on 18 February, the Industrial Workers Federation of Myanmar
(IWFM) appealed to international brands to respect workers’ rights: “As workers sacriﬁce themselves into restoring democracy in the country, we call upon
all suppliers in the Myanmar garment, shoe, and leather industry to respect
workers’ fundamental freedom of association, expression, and peaceful assembly, and to refrain from imposing disciplinary actions on workers for participating in the Civil Disobedience Movement, and maintain dialogue with the
trade unions to resolve differences and address the current crisis.”
A total of 77 investors responded positively by issuing a declaration calling on
companies across all sectors to map their activities, address the human rights
impact of their activities, and support the staff and employees instead of retaliating against them (BHRRC 2021).
COVID-19 and the coup have had a serious impact on the garment sector, in
particular. According to an MGMA survey, around 600 factories are still operating, while between 170 and 200 have been closed since January 2020 (MGMA
2022). The European Chamber of Commerce in Myanmar (2022) reports that
more than 150 foreign brands sourced from Myanmar in the past. In 2020, the
country’s garment exports to the EU totaled around USD 2.5 billion (USD 2.63
billion if footwear and accessories such as leather goods, handbags, and travel
goods are included).
The military regime prosecuted the Central Committee members of the CTUM,
as well as trade union leaders, under section 505 of the penal code, which does
not allow bail but recommends a jail sentence for a minimum of two years.
Cabin crew, civilian aircraft tower personnel, and civilian aircraft engineers
stopped working, thereby paralyzing the airports; however, maps recording
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ﬂight data showed an intensiﬁcation of ﬂights between Kunming and Myanmar.
Despite denials by the Chinese ambassador to Myanmar, concerns mounted
about Beijing’s active support for the Myanmar military. At the end of February,
in the industrial townships, the military continued to harass workers at their
homes or other places where they were staying. They threatened the hostel owners with losing their license if they harbored activists, trade union leaders, etc.
Meanwhile, hundreds of civil servants at all levels inside the ministries received
orders to return to work if no action was taken.
Thousands of people were dismissed from their jobs. Others who were working
in the ﬁeld did not reply to the warning letters, but because they were skilled
workers who could not easily be replaced, they were not dismissed. Train drivers,
mechanical train signal operators, oil and gas production teams, engineers, and
crude oil reﬁnery workers continued to block their activities and, in so doing,
blocked production. In those weeks, all sources of energy extraction stopped,
including the Nyaungdon gas production plant, which had been generating
about 270 million kyat (MMK) per day, and the Ayadaw gas production plant,
which produces the gas to run the turbines of military-owned factories in Wazi
township (Magwe region). Production at many other factories was impeded, including companies that print bullets and banknotes, which compelled the SAC
to buy these products from China. Since the Thanpayakan reﬁnery was also
blocked by workers, the military, which had anticipated this action, took away
three weeks’ supply of processed fuel a few weeks earlier, leaving no reserves.
The military attempted to divide the civil service workers and the unions, but
because most of the leaders had a minimum of 20 years of service, it was not
possible to dismiss them. The military tried to phone trade union leaders and
frighten them, and the Ministry of Labor, Immigration, and Population issued
an order to the private sector factory owners to reopen by the end of February,
pay salaries the next day, and dismiss those who did not arrive on time at the
factory gates. As a result, the World Bank informed the regime that all drawdowns had been suspended.
On 7 March, 18 labor organizations published a statement organizing an “extended nationwide work stoppage against the military coup and for the future
of Myanmar democracy” and declared, “We are not and will never be slaves to
the military junta.” The statement called for an “expansion of the CDM to all
Myanmar people starting on 8 March and a full extended shutdown of the
Myanmar economy.”
The labor movement succeeded in paralyzing the nation. The day after the statement was published, the labor movement shuttered all workplaces across the
country, and hundreds of thousands of people went out onto the streets. In response to the country’s paralysis, provoked by trade unions and CDM, the military banned 16 labor unions by declaring them to be “illegal organizations.”
The SAC arrested or ﬁled arrest orders for at least 71 individual union leaders
(Conradt 2021).
In 135 conﬁrmed collective cases, workers were ﬁred for participating in street
protests, while thousands more had their factory jobs threatened if they participated any further in the CDM. On that day, more than 60 people were killed
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and some 2,000 arrested. There were more arrests during the general strike on
14 March, when many Chinese-owned factories were set on ﬁre. Following that
terrible day, the Mandalay and six Yangon industrial zones (Hlaing Thar Yar,
Shwe Pyi Thar, South Dagon, North Dagon, Dagon Seikkan, and North
Okklapa) were placed under martial law, which gave and still gives full administrative judicial authority to the military. Since then, workers can be sentenced
to many years of jail and hard labor for no reason.
Since March 2021, between 150,000 and 200,000 workers from the Hlaing Thar
Yar (Yangon) industrial zone, which has more than 500 factories in operation,
have ﬂed due to random killings, arbitrary arrests, violence, and arson attacks
on houses and factories.
The IWFM, which was part of the ACT agreement,1 discussed and agreed with
the ACT members’ brands that suppliers should not punish those workers who
exercise their rights to freedom of association and peaceful assembly and join
the demonstrations. The agreement put in place a Fast Track Dispute Resolution Mechanism through which workers or their representatives can contact
the IWFM to ﬁle complaints about the (lack of) respect for workers’ rights, including termination without severance pay. The IWFM has been proactively
documenting labor rights violations and negotiating through the dispute resolution mechanism as much as possible, particularly on wage payment. Despite
the severe restrictions imposed on trade unions by the military junta, the IWFM
has submitted cases with proposed remedies to IndustriAll and ACT for negotiations with the brands. However, while the mechanism facilitated agreement
on arrear wage payments with some suppliers, major violations cannot be solved
due to the continuous harassment of workers and the human rights restrictions
imposed by the dictatorship.
Hundreds of thousands of workers lost their jobs after 14 March, since the factories asked workers to return to work even though the industrial zones could
not be reached because of security issues. The IWFM tried to protect workers
from losing their jobs by demanding the brands oblige suppliers to allow unpaid
leave since there were too many cases that could not be solved through the mechanism. But there was no positive answer, and in April and May alone, hundreds
of thousands of workers in the garment sector lost their jobs. The ITUC denounced the suspension of nearly 150,000 university and basic education teachers and hundreds of thousands of public employees and bank and health service
workers due to their participation in the CDM. The junta has continued to pressure businesses to ﬁre workers involved in the demonstrations.
On 9 June, a list of 77 investors with more than USD 3.9 trillion in combined
assets under management or advisement declared that they expected companies
to uphold their corporate responsibility to respect human rights. To this end,
companies should undertake enhanced due diligence to address and prevent
human rights violations and, in so doing, mitigate the risks associated with such
violations. These investors called on companies across all sectors with business
1

The “Action, Collaboration, Transformation” initiative between global brands, retailers, and trade unions seeks to
transform the garment, textile, and footwear industries and secure living wages for workers through collective bargaining at the industry level.
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activities or business relations in Myanmar to assess and address all actual and
potential human rights impacts of their business activities and relationships and
take steps to reduce and prevent them (BHRRC 2021). According to the Business
and Human Rights Resource Center, businesses operating in Myanmar failed to
take sufﬁcient action to listen to workers and communities, which continue to
suffer disproportionately under the rule of the military junta, and neglected to
respond to allegations of abuse inside their Myanmar operations.
The CTUM’s international campaign succeeded in blocking the SAC from gaining access to the International Labour Organization (ILO) Conference in 2021,
where a strong resolution against the military coup was passed.2
Unfortunately, other calls and resolutions have not been as strong, especially
because of China and Russia’s veto power at the UN Security Council and the
shyness of governments around the world, including the EU. Diplomatic and
political action has been weak and partial, and the restrictive measures that
have been passed have not sought to strangle the junta’s ﬁnancial and economic
resources.
Following the ILO Conference, the 343rd Session of the ILO Governing Body in
November (2021a) reafﬁrmed its “profound concern that the military authorities
have continued with the large-scale use of lethal violence and with the harassment,
ongoing intimidation, arrests and detentions of trade unionists and others.”
A huge amount of data collected over months has conﬁrmed a series of human
rights violations committed by international brand suppliers.
Nearly two years later, hospitals are still not functioning properly because
healthcare workers have continued their boycott of state-run hospitals. Some
70% of these workers have abandoned their jobs and joined the CDM, building
a shadow health system supported by the NUG (Head 2022). The junta has issued arrest warrants for hundreds of healthcare workers, forced them into hiding, raided charity and health facilities, and destroyed, damaged, or conﬁscated
medical equipment while abducting, beating, and arbitrarily detaining doctors,
nurses, and other colleagues.
According to veriﬁed data collected by the CTUM among the workers, 130,000
teachers, and 11,000 university professors have been suspended from their jobs
this past year due to their participation in the CDM, while more than 250,000
workers in the garment and footwear sectors lost their jobs due to the coup.
Thousands more from 140 factories that are temporarily closed are still jobless.
The military continued to carry out searches at workplaces and went door-todoor at hostels and the workers’ homes. To this day, company managers continue to provide telephone numbers, addresses, and photos of union leaders to
both the military and the police.
The factories announced a pre-employment warning that workers would be
ﬁred if they joined a union or participated in union/labor support activities.

2

It deplored “the arbitrary arrests, detention, intimidation, threats, and acts of violence against trade unionists and
others peacefully exercising their right to freedom of expression, association, and peaceful assembly, as well as the destruction of factories and other workplaces.”
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After the ﬁrst months of closure, many companies reopened but clearly stated
they would not hire labor activists. All the workers have to work excessive
hours and on Sundays or ofﬁcial holidays without receiving overtime pay, in
contravention of the labor laws. Workers who joined the CDM do not get any
paid leave.
All collective agreements have been canceled, and social dialogue is not possible
since trade unions have been banned. Workers have no employment contracts.
The Mandalay and the six Yangon industrial zones continue to be subject to
martial law with judicial power transferred to the military. In many factories,
the payment of wages was delayed, with the excuse of political instability and
the impossibility of withdrawing cash from banks. Children are also being recruited to work. Salaries are below the minimum wage ﬁxed by law (MMK
4,800, approximately EUR 2.30, a day) and are not negotiated with trade unions
or employer organizations.
Despite the third wave of COVID-19, many factories have no protective measures, and workers have had to do their jobs without PPE masks or safety equipment. In many Chinese companies that work for international brands, the
workers are not recognized as permanent workers after three months of probation. Most factories have requested military or police presence in front of
their gates to threaten workers who are frightened when entering the workplace.
The reality is that most Myanmar employers are using the dictatorship to suspend all workers’ rights inscribed in the national laws and do not follow international human rights or labor standards. Nothing can prevent the military
from targeting, arresting, torturing, or killing trade unionists or workers cooperating with trade unions and reporting violations of labor rights and laws in
the factories.
The struggle for companies’ responsible withdrawal
from Myanmar

Nineteen out of the 31 manufacturers listed as violators during that period attracted the ACT initiative’s attention, as they were linked to speciﬁc brands that
had signed the ACT agreements. They should have been held liable for such
violations by the brands unless they worked to correct them, but in the end, a
positive resolution was reached in only 10 cases.
As a result, the IWFM requested brands to leave the country if they were not in
a position to respect the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
or the OECD Guidelines on Multinational Enterprises, of which one of the fundamental conditions is freedom of association and collective bargaining.
Hundreds of collective cases of deep human rights violations have been collected by the IWFM and published on its Facebook page. These include a decrease in the minimum wage to less than EUR 2 a day, the use of forced labor
due to compulsory overtime work until late at night or early in the morning,
which goes unpaid, the obligation to sleep on the premises due to the curfew,
impossible piecework quotas, refusal to grant sick leave, nonpayment of social
security beneﬁts, sexual harassment, verbal and physical assault, and salary reduction, among others.

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

76

The military continues to arbitrarily stop workers from handling their phones
and compels them to pay ﬁnes. They conduct inspections to search for trade
union representatives, making the situation impossible for those who try to denounce labor violations. Moreover, terminations and suspensions targeting civil
and public servants and workers in state-owned enterprises who are supporting
the CDM have continued.
For this reason, given the impossibility of obliging suppliers to respect international
labor standards and carry out their due diligence as provided by the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights, the IWFM has called on brands to withdraw from Myanmar and on the EU to suspend the Everything But Arms (EBA)
facilitations to prevent the military from proﬁting off of exports to the EU.
The withdrawal procedure starts with an implementation decision adopted by
the commission after consultations with the EU Member States. Following a
six-month monitoring and evaluation period, the EU Commission has three
months to submit a report of ﬁndings and conclusions to the beneﬁciary country, which then has one month to comment on it. Finally, within 12 months after
the start of the procedure, the commission decides whether to go ahead with
the temporary withdrawal.
Despite a similar call by the European Parliament resolution of 7 October 2021
and later approved a resolution by the EU Parliament on 7 March 2022, the EU
Commission is still strongly opposed to suspending the Everything But Arms
(EBA) agreement, arguing it would harm workers and not the military.
It should be noted that the Generalized Scheme of Preferences (GSP) is part
of the EU’s trade policy toolbox, including development objectives, which have
been in place since 1971. Under the GSP Regulation, EBA preferences provide
the world’s least developed countries with duty-free, quota-free access to the
EU market for all products except arms and ammunition.
Such preferences are conditioned upon the beneﬁciary country respecting the
principles of the 15 core UN and ILO conventions on human and labor rights.
Article 19 of the GSP Regulation spells out that the preferential tariffs may be
withdrawn temporarily in respect of all or certain products originating in a beneﬁciary country. Following the EU procedures, in 2020, after a veriﬁcation process that had started on 11 February 2019, the EU suspended EBA assistance
to Cambodia (EU 2020) for violating the principles laid down in UN/ILO
human rights and labor rights conventions.3
According to the ILO’s rapid impact assessment of the labor market (ILO
2021b), an estimated 14% of working hours were lost in the ﬁrst half of 2021,
which is equivalent to the working time of at least 2.2 million full-time workers.
The estimates indicate that total working hours in 2021 had decreased by 18%
year on year and 30% in comparison with 2019. In 2021, more than 1.6 million
workers had lost their jobs in comparison with 2020.

3

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) (‘ICCPR’); Convention concerning Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize, No 87 (1948) (‘ILO Convention 87’); Convention concerning the Application of the Principles of the Right to Organize and to Bargain Collectively, No 98 (1949) (‘ILO Convention 98’); and
International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (1966) (‘ICESCR’).
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Agriculture, which covers half of the country’s employment, was heavily impacted, as was the construction sector, which shed 350,000 jobs. According to
a SMART survey, although 68% have an employment contract, there is increasing use of casual/day labor and piece-rate hiring.
Workers are suffering from rising inﬂation caused by a devaluation of the national currency of approximately 50% (by February 2022, inﬂation had reached
60%) and are less able to send remittances to family members.
Owing to the increase in violations of fundamental human rights at work and
as a follow-up to the resolutions adopted by the ILO Conferences, the ILO
Governing Body at the end of its 344th session in March 2022 decided “to establish a Commission of Inquiry in respect of the non-observance of the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize Convention, 1948
(No. 87), and the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)” (ILO 2022).
Since February 2021, nearly 28 big multinationals have left the country or temporarily suspended their activity as a result of the military coup. Among others,
they include the Amata Corporation (construction sector), Telenor, Electricité
de France, Petronas, Sembcorp, the Woodside V Power group, Moattama Gas
Transportation Company Ltd, Myanmar Metal, Toyota, Suzuki, Adani Ports
and Special Economic Zone Ltd., and Metro.
In October 2021, a coalition of 183 organizations led by the Myanmar Labour
Alliance, including workers, farmers, students, teachers, medical professionals,
lawyers, youth, and women’s organizations, requested that international institutions and governments adopt comprehensive economic sanctions: “The requested
comprehensive economic sanctions call for the stopping of international ﬁnancial
services (international bank transfers and bank credits), stopping the insurance
and reinsurance services, effectively stopping arms and weapon selling and related
support goods trading and dealing, oil, and gas exploring, excavation, exporting
and trading of natural resources of Myanmar such as gems, woods, and other forest products” (Comprehensive Economic Sanctions 2021).
Despite the great limitations on and the rampant repression of labor activists
and trade unions, the Labour Alliance (starting by the CTUM) is continuing to
play a central role in the democratic opposition movement.
It has representation on the National Unity Consultative Council (NUCC),
which consists of 28 democratic organizations, including the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, the interim NUG, ethnic resistance organizations and ethnic political parties, CDM groups, general strike councils, and civil
society organizations. The NUCC drafted the Federal Democracy Charter
through a consensus-based approach and is ﬁnalizing the new Federal Democratic Constitution, which includes a speciﬁc paragraph on labor rights and social dialogue. In the ﬁrst meeting of the People’s Assembly, Daw Phyo Sandar
Soe, Deputy Secretary-General of the CTUM, was nominated to the People’s
Assembly Presidium to represent the Labour Alliance. She was also required
to read the NUCC and NUG’s endorsement of the People’s Assembly.
In July 2022, a Business & Human Rights Resource Center report analyzing 100
collective cases of human rights violations involving 60,800 garment workers de-
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nounced the “widespread and systemic abuse in the international brands’ supply
chain” (H&M and Marks & Spencer 2022). This is not the only recent report to
condemn the rampant violations of human rights at work. The Ethical Trading
Initiative (ETI) commissioned an in-depth assessment of human rights risks in
the garment sector value chain exporting to the EU and the UK between February 2021 and July 2022. The assessment highlighted a massive use of forced labor,
forced and excessive use of overtime, ﬁnancial penalties for refusing work, a high
rate of harassment and abuse of workers paying for recruitment and jobs, lack of
access to remedies, etc. The report does not explicitly recommend that brands
leave the country, but it suggests that, in this case, brands should plan a responsible exit to mitigate the impact of their withdrawal on workers and suppliers
(ETI 2022). Some brands, like Marks & Spencer, declared that their due diligence
sectoral assessment showed it was impossible to respect their Global Sourcing
Principles; therefore, they decided to execute a responsible exit from the country
through joint work with the ETI and other partners.
A similar request has been made by the NUG, which requested a socially responsible disengagement policy (NUG 2022). While garment sector workers
are often in the media, other key sectors remain in the shadows despite their
growing global importance.
This is the case of the mining sector and jade, copper, and rare earth mines.
Myanmar is the third-largest producer of rare earths in the world, and a recent
Global Witness study showed a rapid expansion of illicit heavy rare earth mining in Kachin State (Global Witness 2022) fueling human rights abuses, deforestation, environmental contamination, and land expropriation. A similar
situation is linked to jade, gem, and copper mining, where human rights abuses
at work are constantly called out by trade unions and environmental NGOs.
After 20 months, pervasive military repression and violence have caused the
collapse of the Myanmar economy and led to a large-scale social and humanitarian crisis. Poverty levels doubled while the SAC increased defense spending
even as it reduced allocations for education, health, and social welfare (UN
2022). In a country with more than 1.347 million internal refugees, 15,901 civilians arrested (400 of whom are trade unionists) and 2,376 killed by the military,
with 1,927 trade unionists and labor activists in hiding due to arrest warrants,
the world’s attention has been distracted by the brutal and unprovoked Russian
invasion of Ukraine and increasing tension in the Indo-Paciﬁc region. Nevertheless, the Burmese trade unions through the CTUM have not underestimated
the potential negative impact on Myanmar and are proposing that some of the
important economic and political sanctions against Russia also be imposed on
the Burmese military junta, including blocking it from using the SWIFT payments system.
Further restrictive measures, including against arms brokers and Myanmar
banks, as well as the inclusion of fuel and gasoline in the dual-use goods list,
have also been recommended in response to the latest deals concluded between
Russia and Myanmar.
In the past few months, the Myanmar junta’s commander-in-chief signed important and dangerous trade agreements with Russia to import arms and Rus-
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sian gasoline and fuel oil in order to ease supply concerns and rising fuel costs.
In turn, Russia is seeking new customers for its energy in the region to mitigate
the effect of Western sanctions. Fuel shipments started arriving in Myanmar in
September 2022. The recent fuel and oil import agreement with Russia entails
serious negative geopolitical impacts at both the regional and international levels. The alliance with Russia, in particular, could be defeated by expanding the
list of dual-use goods to include fuel and gasoline, thereby blocking these kinds
of imports. In addition, the Myanmar military regime and Russian state-owned
nuclear corporation Rosatom signed a roadmap for further atomic energy cooperation, including the possible implementation of a modular reactor project
in Myanmar.
The inclusion of fuel and gasoline in the dual-use goods list should be accompanied by decisions to freeze international ﬁnancial ﬂows toward the junta
through the Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank, the Myanmar Investment and Commercial Bank, and the Myanmar Economic Bank, which currently enable the
junta to pay for the oil and fuel imports.
Conclusion

It is very difﬁcult to predict the best possible way out. But the wait-and-see
strategy adopted by international institutions, the EU, and other governments
– often hamstrung by the vetoes of China and Russia at the UN Security Council, the divisions within ASEAN, and the weakness of the EU Commission –
have failed to deliver results.
The work of the Myanmar Labour Alliance and the CTUM is not conﬁned to
requesting economic sanctions, however, and they recently requested the Financial Action Task Force, which is the global money laundering and terrorist
ﬁnancing watchdog, to blacklist the SAC in order to prevent its organized
crime, corruption, terrorist, and other illegal activities.
A new strategic approach consisting of a clear diplomatic initiative by likeminded countries should open a formal dialogue between the main international actors and the NUG, which should be recognized as the legitimate
representative of the Myanmar people, including at the UN General Assembly.
This approach should be accompanied by strong economic and politically restrictive measures. The adoption of generalized sanctions targeting the junta’s
ﬁnancial interests, as well as banks and insurance companies insuring the transport sector (airports, ﬂights ships, ports, etc.), together with robust ﬁnancial
support to the NUG and civil society organizations, could contribute to weakening and ultimately defeating the military junta. Only by innovating and acting
with courage can international institutions and governments breathe life into
the stillborn ﬁve-point consensus that ASEAN approved in April 2021.
What is clear is that, after more nearly two years, the military coup does not
have any chance to strengthen itself or rule the country for another 50 years, as
workers across the spectrum – from the least to the most qualiﬁed – will simply
not accept it.
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Weapons and ethnonational
geographies in the borderlands:
The case of the Ta’ang rebel
movements in Myanmar
1

Francesco Buscemi
In Myanmar, ethnonationalism is often invoked as an explanation for the country’s perpetual
violence and armed conﬂict. However, it is important to unpack the concept of ethnonationalism
per se and how it is reproduced. To illuminate the dynamics since the 2021 coup, this chapter
takes a step back from recent events to consider the case of the Ta’ang rebel movements in
Myanmar’s borderlands. Speciﬁcally, it analyzes how the acquisition of weapons and the
formation of a Ta’ang armed collective during the second half of the 2000s have been shaped by
political rationalities and techniques that govern both weapons and soldiers and have spread
throughout society and rebel polities. Drawing on extensive and in-depth qualitative ﬁeldwork
research, the chapter posits that the rebel movements harness processes of weapon acquisition
and the formation of an armed ensemble to reproduce a collective (ethnonational) identity and
related ethnonational political geographies via discourses and practices. This argument is
illustrated by focusing on the Ta’ang National Liberation Army’s military uniform. The uniform
is understood as a technical object that governs the relations between weapons and people and
contributes to reproducing an ethnonational rebel polity with its associated political geographies.

KEYWORDS: DIGITAL AUTHORITARIANISM; ANTI-COUP STRATEGIES; SOCIAL MEDIA; MEDIA ANALYSIS.

Introduction

How is ethnonationalism, with its attendant political geographies, reproduced
and re-perpetuated via the creation of armed forces in Myanmar? I will open
with a short story that touches on this question. It is the story of a Kayan political leader we will call Thun.
Thun is both a member of the Karenni Nationalities Defense Forces (KNDF)
and an actively engaged political ofﬁcer with the National Unity Government
(NUG). It is a hot Songkhram holiday evening in 2022, and Thun is sitting at a
table on the veranda of a friend’s house somewhere in the hills of Mae Hong
Son province, just across the border from Karenni State. His family has joined
him here to spend some time together and enjoy his two-day break from the
heavy ﬁghting in Karenni. Soon, Thun will leave for a diplomatic trip he has
been sent on as part of his NUG duties. At the same time, however, he is also
on a mission on behalf of the KNDF: he aims to look for contacts to procure
much-needed weaponry.
It is not long into dinner before he starts testing the waters with an American
guest who has longstanding personal connections with both Thai and US authorities and has been invited over by Thun’s friend, the house owner. After a
couple of exchanges on the war in Ukraine and US involvement via military
support, Thun shifts the conversation to the paucity of weaponry over “here”
in Myanmar and Karenni. He notes: “We love everything about the US We love
1
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Rambo, and we love the American way. We love freedom and would like a free
Karenni State for the free Karenni nationalities. But we need weapons to free
them.” The nexus between weapons, the KNDF, and the Karenni polity is quite
straightforward in his words, but things become more complicated when one
asks something that over that dinner will go silent: Are weapons and the related
armed forces really a way to secure liberation? Or do they – and if they do, how
do they – re-perpetuate forms of oppression?
In the aftermath of the 1 February 2021 military coup, political resistance to
the Myanmar armed forces – which are commonly referred to as sit-tat by the
opposition, a Burmese word that translates as ‘armed band/group’ and is deployed to deprive the military of the institutional/royal status it attributes to itself using the sufﬁx “-daw” in the name Tat-ma-daw2 – has decidedly shifted
toward armed struggle. Confronted with extreme military-state violence, many
of the newly emerging armed formations across the country have experienced
serious difﬁculties in acquiring weaponry and mostly have to rely on craft-manufactured ﬁrearms, seizures from or sales by sit-tat frontline units, and/or small
to medium-scale weapons trafﬁcking. Yet, some have found it easier to access
available weapon sources. For example, at the same dinner, Thun and his American interlocutor discuss a Jane’s Intelligence piece published a few days before.
Hotly debated among the resistance, the piece reported how the Karenni National People’s Liberation Front (KNPLF) – a formerly communist breakaway
faction that split from the Karenni Army in the late 1970s and later accepted
the terms of the Border Guard Forces (BGF) program in 2009, which it abandoned after the 2021 coup – would act as a possible interface for weapon ﬂows
from the United Wa State Army (UWSA) into Karenni State. It is something
that Thun rejects and is very eager to dismiss as “fake news.” Unsurprisingly
so, perhaps, given, on the one hand, UWSA’s reputation as a Chinese proxy in
Myanmar that, Thun thinks, would discredit possible Western support for the
Karenni cause, and, on the other hand, UWSA’s political vision concerning the
creation of autonomous states within the union, which rests on the idea of proportionality between ethnic minority populations and their territory. Again, one
might ask, do the acquisition of weapons and the creation of entanglement between humans and weapons in the form of an armed force really play a liberatory role? Is acquiring weapons and forming armed forces a purely
organizational, logistical, and ﬁnancial matter, or does it play a distinct role in
the reproduction of ethnonationalism and ethnonational political geographies?
The literature on civil wars and armed violence has approached the topic of
armed actors’ acquisition of weapons mostly as a function of their organizational
or institutional conﬁgurations, their governance capabilities, and the “external”
state support they can mobilize (see Buscemi 2019). Within predominant approaches to armed rebellion, weapons acquisition is most often de-politicized,
devoid of political and historical valence, and neglected as a political ﬁeld/arena
of and for governing (Arjona, Kasﬁr and Zacharia 2015). Without discarding
the relevance of these aspects, this chapter makes two interrelated arguments.
First, it argues that the formation of an armed collective via the acquisition of
2
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weapons (and related practices to manage the entanglements between humans
and weapons) is also shaped by and linked to political rationalities and techniques of governing both weapons and people. These political rationalities are
diffused throughout society and rebel polities as a whole. Second, it posits that
the acquisition of weapons and the formation of an armed ensemble are harnessed by rebel movements to reproduce collective (ethnonational) identity and
related political geographies via discourses and practices.
In Myanmar, ethnonationalism is often invoked as an explanatory factor for the
perpetuation of violence and armed conﬂict. Yet, similarly to what has been argued concerning racism and mass violence (Ong and Prasse-Freeman 2021),
ethnonationalism per se and how it is reproduced should be explained. To illustrate these two arguments, I will focus speciﬁcally on the military uniform
understood as a technology – comprised of an assemblage of a technical object
(the actual dress), discourses, and practices to wear it – that regulates the interface between humans and weapons. I will show how, through the military
uniform as a technical object, the rationalities that informed the acquisition of
weapons and the formation of an armed force by rebel movements are materialized and reproduced; and how, in turn, an ethnonational rebel polity with its
attendant political geography is simultaneously reproduced by governing the
relations between weapons and people. To illuminate post-coup dynamics, the
chapter takes a step back from recent events and considers how ethnonationalism and connected political geographies have been contested and reproduced
in the case of the Ta’ang rebel movements in the borderlands of Myanmar. It
does so by drawing on extensive and in-depth qualitative ﬁeldwork research
carried out by the author for his doctoral and other research projects.
This chapter starts by brieﬂy explaining how political rationalities to acquire
weapons and form an armed collective have emerged and consolidated throughout the processes of ceaseﬁre and disarmament experienced by the Palaung
State Liberation Organization/Army (PSLO/A) throughout the 1990s and
2000s. Subsequently, it analyzes how the two main interconnected political rationalities of narcotics eradication and ethnonationality have been harnessed
to shape the acquisition of weaponry and the formation of a new armed force
– that is, the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) – in 2009. Lastly, it will
concisely sketch how these rationalities have been materialized through the
TNLA’s military uniform along with ethnonational collective identity and related political geographies of territory.
Ta’ang rebel movements’ ceasefire, disarmament,
and re-armament trajectories

The Ta’ang areas of Shan State can be understood as a ﬂuid, self-identiﬁed political geography that has remained highly contested since decolonization. We could
think of a so-called Ta’ang Land as a frontier space that sweeps across parts of
both northern and southern Shan State and that both state and rebel political
projects (ﬁrst and foremost, those of the military-state and the Kachin and Shan
ethnic armed organizations (EAOs)3 have included into disparate geographies of
rule. Over the past three decades, the original Ta’ang ethnonational rebel movement has had a 14-year ceaseﬁre agreement and a disarmament process in 2005
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that eventually led to its dismantlement and transformation into the People’s Militia Force (PMF), which is based in Manton.
The trajectories of the ceaseﬁre, disarmament, and then re-armament of the
Ta’ang rebel movements have to be contextualized against a broader political
and socio-economic backdrop that, for reasons of space, I will summarize here
along three main lines. First, similarly to others in Myanmar, the peace and conﬂict processes characterizing Ta’ang areas should be read in the context of a speciﬁc system of rule, which anthropologist Elliot Prasse-Freeman, drawing on
Michael Foucault’s work on power and rule, deﬁnes as blunt governmentality.
In very simple terms,4 blunt governmentality describes a system of regulating
populations that 1) relies on blunt categories to know, organize, and foster life
at a distance, 2) is characterized by a lack of interest in the promotion of life at
aggregate scales, and 3) functions through the deployment of violence as a key
governing technique to massify and divide the populations that it takes as its object. Against the backdrop of Prasse-Freeman’s Foucauldian analysis, I would
argue that rebel movements’ rule in the borderlands of Myanmar can also qualify
as blunt governmentality. In particular, in this context, rebel rule operates its
own massiﬁcations and divisions of both populations and space primarily by creating, reproducing, and managing its own armed forces as a way to cleave the
Myanmar polity apart.
Second, in this landscape, in parallel with different forms of state violence (Ong
and Prasse-Freeman 2021), rebel movements and other armed actors have harnessed two major rationalities to massify and to divide populations by acquiring
weapons and by conducting the conduct of guns and humans with guns. One
is the rationality of ethnonationality, which is expressed by the concepts of
Taingyintha and lumyo (“national races” and “type of person,” respectively),
and divides Myanmar’s populations into several national races (usually 135, although this number is not codiﬁed and often varies) (Cheesman 2017). They
are understood to be (1) united in a single political community, (2) indigenous
to Myanmar before colonization, and (3) hierarchically organized into a scale
of civilizational and socio-political development that (naturally) sees the Bamar
at the top. The other is the rationality of narcotics eradication, which has been
tied to processes of state-building in the borderlands (Meehan 2011), various
foreign drug-control policies with cross-border reverberations (Kramer and
Woods 2012), and public condemnation of drug smuggling and the ﬁgures of
“drug-lords.”
Third, the ceaseﬁre, disarmament, and re-armament trajectory should be read
against larger convergencies, processes, and forces of neoliberal foreign capital
investment and extraction and accumulation by dispossession characterizing
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It should be noted that, in the current post-2021 coup political scenario, many in the resistance to the military-state
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downplays the revolutionary character of the struggles it tries to deﬁne to the extent that many have started to speak
of ethnic revolutionary organizations (EROs) instead.
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Shan State as a whole – and Ta’ang areas and communities speciﬁcally– since
at least the late 1980s.
Ceasefire and disarmament in Ta’ang areas

The PSLO/A’s decision to agree to a ceaseﬁre with the sit-tat on 21 April 1991
came at the intersection of precise political geographies of violence. In what is
perhaps one of the most underreported and least-known textbook cases of the
infamous sit-tat’s four-cuts counterinsurgency strategy, Ta’ang communities in
Manton, Namhsan, Namtu, Kyaukme, Hsipaw, and Namkham were heavily
targeted with forced relocation and scorched earth tactics. Moreover, in the
previous two years, several EAOs all around PSLO/A inﬂuence areas had entered ceaseﬁre agreements and had been granted “special regions” within Shan
State. These military and political developments had also profoundly changed
the geographies of access to the ﬂow of weapons for the Ta’ang rebel movement.
PSLO/A had relied most prominently on its connections with other armed actors at the Thailand–Burma border and the 4th brigade of the Kachin Independence Organization/Army (KIO/A), which had reached terms with the
military shortly before the PSLO/A.
A few months later, part of the leadership, as well as the rank and ﬁle, rejected
the ceaseﬁre and constituted a new political front named the Palaung State Liberation Front (PSLF). Purely political in its approach to the necessity to continue ﬁghting with the military-state toward the creation of a democratic federal
union that would comprise a state of autonomy for Ta’ang communities, the
PSLF was created at the National Democratic Front (NDF) headquarters in
Manerplaw, far from the PSLO/A’s operational areas.
The formation of the PSLF at this stage was informed by a clear-cut rationality
of ethnonationality. The new political front was founded on 12 January 1992,
that is, on what is celebrated every year as the Ta’ang revolutionary day due to
the anniversary of the formation of the Palaung National Force (PNF), the very
ﬁrst rebel movement from which the PSLO/A had transformed in the 1970s.
The choice of such a date has to be understood as part of an attempt to construct continuity and unity among the Ta’ang resistance movement representing
a Ta’ang polity. Similarly, the name chosen for the new organization maintained
the exonym Palaung rather than using the endonym Ta’ang. While the political
signiﬁcance of the latter may be discussed (the use of the endonym Ta’ang might
be speciﬁc to certain political elites and has certainly been connected to more
recent political projects), Palaung has been the term used by the Taingyintha
regime of “truth” to classify the Ta’ang as a sub-group of the Shan national
races placed in a speciﬁc territory within Shan State. Reafﬁrming the term
Palaung in the name of the PSLF was connected to a re-afﬁrmation of the political and geographical place of the Ta’ang polity, and the new political front
vis-a-vis the Myanmar polity, as well as other ethnonational rebel movements
in the borderlands. Furthermore, the PSLF emerged as a synthesis among different threads of what can be thought of as a larger Ta’ang resistance movement.
There were PSLO/A leaders and rank and ﬁle in Ta’ang areas of northern Shan
that had gone underground after rejecting the terms of the ceaseﬁre agreement.
There was a contingent of PSLO/A troops and leadership detachment that had
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been dispatched to Manerplaw as a mission to the NDF headquarters at the
Thailand–Burma border. And some new political ﬁgures and activists had
emerged in the context of the 8888 uprisings. The concept of unity within an
ethnonational Ta’ang polity – a concept that permeates other ambits of political
thought in Myanmar as well (see Walton 2015) – informed the agreement
among these components at different political and geographical scales that there
should be only one armed force. A geographic distinction was agreed according
to which the PSLO/A would have continued to pursue the ethnonational cause
within Myanmar, while the PSLF would have worked for political resistance
outside the constraints imposed by the ceaseﬁre agreement (which had relegated the PSLO/A to the townships of Manton and Namhsan).
The years following the ceaseﬁre agreement marked a moment of deep transformation for Ta’ang communities and Ta’ang areas. The PSLO/A saw its military and political inﬂuence shrink progressively to the advantage of
regime-afﬁliated militias located on the edges of the PSLO/A’s pre-ceaseﬁre territorial areas. On top of the “ceaseﬁre capitalism” schemes noted above, which
unfolded all around Ta’ang areas of northern Shan, the expansion of poppy
cultivation and smuggling by militias were particularly relevant. The Pansay
militia expansion in the Namhkam and Pansay areas was rapidly turning previous PSLO/A areas into frontier spaces for the Ta’ang rebel movement.
Drug addiction turned into an extremely thorny and multi-layered social issue
throughout Ta’ang communities. Many farmers evicted due to land grabbing
in relation to infrastructural projects, sit-tat encroachment, or militia expansions
of poppy production were pushed into slave labor with opium as a wage, while
women had to take over as the sole breadwinners in the household as a signiﬁcant proportion of the male population fell into addiction. When placed into
perspective with the encroachment of the Myanmar military and militia actors,
among Ta’ang communities the spread of narcotics came to be understood as
a genocidal strategy against Ta’ang populations. With the crumbling of the
PSLO/A in northern Shan, the eradication of narcotics became strictly entangled with the issue of the lack and need for the constitution of an armed force
that would preserve Ta’ang populations and spaces. The drugs-related research
and political activism activities carried out by civil society organizations (CSOs)
established in connection to the PSLF at the Thailand–Myanmar border in the
late 1990s/early 2000s – such as, in particular, the Palaung Youth Network
Group (PYNG) and the Palaung Women’s Organization (PWO) – were key in
delineating a logic of narcotics eradication. Moreover, through their social work,
these Ta’ang CSOs actively contributed to molding a Ta’ang polity transcending
the strict territorial boundaries imposed by the ceaseﬁre agreement.
The issue of acquiring weapons and recreating an armed force as a way to cope
with the preservation of a Ta’ang polity, as well as withthe problem of the spread
of narcotics, started to become more and more relevant by the mid-2000s. At
this point, the military regime was trying to enforce a series of political reforms
to further incorporate the borderlands. Rebel movements all around Ta’ang
areas were placed under mounting political and military pressure to disarm in
light of the imminent adoption of a “semi-democratic” constitution, while the
PSLO/A was forced into disarmament on 21 April 2005. Following the 2005
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disarmament, Ta’ang areas of northern Shan experienced an intensiﬁcation of
the dynamics characterizing the previous 14 years. The region’s militarization
increased through both the expansion of Kachin and Shan ethnonational rebel
movements and a rise in relatively small village community militias created by
the sit-tat, which recycled weaponry handed over by the PSLO/A upon disarmament and former PSLO/A rank-and-ﬁle combatants. At the same time, there
was also a rise in narcotics production, smuggling, and consumption, which
further affected Ta’ang households (PWO 2006).
In public discourse, the crumbling and lack of a Ta’ang armed collective, as well
as the organizational networks related to it, was linked to the incorporation of
(collective and/or individual) Ta’ang bodies and spaces through their reterritorialization into sit-tat or other EAOs’ polities via the Burmanization and Shannization of Ta’ang communities.
How the creation of the TNLA was inflected by rationalities
of ethnonationality and narcotics eradication

The actual re-armament of the PSLF in 2009 was heavily informed by the political
rationalities of ethnonationality and narcotics eradication. Because of a lack of
space, I offer here only a concise sketch of how the processes and practices of
weapons acquisition and the formation of an armed collective named the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army (TNLA) were impacted by this logic.
Let us, ﬁrst of all, consider the very name of the armed force, which in October
2009 the PSLF termed the “Ta’ang National Liberation Army” rather than the
“Palaung National Liberation Army.” The use of the endonym “Ta’ang” was
part of a broader (ongoing) re-shaping of the ethnonational collective identity
that had become more urgent since the ceaseﬁre accord and especially since
the 2005 PSLA disarmament. One year earlier, the 2008 military-drafted constitution of the Union of Myanmar had enshrined the political and geographical
framings imposed by the sit-tat’s Taingyintha regime of truth. A “Palaung SelfAdministered Zone” for the Palaung people inside the Shan State had been established in the townships of Manton and Namhsan, thus curtailing broader
conceptions of and aspirations for a Ta’ang polity. The choice of the endonym
Ta’ang for the armed force of a political front, which nonetheless continued to
be named “Palaung,” should be read as a dual move of contestation and a reproduction of the Taingyintha system. The choice of the name Ta’ang expressed
the idea that the Ta’ang polity and Ta’ang communities that the TNLA should
free from all forms of oppression (i.e., state and ethnonational rebels oppression) were different from and broader than social and geographical limitations
established by external identiﬁcations and impositions.
While the territory that is understood as part of Ta’ang land remains ﬂuid and
changing (and while up-to-date, the PSLF/TNLA, like many other EAOs, is
particularly reluctant to make and sensitive about making political maps publicly available), there was one speciﬁc concern in this attempt at re-articulating
the Ta’ang polity and ethnonational identity: the inclusion of those communities
living far away from PSLO/A’s historical areas of inﬂuence and the Manton and
Namhsan townships. Ta’ang communities living in southern Shan State, in particular, which throughout the 1990s had experienced intense waves of violence
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in relation to sit-tat military campaigns against Shan rebel groups that often
forcibly recruited them, were taken as the epitome of oppression, dispossession,
and denial of a Ta’ang identity.
After the formal establishment of the TNLA at the Thailand–Myanmar border
provinces of Mae Sot, Mae Hong Son, and Chiang Mai (where the PSLF was
still based), the ideas and practices underpinning the recruitment of soldiers to
boost the ranks of the armed force after 2009 were inﬂected by the logics of
ethnonationality and narcotics eradication in four concurrent ways (which in
part have continued to be relevant throughout the past decade).
First, the PSLF aimed to dismantle village community militias created by the
sit-tat over the past two decades in part to then reinsert Ta’ang village community militiamen into the ranks of the TNLA. Located mostly in areas of Ta’ang
Land – such as Pansay, the western portions of Kutkai, Hsenwi and Namtu
townships, or southern Namhkam – that had progressively become the frontiers
of the Ta’ang polity and the PSLO/A during the ceaseﬁre and post-disarmament years, larger militia formations cooperating with the military-state were
also the target of a similar strategy to insert the TNLA in these spaces. The
poppy ﬁelds connected to these larger sit-tat integrated militias, in particular,
were heavily targeted and with them the Ta’ang farming communities working
the ﬁelds that the TNLA tried to bring under its inﬂuence also via recruitment.
Second, the PSLF/TNLA started to perform recruitment drives in northern
Shan that relied heavily on press-ganging drug addicts into military service. In
a sort of a counter-narcotics version of the four-cuts strategy, the TNLA
rounded up villages and cut off any kind of communication and sustenance
network to drug addicts residing in the area. Forcing addicts into withdrawal,
they could then be identiﬁed and forced into the PSLF/TNLA’s blunt rehabilitation programs. While newly recruited Ta’ang addicts’ labor was immediately
useful in ambits like military camp construction and maintenance or similar
support tasks, the main idea behind this practice was to identify deviant subjects
affecting the Ta’ang ethnonational body population and reinsert them into society, possibly also in/via the ranks of the TNLA.
Third, the recruitment endeavor was based on a “one Ta’ang household, one
Ta’ang body” policy to turn Ta’ang families throughout Ta’ang areas into the
recruitment base of the armed forces. There were exceptions for those households with only one daughter or son with the idea not to impede the household’s
ability to sustain itself. Interestingly, recruitment was (and has been up to now)
restricted to Ta’ang individuals, something that the PSLF/TNLA’s leadership
continues to pride itself on. While the ethnicity of those being recruited remained a ﬂuid, constructed category that the act of recruitment per se would
not reify, it is worth noting how such recruitment practices embody the PSLF’s
conception of the Ta’ang polity.
The PSLF has maintained a conception of Ta’ang Land that differs slightly from
the conception that, for example, Shan ethnonational rebel movements have
maintained of Shanland (see Ferguson 2021: 103). From the PSLF’s perspective,
Ta’ang Land comprises other ethnonational communities too, but the organization – at least, in principle – remains sensitive about the issue of both uniting
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and subjugating them under the Ta’ang polity via recruitment of non-Ta’ang
populations into the TNLA. More radical Shan ethnonational postures and
chauvinistic stances instead understand the Shan polity and Shanland as constituted by a diverse tapestry of communities that in a sense belong to the Shan
and are to achieve unity, autonomy, and harmony “within” the Shan struggle
(Ferguson 2021: 103). In this regard, one could note, for example, how the
PSLF/TNLA has not refrained from including non-Ta’ang individuals in its
anti-narcotics programs, which entail some kind of labor in/for the TNLA, but
normally does not insert non-Ta’ang individuals into the armed forces at the
end of the “rehabilitation.” While Ta’ang Land has to be freed from drugs regardless of issues of ethnicity, recruitment and military (especially combat) service into the TNLA is harnessed to build a Ta’ang polity.
Along similar lines, a further major idea and practice underpinning recruitment
on a one-household/one-body ratio was that of re-articulating the Ta’ang body
population collectively by placing people who had maintained a very localized
understanding of being “Palaung” next to each other. Organizing and calculating recruitment on a household basis was not only a way of producing a territory that would exceed the P-SAZ, it also simultaneously represented a way
to build a different spatial understanding of being Ta’ang for people who had
been geographically apart in Kyaukme, Kutkai, Muse, Mogoke, Mongyawng,
or Mong Hsu, for example. This involved not only recruits themselves but also
their families and communities.
Fourth, women played a particularly relevant role in the recruitment endeavor
of these initial years. Facing the realities of Ta’ang communities deeply affected
by a variety of narcotics-related social issues (PWO 2011 and 2010), the PSLF’s
networks focused on engaging with women as the actual pillars of the household in a situation in which, on the one hand, narcotics consumption was especially impactful on the male population and, on the other hand, women could
be leveraged to authorize in-household recruitment and legitimize the formation of an armed force. The voices of women were mobilized to rally support
for the ethnonational armed force and its renewed war, particularly in light of
the intertwined logics of ethnonationality and narcotics eradication, while
women’s unpaid labor was mobilized in support and services-delivery roles.5
This kind of recruitment was discursively and materially constructed as a practice to liberate Ta’ang Land from drugs by freeing Ta’ang households and communities from drugs. Here again, recruitment embodied a speciﬁc political
geography by placing different localities in relation to one another and a Ta’ang
polity’s territory.
Such rationalities and practices of recruitment contributed and were connected
to speciﬁc modalities of access to weapons and dynamics of weapons circulation
as well. At the time of the TNLA’s ofﬁcial proclamation, the PSLF had been
struggling to acquire weaponry, confronted as it was with an overall unfavorable
conjuncture that had seen weapon ﬂows and availability gradually shifting away
from the Thailand–Myanmar borderlands toward the UWSA and KIO/A’s
areas since the early 2000s. The front had managed to acquire ﬁrearms via con5

Similarly to what Hedström and Olivius (2021) have found in relation to the wars in Kachin.
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tacts with the Karen rebel movements and the Wa National Organisation/Army
(WNO/A).6 Yet, it remained extremely difﬁcult (but important) to maintain
access to weapons in Ta’ang areas of northern Shan. The ethnonationality and
narcotics eradication rationalities that inﬂected the recruitment drives analyzed
above were important ways to build consensus among disgruntled members of
the PSLO/A who, since the (more or less tacit) rejection of the ceaseﬁre (and
later, the disarmament) had stashed weapons away. The spatial elements intrinsically connected to the formation of a Ta’ang armed force that I aimed to foreground above were also important in embodying former PSLO/A ofﬁcers’
political aspirations, which had been deeply frustrated by the imposition of the
ceaseﬁre accord and the 2008 constitutional arrangements.
In the meantime, Ta’ang militiamen serving in village community militias or sittat integrated militias were also deciding to join the cause and bringing along
their weaponry with them. After the ﬁrst years, however, the support received
also in the form of weapon supplies by other EAOs in northern Shan State
(namely the KIO/A and SSPP/SSA-N) was particularly crucial. The political
stances of these two EAOs, which rejected military-state demands to integrate
into Myanmar’s defense structure via the BGF and/or PMF programs and were,
thus, facing mounting military offensives, were key in agreeing to support the
development of the TNLA (2011–2014/5).
The most crucial dynamic in terms of access to weapons and consolidating the
Ta’ang armed force has been the relationship between the PSLF and the
UWSP/A. While a thorough reconstruction of this relationship is beyond the
scope of this chapter, the acquisition of weaponry, training, and military support
from the Wa EAO has been heavily inﬂected by the two rationalities of ethnonationality and narcotics eradication. The two rebel movements are argued to share
a common Mon–Khmer ethnic background and longstanding linkages that go
back to at least the joint sit-tat and UWSA military offensive against Khun Sa’s
Mong Tai Army (MTA) in the mid-1990s, when the PSLO/A had responded to
a call for support by the Wa armed group. Most importantly perhaps, they share
a common understanding of the ethnonational cause as a struggle unfolding at
different scales: a struggle not only vis à vis the central “Bamar” military-state
authorities and state institutions but also against inclusion into a Shan polity and
the assimilation of ethnonational communities via a “Shannization” process.
Moreover, a common political agenda concerning the need for a war on narcotics in Shan State has been linked up with a shared understanding of the relationship between territory and ethnicity. Both rebel movements have upheld
the idea that territory should be divided according to a proportionality criterion
on the basis of the presence of ethnic minority populations. As Tar Bong Kyaw,
the PSLF/TNLA’s ﬁrst secretary-general recently put it while commenting on
the territory of a future Ta’ang state: “We are not greedy – we are not demanding control of the cities, that will just lead to endless clashes. We are just demanding the regions where the majority of the people are Ta’ang” (Frontier
Myanmar 2021).
6

At the headquarters of which it had maintained a small contingent of troops even before TNLA’s creation: see Buscemi 2019.

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

92

Ta’ang military hats and badges:
How rationalities are inflected into a uniform
(and how a uniform reproduces the polity)

I end with a very brief analysis of how the political rationalities of narcotics
eradication and ethnonationality that have informed the processes of weapons
acquisition and armed forces formation have been made tangible and material
in technical objects and techniques. To this end, I delve into a speciﬁc militarytechnical object, that is, the military uniform of the TNLA (particularly, the
badges and hat of the uniform).7 Military uniforms – and related techniques to
wear the garment – should be understood as a technology to regulate and govern the relationship between people (individuals and collectives) and weapons,
regardless of whether it is the very same body of the person becoming a soldier
or a ﬁrearm, for example. In turn, I also sketch here some of the ways in which,
by governing the relationship between people and weapons, the military uniform and related techniques to wear it contribute to symbolically and materially
reproducing a Ta’ang polity.
The service combat uniform that the PSLF adopted for the TNLA in 2009 included a speciﬁc hat and two shoulder badges. The hat of the uniform presented
striking similarities with the one that was in use among the KIO/A, thus suggesting how – not only concerning weapons but also for militaria more broadly
– there are common supply chains among rebel movements in the borderlands.
Yet, the cap differed clearly from the Kachin one due to a band cutting the upper
panel horizontally. The TNLA’s hat drew instead from the one that was in use
by the PSLO/A, either via old stocks or new supplies designed on the same
model. Military training manuals and training techniques reported in detail on
the components of the hat and their meaning, something that every recruit would
have to learn about. The peculiar horizontal band that connects the left and right
sides of the hat through the upper panel symbolizes the Ta’ang people and the
armed force joining hands in symbiosis to constitute both the TNLA and the
population it preserves. A further band running along the circumference of the
head reinforces this role of the TNLA which, like a band surrounding soldiers’
heads, delimits and surrounds Ta’ang spaces and populations. Moreover, besides
these bands, the hat is made of a cloth panel folded six times into the speciﬁc
shape it presents. The set of six folds giving shape to a unitary cloth is taught of
as a reference to the PNF, the very ﬁrst Ta’ang armed resistance group.
The two brigades forming PNF in 1963 merged into the Shan State Army (SSA)
at its constitution in 1964 as the latter’s brigades 5 and 6. When brigades 5 and
6 broke away from the SSA a few years later, the PNF was ﬁrst recreated by
both brigades jointly and then eventually restructured under the leader of
brigade 6, Captain Kham Thaung. Captain Kham Thaung and his brigade 6
factions comprised the strands of the PNF more inclined toward a political
struggle for a Palaung state inside a democratic federal union, as opposed instead to brigade 5’s leadership, which expressed more conservative political
stances and focused more on recreating the administrative system of the Sao
Hpa in Shan State. Thus, the six folds of the hat are presented as a reference to
7

I take here into consideration the ﬁrst hats and badges of the TNLA’s uniform that were adopted in 2009. While still
used by some of the troops, they were ofﬁcial replaced with renewed ones in late 2021.
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brigade 6 and the process of the PNF’s restructuring as a key moment in the
ethnogenesis of the Ta’ang and the formation of a Ta’ang polity. In summary,
the TNLA’s military hat and the training manuals and techniques (as an integral
part of the uniform) are a technology that – through the act of wearing the uniform – connects the armed force with Ta’ang populations and resistance movements across space and time.
But what/who are Ta’ang spaces and people? The uniform’s shoulder badges
offer some clues. The left-sleeve badge depicts a green, three-peaked mountain
range against a light blue background nested between tea leaves branches with
a tea ﬂower right at the center. Towered over by a stylized red sun, the range,
tea leaves, and ﬂower make symbolic reference to the social and politico-economic legacies of the Ta’ang communities and Ta’ang polity in northern Shan
State speciﬁcally, where the production of tea in these hilly regions has long
played a central role.
However, the three different peaks and the sun towering over the composition
enlarge the scale of Ta’ang Land: They express the rejection of state-framed
scales of Ta’ang Land and the Palaung SAZ limited to speciﬁc areas of northern
Shan State. The three peaks of the mountain range refer to the three main borderland regions where Ta’ang people are to be found – that is, northern Shan,
Southern Shan, and the Myanmar–China and Myanmar–Thailand borderlands.
While the red sun recalls a cosmology shared by Ta’ang communities throughout the three regions, according to which the Ta’ang people were born out of
the encounter between father sun and mother dragon, who gave birth to the
egg containing the ﬁrst human beings.
The right-sleeve badge instead displayed two Ta’ang “traditional” swords,
named “Boh,” on a red background with the letters TNLA underneath. The
military training manuals detail how the swords are a reference to the Unknown
Soldier of the Ta’ang polity, who fought until the very end – ﬁguratively recalled
by the traditional swords – to defend the polity. Above all, the idea of refusing
to lay down the Ta’ang polity’s weapons and disarm at any cost, even if this
would entail ﬁghting with two traditional “Boh,” is also embodied by the badge.
As key components of the uniform, the two badges contribute to molding the
bodies of recruits from different parts of Ta’ang Land into a single ethnonational body and territory-space that, via the uniform, is depicted and performed
as both distinct from and broader than state-framed identiﬁcations of the
Palaung and their zone of “autonomy” within Shan State.
If the act of wearing the uniform, with all the associated doctrines and techniques that (together with the technical object) aim to regulate the body at its
interface with weapons, activates speciﬁc affections, the opposite is also true –
that is, not wearing the uniform similarly contributes to reproducing the ethnonational polity and its territory. Drug addicts who have been press-ganged
into military service and “rehabilitation” in the TNLA, for example, do not
wear the same PSLF/TNLA military uniform (at least, not immediately). Addicts are shaved and provided with second-hand olive-green uniforms that often
do not really “uniform” those who wear them: A top may be different from another, some may be given tracksuits, others either pants or tops only. “Rehabil-
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itation” into the TNLA’s so-called “Drug Fighting Centers” essentially entails
forced withdrawal via two main types of activities, both of which are highly informed by military discipline techniques.
First, the “rehabilitation” is performed via military-like drills, physical and disciplinary training carried out without weapons. (Only at later stages will
weapons be introduced in the form of wooden props for those who will become
TNLA soldiers after “rehabilitation”.) Second, “rehabilitation” is performed
via social services – most often entailing military camps cleaning and maintenance labor more than real local community services. Only a portion of the addicts press-ganged into the PSLF/TNLA’s centers will then be integrated into
the armed force, and only they will eventually wear the service military uniform.
As the diffusion of narcotics has long been conceived as a genocidal strategy
practiced by the sit-tat and the military-state institutions to target the ethnonational Ta’ang population, the main logic behind practices of “rehabilitation” is
the idea of cleaning up Ta’ang society and Ta’ang Land. This entails the reshaping of addicted bodies, households, and communities into drug-free bodies, households, and communities to be reinserted into a drug-free Ta’ang polity
and territory. Thus, not wearing the uniform during the “rehabilitation” process
functions, by contrast, as a material practice that singles out the “addict” from
the polity and its territory to gradually reinsert it into them and to gradually recompose the polity and the territory (in part via the re-insertion of part of the
“rehabilitated” bodies as soldiers into the TNLA).
Conclusion

Offering a concise reconstruction of the trajectories of the ceaseﬁre, disarmament,
and re-armament of Ta’ang rebel movements in the borderlands of Myanmar, this
chapter analyzed the political rationalities that have shaped the processes and
practices of (re)acquiring weapons and (re)forming the TNLA by the political
front of the PSLF. In so doing, it highlighted the highly political role of the processes and practices of acquiring weaponry beyond any organizational or logistic
issue. It also remarked on the diffused societal character of the two main rationalities of ethnonationality and narcotics eradication: They are not merely ideological elements mobilized by a political movement but political logics rooted in
and diffused through micro- and less micro-societal practices to govern weapons,
people, and the relations between them.
It has been observed how it is in the very rationalities and practices of acquiring
and holding guns and constituting an armed force that ethnonationality and its
attendant political geographies are reproduced. By combining military doctrines, manuals, recruitment practices, and technical objects (e.g., the service
uniform) throughout the process of disciplining and governing the relations
between weapons and the bodies of those entering the TNLA, the PSLF has
managed to re-articulate a Ta’ang ethnonational collective identity and territory.
Both this identity and territory simultaneously contest and reproduce an ethnonational system of rule informed by the military state’s Taingyintha logic.
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Drugs flow where the rivers
meet: Myanmar’s drug economy
before and after the coup
Maria Elena Sassaroli
On the border between Laos, Thailand, and Myanmar, the conﬂuence of two rivers – the
Mekong and the Ruak – makes the land extremely fertile. This territory, dubbed the Golden
Triangle, is one of the biggest opium-producing regions in the world and second only to the
Central-Asian Golden Crescent. Myanmar, and in particular its eastern Shan State, is the main
hub of the Golden Triangle. Drug production and trade in and from the area has represented a
major driver of the country’s economy since the 1950s. Drug trafﬁcking is a deeply rooted
phenomenon in Myanmar, and despite a slight decrease in the country’s drug ﬂow during the
ﬁrst two decades of the 2000s, the overall ﬁgures remain high, especially since opium production
is quickly being replaced by the market of methamphetamines. When the military coup occurred
in early 2021 and further destabilized the already fragile situation caused by the pandemic,
researchers warned about an upsurge in drug trafﬁcking. This paper will provide an overarching
summary of the evolution of the drug economy in Myanmar before shifting the focus to examine
how this phenomenon’s scope and characteristics have changed after the coup: Have the recent
socio-political shifts exacerbated or weakened the already existing trends, and how? To answer
this question, I will analyze the discourse of the issue in newspaper articles by reviewing
international newspapers. My primary source will be the press of neighboring China and
Thailand. Myanmar’s media will not be analyzed because of the difﬁculty of obtaining
information from online sources since the coup.

KEYWORDS: DRUG ECONOMY; GOLDEN TRIANGLE; MYANMAR’S DRUG ECONOMY;
OPIUM TRADE IN MYANMAR.
My hoe goes into the ground ﬁve times:
The ﬁrst time is to feed the army,
The second time, to feed the militias,
The third one, to feed the rebels,
The fourth one, to make the village wealthy,
And only the ﬁfth one is for my family.1

Introduction

According to a well-known myth in Myanmar, one of the 37 deities and spirits
(nat) of a widely worshipped pre-Buddhist cult died from an opium overdose
in the 16th century (Temple 1906). This story indicates how deeply rooted the
use of opium has been in the country and that it can be traced back centuries.
Today, more than 500 years later, “Myanmar is the world’s second-largest producer of illicit opium/heroin and one of the major global producers of methamphetamines” (Thomson and Meehan 2021). “[A]dd the two together and
Myanmar’s the largest narcotic state in the world” (Thornton 2012).
Here, opium was initially consumed only by local lower classes, and its production was strictly conﬁned to a limited area. Poppy cultivation increased over
time and, inﬂuenced by traditional, geographical, and political factors, took on
various shapes over the years. As will be outlined, the international community
has also played an important role in the development of the region’s drug econ-

1

Popular saying in Myanmar, from “The Business of Drugs”, interview with Kunai Jaiyen, founder of the Shan State
Herald by Amaryllis Hope Fox, former CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) ofﬁcer.
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omy. For this reason, what was initially only a limited activity slowly evolved
until it became one of the main components of the country’s socio-economic
fabric. Since there was already an opium market, Myanmar was in a good position to start experimenting with the production and trade of newer and more
appealing drugs: In the past decade, the country has seen an increase in the
production of methamphetamines. One of the most popular is the so-called
yaba (“crazy drug” in its Thai name), “a tablet form of methamphetamine, and
a very powerful stimulant” (UNODC 2008) because of the presence of caffeine
in the formula.
The military coup of February 2021 had a strong impact on the country’s social,
economic, and political features, and its effect on the ever-ﬂourishing drug trade
has piqued the interest of various scholars and researchers. Many have attempted to understand how the coup has impacted and will impact the phenomenon and how this underground economy’s scope and characteristics have
changed in light of the country’s new political landscape.
This paper contributes to the literature on the topic by describing Myanmar’s
drug economy before and after the coup. The ﬁrst and second sections identify
the when and the why of drug production by underlining the main factors that
have contributed to the country becoming one of the global hotspots of drug
production and trade. The third part focuses on how this phenomenon’s scope
and characteristics appear to have changed since the recent coup. Before delving into the details, it is important to lay out two main starting points:
• Data on the matter is hard to retrieve, and it is difﬁcult to reach an objective
and fair conclusion. This is true in particular for the production of methamphetamines, which, unlike opium, are produced “with readily available chemicals
often in small laboratories […]. This makes an assessment of volume, location,
extent, and evolution of production” (Kramer 2015) an even bigger challenge.
• The situation is continuously evolving, and, for this reason, the scarce available
data is not reliable enough to make consistent predictions for the future.
Drugs in Myanmar: When?

Arab traders brought opium to the shores of Myanmar at the beginning of the
16th century. However, historical texts and records do not (or only partially)
refer to opium cultivation and usage in Myanmar before the 19th century (TNI
2021). Until the 1800s, opium consumption had been a phenomenon mostly
affecting the lower classes and “kept under control by the societal fabric and
Buddhist morality” (UNODCCP 2001). Under British colonial rule, opium
cultivation was a limited activity, restricted only to certain local leaders: Those
living in the Shan State and other northeastern regions were “exempted [from
restrictions],” and “opium cultivation remained largely legal” (TNI 2021). The
Shan State currently accounts for almost 90% of opium production (Meehan
2021), with approximately 190,000 households farming between Shan and
Kachin (TNI 2020). In addition, the majority of synthetic drug labs are believed
to be located in Shan’s mountainous areas.
The production and use of opium started to increase at the same pace as the
“development of the international opium trade” (TNI 2020). In fact, the ﬁrst
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steady introduction of poppy in Myanmar’s agriculture goes back to the late
19th century, when “hill tribes in southern China introduced the poppy plant
to the Golden Triangle, a very remote area which included the Shan State in
the northeastern part of Burma” (Othman 2004). However, it is only after
World War II that the large-scale ﬂow of drugs started within and from the region. In 1949, Mao banned opium production in China; thus, poppy cultivation
shifted from the Chinese Yunnan Province to Myanmar’s Shan State (TNI
2021): “the remnants of the KMT who found their way to the Shan Hills of
Burma became active in the illicit drug trade as a way to ﬁnance their costly
struggle against the communists back in mainland China” (Othman 2004).
In 1962, the Tatmadaw took power in Myanmar through a coup d’état, introducing a new ideology, the “Burmese way to Socialism (
)”, in Burmese), which would steer the country in subsequent
years. In this context, “opium – and increasingly heroin – became the medium
of exchange” for people, since “more than 80 percent of all consumer goods
available in Myanmar were smuggled in from neighboring countries” (Lintner
2021). In 1974, “in the attempt to curb the growing numbers of opium production, the Tatmadaw enacted the “New Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs
Law” (TNI 2021). The activity of the Central Committee for Drug Abuse Control (CCDAC), which oversaw the drafting and application of the new law, facilitated involvement by the United Nations: In the mid-1970s, the CCDAC
established “an agreement with the UN and the adoption of a ﬁve-year work
plan from 1976 to 1981, [which] cost USD 6.5 million” and “was largely paid
for by the government of Norway” (Thomson and Meehan 2021). However, it
slowly became “clear that controlling drug production and use in Burma was
challenging” (Thomson and Meehan). The international community’s intervention in Myanmar’s drug issue was difﬁcult back then and continues to pose
a challenge: As pointed out by Thomson and Meehan, “the most inﬂuential actors shaping the drug economy [in Myanmar] are the hardest for international
actors to interact with and inﬂuence” (Thomson and Meehan).
The New Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs Law, as well as the joint effort with
the UN, were short-lived, and opium production, boosted by the high rate of
consumption by the US soldiers ﬁghting in nearby Vietnam, kept rising into the
late 1970s (Hill and Weier 2017). By the mid-1980s, Myanmar was the world’s
largest producer of opium and retained this primacy until the mid-1990s, when
it reached a peak of production between 1993 and 1996 (TNI 2021).
In the late 1990s, various factors (mainly the shifts in the global heroin trade)
contributed to a gradual decline in drug production in the country. The period
between 2006 and 2013 saw a mild resurgence marked by the appearance of a
drug-related phenomenon: the spread of HIV and AIDS in Myanmar, which
still represents a huge problem for the country (Kramer 2015). In 2014, production started to fall again. In 2020, “the area under opium poppy cultivation
in Myanmar was estimated at 29,500 [hectares],” and since 2019, it “has decreased by about 11% or 3,600 hectares, which is a continuation of the downward trend that had started in 2014” (UNODC Regional Ofﬁce for South-East
Asia and the Paciﬁc 2021a).
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Nevertheless, a fall in opium production does not mean a collapse of the drug
economy. On the contrary, the slow decline of opium cultivation and the loss
of proﬁt in heroin coincided with a sharp rise in methamphetamines and the
production of other synthetic drugs, substances that can be produced and
smuggled way easier than opium. Throughout the 2010s, “seizures of meth in
East and South-East Asia increased 640%, with much of the activity concentrated in the Lower Mekong” (Stone 2021). According to the United Nations
Ofﬁce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), “Myanmar is now the main source of
meth in nations across the region” and “could be the world’s top supplier”
(Stone). The ofﬁce’s most recent report, dated February 2021, “conﬁrms that
production and demand for opium has further declined as the region’s synthetic
drug market continues to expand and diversify” (UNODC Regional Ofﬁce for
South-East Asia and the Paciﬁc 2021a).
Drugs in Myanmar: Why?

Following this short description of how drug production in Myanmar has
evolved over the years, it is important to understand the drivers behind this
massive drug trade in the area. Drawing on Othman’s research and a policy paper published by the Transnational Institute in 2021, I identify six different
factors contributing to Myanmar becoming a hotspot of drug production.
First, tradition and culture. In Myanmar, there are “very strong cultural identities
held by the minority groups […], based partly on geographical location of
their respective home areas” (Othman 2004), which have led to a lack of “unity
necessary to tackle the country’s serious social problems,” like drug addiction,
and “leav[e] the way open to military dictatorships as seeming to be perhaps
the only viable form of government” (Othman). Moreover, precisely because
opium has been cultivated and consumed in Myanmar for centuries, its use is
socially accepted as a way of life, and part of the consumption is historically
linked to medicinal use.
Second, geography and climate. As part of the Golden Triangle, the northeastern
part of Myanmar possesses favorable natural conditions for the cultivation of
opium: the conﬂuence of the Mekong and Ruak rivers makes the land fertile
and optimal for growing poppies. The geographical factor applies to the production of both meth and synthetic drugs. The mountainous and wild hinterland, where most of the meth labs are believed to be located, is not accessible
by car and provides the ideal environment for unhindered drug production.
Moreover, the areas where opium and meth are mainly produced – Shan State,
above all – are border regions, extremely close to the frontiers of both Thailand
and China, where the demand for opium before and meth now is very high. Finally, “a lot of regions in the North lack effective governance” (Reed 2021),
which creates a context that encourages illicit trade and is only bound to
worsen after the February 2021 coup.
This last element leads to the third factor: the form of government. Since the
end of colonial rule, Myanmar has largely been a military state, “providing
conditions in which information is easily kept from the people” (Othman
2004). As highlighted in an article from the Financial Times, “the narcotics
business ﬂourishes in places where the state is weak, corruption is common,
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and ofﬁcials can be bribed,” and Myanmar, now more than ever before, is
“one such place” (Reed 2021).
The fourth factor is the economy. As noted before, Myanmar’s ruling powers
have implemented a set of economic policies over the years that, for various reasons, have led to an “underground economy.” This economy, which we can call
a black or grey market, often represents the “only way for most citizens to obtain
goods from outside their region or from outside the country” (Othman 2004).
Fifth is the inﬂuence of the international community. In the mid-20th century,
“France’s intelligence agency – Direction de Documentation Exterieur et de
Contre-Espionage (SPDEC) and the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
[were] also believed to have helped foster the growth of the Golden Triangle’s
illicit drug production, by supporting the area’s independent warlords as a
buffer against the extension of communism in the region” (Othman). Many
countries have supported production as buyers. The demand for drugs – opium
before and meth now – is strong throughout Myanmar’s surrounding region,
from Thailand to New Zealand, and from the Philippines to South Korea. In
addition, for a long time before the emergence of drug markets in South
America and the Middle East, Myanmar had been a very important supplier of
drugs for the US and Europe as well.
Sixth, and particularly in the case of opium, access to land and credit. To put
it simply, opium production and selling have represented a major source of income for many families: Poppies grow easily, and their cultivation requires less
effort than with other products. Many Myanmar families still depend on poppy
farming for survival and, although declining, opium farming is still one of the
most proﬁtable markets in Myanmar. In an article from the Thai newspaper
Manager Daily 360 Degree (ผู้ จัดการายวั น 360 องศา in Thai), an opium farmer
argues he is aware of the illegality of what he is doing but also stresses he has
no other choice because it is very difﬁcult to “feed his family’s stomachs” with
other plants (Manager Online 2019).
In the next and ﬁnal section, I will describe the evolution of the drug economy
after the February 2021 coup d’état and expected future developments in the
drug market.
Drug economy after the coup

Poverty in Myanmar is large “but shallow, with the median income only 25%
above the poverty line.” Therefore, “small improvements can […] bring a
large number of people out of poverty, but already small shocks can also bring
an even larger number of people into poverty” (Schmitt-Degenhardt 2013).
The United Nations Development Program expects an economic downturn
resulting from the pandemic and the coup d’état, which could “leave nearly
half of the population of Myanmar, some 25 million people, in poverty” (Zsombor 2021) very soon. In such circumstances, people turn to the drug economy,
which may be illegal but offers certain revenue: in other words, a shift from a
licit to an illicit means of income in response to the economic slowdown. In
this context, the region’s criminal syndicates have naturally been adapting and
capitalizing (UNODC Regional Ofﬁce for South-East Asia and the Paciﬁc
2021b). As shown in the ﬁrst section, opium production – albeit still ongoing
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– has been declining since 2014, while the methamphetamine market is growing.
The production of synthetic drugs reached a record level in 2020 since the
health crisis resulting from the pandemic led to a supply glut (Strangio 2021)
coinciding with higher levels of production. However, this scenario might
change in the future: in May 2021, the UNODC warned that opium production
“may rise again if the economic crunch brought on by COVID-19 and [the]
February 1 coup persists, with fallout for much of the region”(Zsombor 2021).
Unfortunately, data cannot be easily retrieved, which means it is “hard to assess
the current scale of the drug industry” (Stone 2021). Myanmar’s “police stopped
reporting seizures on its Facebook page in early February [2021], and the UN
is not engaging with the junta” (Stone 2021). Moreover, the outburst of the
COVID-19 pandemic makes it even harder to retrieve clean and precise data.
To provide as clear an outline of the available data as possible, I gathered information from online newspapers from both the West and Myanmar’s neighboring countries (e.g., China, Thailand, and Laos). I selected the most relevant
articles, reports, and analyses, including valuable interviews with police ofﬁcials,
front-line workers, and narcotrafﬁc analysts, to get a general picture of the
levels of the drug trade after the coup. The starting point is that in the past
year there has been a “surge […] in drug trafﬁcking through and out Myanmar,”
(Reed 2021) and it has most likely been fueled by the coup. Richard Horsey, a
senior Myanmar adviser to the International Crisis Group, states that “the military coup has been a win-win for the drug cartels” (Duangdee 2021). This is
because “crime syndicates in Myanmar are likely using the military takeover to
their advantage to strengthen their positions and increase synthetic drug production” (Thaiger 2021).
Using the terms “缅甸” miandian, “Myanmar,” and “毒品” dupin, “drug”, a
search on 百度咨询 Baidu zixun (the section of China’s most popular research
engine (Baidu) dedicated to the latest news) brings us to a series of articles on
Myanmar’s drugs trade rise and smuggling in the borders. The article “缅甸毒
贩活动愈发频, 缉毒警接连查获上亿毒品,” roughly translated to “Drug smugglers in Myanmar are becoming more and more common, and anti-drug police
have seized hundreds of millions of drugs one after another,” provides numbers
and ﬁgures on recent seizures of cargo coming from Myanmar, demonstrating
that they are on the rise, and the number of drug shipments is very alarming
(NetEase 2022b). The article “缅甸军事政变后缅北毒品越发泛滥,” translated
to “After the military coup in Myanmar, drugs are rampant in northern Myanmar,”
claims that Myanmar police are concerned about general safety in the region but
do not have the resources to keep track of illicit drug trafﬁcking (NetEase 2022a).
Moreover, the article asserts that more and more women and children have been
involved in drug production and consumption in the area since early 2021.
Thailand has also detected “a spike in methamphetamine trafﬁcking across the
Mekong River following the military coup” (Thaiger 2021). In the Bangkok
Post,2 one of the largest Thai newspapers available in English, many articles
2
All the articles quoted in this paragraph have been retrieved from the Bangkok Post using the key words “Myanmar”
and “meth” in the search box, and then costuming the search, by specifying the time window: March 1st to December
31st, 2020, and March 1st to December 31st, 2021. The search resulted in a total of 48 articles.
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published in 2021 highlighted the surge in drug production in the region. There
is evidence that the illicit operations of local producers across the borders have
not been hindered by COVID-19 or the post-coup unrest in Myanmar (Post
Reporters 2021) – in fact, quite the contrary. The emphasis is generally on the
fact that crime groups have expanded their activity in the Upper Mekong and
the Shan State of Myanmar. The content of these articles becomes even more
relevant if compared with the narrative used to describe seizures in the same
months the year before (i.e., before the coup). The articles from 2020 focus
mainly on seizures in Thailand, with Myanmar being quoted as the main producer
in the region but with no emphasis on any increase in production. The articles
also quote different anti-trafﬁc operations by the main countries involved in
drug trafﬁcking in the region, like “Operation Golden Triangle 1511” and the
“Safe Mekong Operation”: in most cases, Myanmar’s active involvement in the
operations is highlighted. There is no mention of such operations in the articles
published in 2021. One of the articles even refers to the suppression of drug
production in Myanmar in 2020, which resulted in massive production in Thailand: “since early this year [2020], ice [crystal meth] trafﬁcking has largely been
frozen due to heavy suppression by the Myanmar government and restrictions
imposed to contain the spread of COVID-19” (Laohong 2020).
Another important indicator of increasing drug trafﬁcking is the rise in the
number of seizures reported in the newspapers of nearby Laos, probably also a
result of a route change: Thai authorities estimate “that around three-quarters of
illegal drugs entering their territory are now routed through Laos” (Martin 2021).
A massive seizure was reported in Laos in late October 2021, which local police
considered the “largest single drug bust ever” (Reuters 2021). Jeremy Douglas,
the regional representative for South-East Asia and the Paciﬁc at the UNODC,
comments on the episode underlining that “the spike in volume of drugs seized
in Laos was due to a shifting of smuggling routes inside Myanmar, as a result of
unrest in border areas since a coup in February” (Reuters). Myanmar is “ﬂooding
neighboring countries with narcotics and carving out new channels to reach old
markets” (Duangdee 2021). Furthermore, “the price of methamphetamine has
dropped to a low of 50 baht (around USD 1.60)” (Thaiger 2021). The fact that
prices are “stable or down in the region, and production is up, […] suggests that
the seizures are not reducing supply” (Reed 2021).
Logistic factors have certainly contributed to a smoother process of drug
trading: Before the coup, the “government had scanning machines for trucks,”
but now, “the machines are still running but you can bypass the checks: you
can pay bribes” (Reed 2021). According to law enforcement and front-line
workers active in the border area, Myanmar’s “post-coup civil conﬂict and
cash crunch has weakened drug enforcement capacity inside Myanmar and
given trafﬁckers free rein” (Reed). In fact, “what the coup has done is completely
distract the police from their anti-drug activities” and “created a perfect storm
for these criminal organizations, who thrive in the gaps where justice authorities
can’t easily get” (Lintner 2021). Similarly, U Tin Maung Teng, the chairman of
the Myanmar Anti-Narcotic Association in Kyaukme, claims that since the
coup, the drug issue has become more pervasive. He states that, before the
turmoil in the country, the police had been in charge of ensuring general safety,
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while now it cannot have a comprehensive view of drug illicit trafﬁc and consumption (NetEase 2022a). This line of thought is supported by Dan Seng
Lawn, executive director of the Kachinland Research Center, who argues that
“police forces distracted by an increasingly armed resistance to the ruling junta
are likely to spend less time on stopping the ﬂow of drugs” (Zsombor 2021).
Thus, the coup seems to have had an impact on the ﬂow of drugs. Several elements triggered by the military coup have contributed to exacerbating an
already high level of drug production in Myanmar: the instability within the
country has fueled the drug economy with more freedom for drug syndicates
and cartels, scarcer law application, and laxer police enforcement. All of this
adds to the already volatile situation created by the pandemic.
However, the data and interpretations need to be taken with a grain of salt.
Some analysts have a different view of how the available information should
be interpreted. A sharp commentary written by Swedish journalist Bertil Lintner
and published in The Irrawaddy claims that the conclusions drawn by some international agencies – namely that the production of illicit narcotic drugs in
the region is booming – are speculative: “there can be many reasons for the increase in drug busts, and that […] does not necessarily mean that production
is skyrocketing” (Lintner 2022). He cites the pandemic outburst: COVID-19
“has prompted border security forces in, for instance, Thailand and Laos, to
step up surveillance of all movements across their respective borders.” He also
mentions logistics factors: “new couriers have been recruited, and they are
taking risks that more experienced smugglers would not.” On top of that, the
number of seizures and the quantity of seized drugs “always ﬂuctuate regardless
of the level of production” (Lintner).
Conclusion

This research represents an attempt to handle the data and information available
today and provide a rough picture of the drug economy in Myanmar and how
it has changed over the past year – speciﬁcally, since the February 2021 coup.
The analysis of articles from eight Asian and four Western newspapers and journals shows that Myanmar’s neighboring countries have recently experienced a
rise in the number of drugs seized, and the overall opinion of people directly
involved in monitoring the drug trade is that the ﬂow of drugs has increased
since the coup. Owing to governance changes and more controls at Thailand’s
borders in the months following the coup, there has been a change of route
through Laos that makes the trade easier and faster. Moreover, police enforcement in the area has been loosened: most ofﬁcials are now involved in monitoring and supervising the riots. Finally, the law is seldom applied in the border
areas since February 2021: for instance, scanning machines are not functioning,
and functionaries can easily be bribed.
Even before the coup, the bans and policies to contain drug production had
failed to limit the demand, which, conversely, has always remained high: the
direct consequence was a rise in prices for opium/heroin before, and meth
more recently, and the cultivation of poppy and production of meth in locations
with laxer controls. The current situation has exacerbated existing trends: “the
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continuing conﬂict in the country, and the policy of the Tatmadaw to prioritize
security over drugs – causing it to support and create militias that are heavily
involved in the drug trade – also contributed to the new increase” (Kramer
2015). This does not come as a surprise since, throughout Myanmar’s contemporary history, “the explicit involvement of Tatmadaw units and commanders
in the drug trade has also been documented. […] the fact that local Tatmadaw
units have to be largely self-reliant (i.e., ﬁnd their own food and other supplies
and enjoy less logistical support from the army headquarters) fuels corruption
and their participation in the drug trade” (Kramer).
It is important to stress that the high proﬁt of illicit drug retail makes the drug
economy very hard to eradicate, regardless of the country of interest. In the
case of Myanmar, various factors inﬂuence the proliferation of drug production
and have made it very robust over time. For instance, the consumption of opium
blends with tradition (i.e., it is rooted in society, its use is socially accepted as a
way of life, and a part of the consumption is historically linked to medicinal
use). In addition, the Tatmadaw, along with the country’s most powerful people,
is deeply involved in the market, and, as it is really difﬁcult to monitor drug
trade, it is also hard to prevent its production, both from within and from the
outside. Moreover, as stressed by an article in The Myanmar Times, there is an
important link between the evolution of the drug market and Myanmar’s recent
economic development (intended in a broader sense): “economic development
may have brought roads and bridges, but little has changed in terms of governance in these areas. Coupled with access to markets, this is a perfect environment
for transnational organized crime” (Hofmann 2020).
David Mathieson, an independent analyst, sums up the current ﬁght against
Myanmar’s drug economy as follows: “the military pretends to get serious about
drug eradication and the West pretends to believe them” (Al Arabiya News
2022). Mathieson highlights how lightly the ﬁght is pursued both within and
outside the country. While Myanmar authorities torched tons of narcotics in
June “as part of eradication efforts for World Drug Day,” the United Nations
warned “that production of methamphetamine in the region is hitting record
levels.” Some scholars believe that these bonﬁres “are part of a long-running
game of smoke and mirrors played by a junta government not serious about
tackling the problem” (Al Arabiya News).
In conclusion, it is important to stress that in a scenario like the current one,
where the status of things is in constant ﬂux, the available data is deﬁnitely not
consistent enough to make predictions or even assess the real extent of the situation. As stressed by some other analysts like Lintner, the recent drug busts
could be inﬂuenced by many factors, and the correlation between the growth
in the number of drug seizures and the post-coup scenario might be mere speculation. Nevertheless, according to Jeremy Douglas from the United Nations
Ofﬁce on Drugs and Crime, “if past actions are an indicator of what’s coming,
then we’re likely to see another increase in synthetic drug production” (Thai
PBS World 2021). In fact, “in the late 1980s as well as in Myanmar today, the
military (or Tatmadaw) and the police could hardly be described as anti-drug
crusaders” (Lintner 2021). The recent developments discussed in this paper
“suggest that illegal narcotics will remain a crucial part of the country’s political
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economy, and play an outsized role in whatever constellation of power emerges
from the current crisis” (Strangio 2021).
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Myanmar universities
in the post-coup era:
The clash between old and new
visions of higher education1
Licia Proserpio & Antonio Fiori
In the wake of the 1 February 2021 military coup, Myanmar universities became the sites of
multiple and overlapping conﬂicts. At the macro-level, the military has faced massive nationwide
protests with teachers and students in the vanguard. This broad opposition has been met with
highly repressive and violent systems of social control, including mass ﬁrings of university staff,
the imprisonment of student activists, and a halt to the higher education reforms that had been
underway for more than a decade. The State Administration Council (SAC) is now rapidly
moving forward with a national vision of higher education that replicates old and repressive
Tatmadaw policies and strategies. On the other side of the divide, participants in the Civil
Disobedience Movement (CDM) and other social movements are re-imagining a new higher
education system rooted in the idea of education and oriented toward a federal and just society.
At the meso-level, within the different university institutions, educators are divided along
conﬂictual and unbridgeable frontlines: those who kept their positions and now work in the new
military educational framework for “the sake of their ﬁelds of study and their students” and those
who left or were forced to leave their occupations at great personal cost. At the micro-level, this
latest military coup imposed an as yet underestimated cost on the higher education staff and
students who had played such a central role in Myanmar’s metamorphosis in the decade before
the coup. Our article gives an insight into the coup’s impact on Myanmar by focusing on the
higher education sector. At this time of crisis, it draws on a set of qualitative data gathered
through online interviews with students and university staff to produce an analysis of this
extremely challenging chapter in the history of the country and its education system.

KEYWORDS: MYANMAR/BURMA; HIGHER EDUCATION; UNIVERSITIES; SOCIAL MOVEMENTS; PROTESTS.

Introduction

On 1 February 2021, Myanmar experienced the third coup d’état in its history.
This coup surprised even the most seasoned Burma watchers, who, as a result,
have tried to formulate coherent explanations, give assessments of the current
situation, or provide possible scenarios for the future. At the time of this writing,
it is still difﬁcult to grasp how this return to authoritarianism will put an end to
the country’s post-2011 opening to the external world and the associated decade
of (mostly incomplete) economic and social reforms. To contribute to this scholarly debate regarding what was happening within this complex stage of the political life of the country, especially in terms of collective participation in the
process of political and social change, our work focuses on a speciﬁc policy sector: higher education. In so doing, we answer the following questions: What is
the new mission of higher education within the State Administration Council’s
(SAC) state project? What is the impact of the SAC’s actions at the institutional
level (i.e., in everyday life) in university spaces? Who are those who contest the
vision of higher education that the state authority is imposing? And what is the
idea of higher education that these opposition groups are proposing?
From a methodological perspective, this study is based on qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews with governmental ofﬁcials and uni1
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versity teaching staff. Our interactions were exclusively virtual. Despite the limitations of conducting ‘online ﬁeldwork’ through Zoom calls, we were able to
collect relevant information and get an idea of the perceptions, emotions,
choices, and, ultimately, strategic decisions of the actors involved in the higher
education sectors. Our “positionality” as foreign researchers with solid connections to Myanmar universities and civil society organizations and individuals
helped us access higher education actors quite smoothly and establish the necessary interviewer–interviewee trust. Simultaneously, this positionality required
us to be very aware of potential personal biases when interpreting data. To bolster the interpretations offered by our interviews, we triangulated their accounts
with additional sources, including movement documents – mostly social media
material – and journalistic or international agency reports.
After highlighting a few conceptual frameworks on the politics of higher education, the article reviews how the military juntas have shaped higher education
from a historical perspective (1962–2011), the reform of higher education during the transitional period (2011–2021), and the coup’s impact on the sector.
The article gives speciﬁc examples of how the SAC is moving forward with a
national vision on higher education by replicating old Tatmadaw policies and
strategies and agrees with Khaing Phyu Htut, Marie Lall, and Camille Kandiko
Howson that the Tatmadaw seems to believe the old procedures can be successfully reapplied (Htut, Lall and Howson 2022). These policies are not only halting the ongoing crucial higher education reform but also creating new
institutional conﬂicts. At the same time, on the other side of the divide, actors
in the social movements are re-imagining a new higher education system. They
are framing new visions for universities deeply rooted in the idea of an education suited to a federal and just society. These frames are even more transformative than the ones at the core of the recent higher education reforms. The
conclusion highlights a few analytical points on the dynamics of the new state
authority’s un-making of higher education and the re-invention of educational
spaces created by resistance movements in post-coup Myanmar.
Higher education:
State authority and the social movement nexus

A higher education system is built to teach, conduct research, and carry out
service activities for the wider society. These functions are often interrelated,
but not all of them have equal priority in every institution or society; in some
cases, one or more may be missing completely (Altbach 2009; Bourner 2008).
In carrying out these functions, higher education institutions play important
social, political, economic, and cultural roles in societies (Brennan, King, and
Lebeau 2004; World Bank 2000). These roles have been portrayed in different
ways in the prevailing educational discourse. Higher education can support
economic and social development by fostering the production of human capital
and the growth of a knowledge society; it can perpetuate, legitimize, and reinforce the position of dominant elites in society; or it can be a force for progressive social change and for creating a more “just society” (Moore 2004).
Ultimately, each higher education system impacts (or not) the society in which
it is embedded in different ways according to the mission and vision it pursues.
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This “ambiguity” makes higher education both an interesting and a complex
ﬁeld of analysis. Higher education is an interesting ﬁeld because the unpacking
of the political tensions that play out in its spaces can shed light on various features of the political system and society in which it is embedded (as our work
ultimately aims to do). At the same time, the fact that each system is different
makes this unpacking quite complex. Geographical, historical, and cultural
contexts play an important role.
In seeking to understand the contemporary role of higher education, a central
premise is that, in many nations, universities are created, chartered, ﬁnanced,
and governed by the state: This means the state is intertwined with and – in
some political systems – inseparable from higher education. Acknowledging
the role of government, as well as other institutions (i.e., the legal and executive
branches of the state, regulatory entities, and institutions of national security),
state-theoretical models have offered a holistic approach to studying the politics
of higher education. Brian Pusser (2018) notes that the ﬁrst question to be asked
of the state and higher education in any given national context is: “What is the
mission of higher education within the state project, and what role do various
elements of the state play in meeting that mission?” In other words, in most
national contexts, the purposes of a public political institution such as a university can be ascertained by paying attention to the state and the role of a particular institution in the state project. State missions inﬂuence educational
policies. At the same time, universities are independent agencies with core missions and characteristics: They are not always easily directed and not always responsive to the will of political authorities. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology,
higher education can be considered a “ﬁeld,” a space in which various actors
interact: “constant, permanent relationship of inequality operate inside this
space, which at the same time becomes a space in which various actors struggle
for the transformation or preservation of the ﬁeld. All the individuals in this
universe bring to the competition all the relevant power at their disposal. It is
this power that deﬁnes their position in the ﬁeld and, as a result, their strategies”
(Bourdieu 1998).
Universities ﬁnd themselves at the nexus of powerful tensions created by different actors involved in this ﬁeld. Among these actors, there are the disenfranchised, excluded individuals and groups that arise as social movements to
inﬂuence the power structure, institutions, or both. It has been conceptualized
that social movements and universities go hand in hand (Pusser 2018). As sites
of critical inquiry and symbols of national purposes, universities have often been
central to the mobilization of various social movements (student movements taking center stage) aimed at drawing attention to demands for change, inﬂuencing
the state, or pressuring civil society to take action (Pusser). Referencing the long
history of conﬂicts in universities’ spaces between authorities and elements of
the civil society, Ordorika and Lloyd frame each education reform as “a historical
product of power struggles between dominant and subaltern groups in education and the broader state; explaining the dynamics of educational reform as a
consequence of competing demands for the reproduction and production of
ideology and skills on the one hand and struggles for social transformation and
equality on the other; and establishing the linkages between political contest at
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the internal and external levels as central to understanding new sites of educational contest and reform” (Ordorika and Lloyd 2015).
Along these lines, in the following section, we highlight the interplay between
state authority and the actions of social movements in shaping higher education
in the modern history of Myanmar – speciﬁcally, between 1962 and 2011. This
historical perspective shows the complexity and ambiguity of how Myanmar’s
universities are both ﬁelds of contestation over state authority and legitimacy
and instruments in broader contests for control over the state.
The history of higher education
in Myanmar under military juntas

The Myanmar higher education system was built by the British colonial powers
to educate a very small segment of the urban population and generate the skilled
workforce required by the colonial administration. Throughout colonial times,
university students represented a small (less than 1,000 individuals) elite in a
country where only two cities had universities (Yangon and Mandalay), and the
subjects that were taught mostly related to law, arts and sciences, medicine, and
engineering (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 2020). At the same time, university students became one of the most signiﬁcant collective actors of that time. In the
1920s and 1930s, the campus of the University of Yangon was a laboratory for
the formulation of radical nationalism that, extending outward past the spaces
of elitist higher education, shaped the country’s political trajectory. During
World War II, the same student leaders began to leave their university studies
to organize the armed struggle for independence and establish their place in
the “political mythology” of the country, which still allows student organizations
to play their long-lasting role as contentious political actors (Altbach 1989).
Since gaining independence in 1948, Myanmar has routinely been ruled by military juntas. During the Ne Win era (1962–1988, including the periods of the
Revolutionary Council and the Burma Socialist Program Party), higher education transformed amid waves of reform. These educational reforms were carried
out within a broader political and economic context and were inextricably
linked to the project of building a modern socialist nation in keeping with the
Burmese Way to Socialism policy framework. Higher education was subservient
to the technological needs of a socialist country and was maintained under strict
state control, which led to the nationalization and centralization of all activities.
Higher education institutions were to emphasize the type of knowledge and
expertise required by the socialist economy and industry. For instance, medicine, statistics, and education were considered “non-economically linked or
non-industry and non-economy linked studies,” whereas technological subjects,
agricultural sciences, and veterinary sciences were labeled “economy- or industry-based studies” (Zarni 1998). Through eloquent rhetoric of inclusiveness
and social justice, higher education was made into a ﬁeld largely closed to the
intervention of both student politics and international actors who might potentially lead to contestation and resistance. Meanwhile, military education was
portrayed and valorized as the best possible education, one that – unlike the
other higher education institutions – could provide secure social and economic
status. General Ne Win’s policies led to a total crackdown on higher education
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during the regimes of the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)
and later the State Peace and Development Council, a period in which higher
education was spatially and administratively fragmented and cognitively separated from wider society.
After 1988, all universities were closed for three years (until May 1991), and
gatherings of more than six people became illegal in the country (Sheader 2018).
During this three-year closure, the SLORC initiated a systematic purge of civil
servants, including teachers and university lecturers. When they were reopened
by the regime, universities and colleges by default became the only places other
than monasteries where large groups of people could gather, the regime having
shut down all other potential forces of opposition (Koon-Hong 2014). At any
sign of protest (the main protests of the 1990s took place in 1992 and 1996),
the regime stepped in to interrupt academic activities: In Yangon, between 1988
and 2000, the universities were closed for 10 out of the 12 years (Lall 2008).
After 1996, both Rangoon and Mandalay universities were prohibited from enrolling undergraduate students, a situation that was not reversed until 2015.
During the extended period of closure, university and college teaching staff
were often asked to attend “retraining camps.” Rives describes a four-week “reeducation” course at the Phaunggyi Central Institute of Civil Service (about 50
miles north of Rangoon) that Rangoon University staff were obliged to attend
in early January 1992, about a month after the student demonstration celebrating Aung San Suu Kyi’s Nobel Peace Prize award that led to the shutting of the
campus (Rives 2014). The camp was run by the military, and it included instructions and lectures on national unity and patriotism and how to enforce
student regulations in practical terms. The ultimate goal was to indoctrinate,
re-educate, and control the university staff. Practical advice about monitoring
students included surveillance in halls and bathrooms; on some campuses, a
military system of control was implemented in which corridors and staircases
were divided into security units under the command of department heads.
The military junta progressively split and relocated existing higher education institutions and established new ones (mostly lacking student dormitories) in remote locations far from urban centers. Students and staff from the existing
higher education institutions (around 32 at the end of the Ne Win era) were
transferred to 156 newly built institutions or campuses outside the main urban
centers (Shah and Lopes Cardozo 2018). These institutions had a smaller number of students, which prevented the formation of student groups capable of organizing contentious actions. The different universities were divided among 13
line ministries, placing the medical universities under the Ministry of Health,
for instance, and leaving only the non-technical arts and sciences universities
under the Ministry of Education. Not only were the new institutions built in unsuitable locations, but they were also built in a hurry with poor materials; teaching spaces were not carefully planned, laboratories remained under-resourced,
and libraries stocked materials that were obsolete and outdated. The teaching,
learning, and research in universities were all profoundly affected. Curricula
were reduced to narrow texts, critical thinking was removed from the learning
process, and rote learning became the main pedagogical approach, a situation
that continues to this day (Po Po Thaung Win 2015). Access to the country’s
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universities was highly restricted, with admission often given out as a reward for
political loyalty and compliance, and large numbers of students were channeled
into the vast new distance education system (Lorch 2007). Distance education
was not only more economically accessible (lower fees), but it also continued to
operate during periods when regular universities and colleges were closed without any clear schedule for reopening (from the authors’ interview with a Ministry
of Education ofﬁcial in 2020). The ofﬁcial narrative focused on using information
technology and multimedia facilities to offer better education to the masses; most
scholars note that, in reality, the Tatmadaw was determined to prevent any further disruptions caused by uncontrolled gatherings of students.
The result was a higher education system in disarray, which was still the case when
the 2011 political transition began. In a speech at a Myanmar–UK higher education policy dialogue event convened by the British Council in 2013, Aung San
Suu Kyi (leader of the opposition at the time) noted that “the standard of our
university education has fallen so low that graduates have nothing except a photograph of their graduation ceremony to show for the years they spent at university” (Mackenzie 2013). This condition is widely acknowledged in Myanmar. The
country’s higher education system is poor by global standards (CESR Team 2014;
2013). In the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index for 2015–
16, Myanmar’s higher education and training was ranked 138 out of 140 countries
(Schwab 2015). These shortcomings span multiple areas: the physical and digital
infrastructures are inadequate; the system’s human resource capacity is poor by
any standard; teachers are given few opportunities and little incentive for professional development; the teaching activities and curricula of most university
courses are outdated and not well aligned to the needs of the country (Thein
Lwin 2007); and, ﬁnally, research activities are limited (CHINLONE 2018).
Moreover, the higher education system reﬂects the considerable inequalities running across Myanmar society. Youth from poor households are highly underrepresented, and the cost of tuition fees, study guides, boarding costs, and other
auxiliary expenses constitute a signiﬁcant barrier to higher education. Although
only limited data is available, multiple scholars point out that several ethnic
groups are underrepresented in the country’s universities.
Against this backdrop, a higher education system in which (military) government
involvement in the daily affairs of universities was the norm for decades led to a
system in complete disarray. Student organizations proved remarkably resilient
during these periods, but the ﬁrm grip of the state prevented their actions from
having a positive impact on the education system. In the next section, we turn to
how higher education was reformed during Myanmar’s period of transition.
The 2011–2021 Myanmar higher education reform

From the onset of his presidency, President Thein Sein highlighted education
as a space for reform that required the intervention of a large number of stakeholders (both local and international). Reversing the vision of Myanmar state
authority for the ﬁrst time since the 1960s, he asserted the success of the higher
education system as a key element in the long-term drive to move the country
forward, regain the respect of the international community, and establish a credible place in the ASEAN region. This new collective participation in educational
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matters took form in the “Comprehensive Education Sector Review” (CESR)
process, an arena in which local and international actors could work together
toward this goal. CESR quickly became dominated by the various aid agencies
that were sending in experts and policy suggestions for inﬂuencing the reform
process. In the same year, the CESR announced that an umbrella organization
called the National Network for Education Reform (NNER) would be created.
Initially, the NNER included the student organizations of the country, among
others. It was intended as a political participation process aimed at making recommendations to Parliament to potentially inform the CESR. Thus, at the beginning, the NNER was ﬁrm in its intent to cooperate with government
initiatives. Within a few months, however, it withdrew from this collaboration
because the government-led reform process did not value or incorporate the
public input (Metro 2016). Student organizations’ level of disenchantment and
dissatisfaction grew with each step of the reform process, which led to a nationwide mobilization from September 2014 until March 2015.
Finding that the CESR process was taking too long and wanting to secure a set
of education laws well ahead of the 2015 elections, the President’s Ofﬁce initiated a parallel process called the Education Promotion Implementation Committee (EPIC) to draft policies for the implementation of educational reform.
As a result of the work EPIC undertook, Parliament approved a new National
Education Law (NEL) in 2014, which was amended in 2015. In late 2015, a
brand-new ﬁve-year National Education Strategic Plan – 2016/2021 (NESP)
was launched. Considering the premises of the NLD’s 2015 and 2020 election
campaigns, Aung San Suu Kyi and her NLD party might well have been expected to play a decisive role in reforming higher education (Lall 2021). The
reality was very different, however: not only did the NLD function less as a genuine opposition party and more as a bystander during the drafting of the NEL,
but the trajectory of the education reform did not take any signiﬁcant turn during the entire term of the NLD. Ultimately, the NESP drafted under Thein
Sein’s presidency was only slightly revised, and the main aim in terms of higher
education reform was to pursue better governance through autonomy.
The NEL and the subsequent amendment aimed to provide a national framework for the implementation of a range of complementary reforms across the
national education system, such as a recognition of the right of all citizens to
free, mandatory education at the primary level; the establishment of a standards-based education quality assurance system (thanks to the establishment
of ad hoc commissions for quality assurance); an extension of the basic education system up to the age of 13; support for instruction in minority groups’ languages and cultures; and a greater decentralization of the education system.
With regard to the higher education system, the NESP had three speciﬁc strategies: 1) to strengthen higher education governance and management capacity;
2) to encourage local teaching staff to undertake quality research and offer effective teaching, to provide students with an effective learning experience; and
3) to improve access to high-quality education without discrimination and regardless of students’ social and economic backgrounds. The NEL and the
NESP put the issues of governance and management at the heart of the reform
in the hope that changing the governance system would lead to better-quality
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education. In other words, higher education reform took the form of a quest
to make a few carefully chosen and trusted universities autonomous from dayto-day governmental interference.
It must be acknowledged that the route to increased autonomy is a long-term
process, and its effects are not always immediately perceptible at a macro-level,
especially at the time of writing, shortly after the 2021 coup had interrupted the
process before it could be completed. In an effort to map the speciﬁc stages and
impacts of the overall reform process, a few studies have collected perceptions
at the institutional meso-level (see, for example, Fiori and Proserpio 2021). These
studies have found that higher education actors considered the ongoing reform
beneﬁcial in terms of enhancing the efﬁciency of higher education institutions
(by linking decisions more closely to actions), improving the quality and relevance of academic programs (by allowing several universities to modernize and
differentiate their degrees and courses), strengthening the relevance of teaching
activities (by allowing higher education institutions staff to choose their academic
paths more freely), and facilitating international relations with international partners. At the same time, issues of equity and access were not dealt with as top
priorities, and there was very little progress on making universities more accessible to students from different social and ethnic backgrounds.
Lastly, it is important to mention how, throughout the entire “period of transition,” student organizations embraced a progressive idea of higher education
and pushed for more “just” higher education with the potential to improve society (Proserpio 2022). Student organizations kept engaging in micro-level
episodes of contention. These contentious activities mostly focused on endogenous educational issues and improving the well-being of students on campus
without linking their claims to broader national political demands. The student
unions repeatedly pointed out that higher education reform was at a standstill
under the NLD government, and that the administration was unwilling to move
forward with implementing decisions that had formally been taken on key matters. The key demands often raised concerned university autonomy and the
drafting of institutional charters to legislate such autonomy; new regulations on
the hiring and dismissal of university staff; an increase of the education governmental budget; the formal legalization of student unions that were active without
proper legislation; and general freedom of expression and protest for students.
The SAC’s unmaking of higher education reform

When the coup happened, Myanmar’s universities were already de facto closed
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The SAC kept higher education institutions closed throughout 2021 and 2022, only allowing students in their ﬁnal
classes to take examinations, thus ensuring that students do not remain in the
system for too long and could potentially create problems. In an online interview in December 2021 with the authors, the Ministry of Education’s ofﬁcials
asserted there are a few restricted pathways still open to enrolling students:
some universities focused on medicine and computer science had been authorized to carry out autonomous selection processes, and a few universities closely
tied to neighboring countries helped students ﬁnd alternative routes for enrollment (e.g., the Mandalay Institute of Information Technology has an agreement
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with the Indian government and is encouraging students to apply to go study
in India). Meanwhile, higher education institutions are by and large closed to
most of the student population given that the SAC is changing the higher education ﬁeld by shrinking the spaces of autonomy that were created during the
period of transition.
As already mentioned, in the period of transition universities were gaining autonomy from both the organizational and decisional (meaning the university’s
ability to decide on various academic issues) perspectives; stafﬁng and ﬁnancial
autonomy, which are the other self-sufﬁciency sectors in global academia, were
not really tackled. The SAC’s ﬁrst actions were targeted at undermining these
recent policies by bringing back the old policies and education structure that
had been changed during the transitional period. As is made clear in the next
section, these actions are coupled with (re)creating a climate of political violence, fear, and vulnerability that is (re)becoming a way of life in Myanmar academia, where teaching staff and students report being targeted with oppression
and scrutiny (Moon 2022).
With regard to organizational autonomy, higher education institutions have
been re-separated into different line ministries. In June 2021, the new Ministry
of Science and Technology was put in charge of technical (33) and computer
science universities (27) (a total of 60 institutions are under the umbrella of this
new ministry), while the Ministry of Education is still in charge of the 49 arts
and sciences universities, plus an additional 25 institutions (a total of 74 institutions are under the Ministry of Education). This “new” higher education organization is the “old” structure that had been in place before the recent
reforms. The National Education Policy Commission (NEPC) has been abolished, and the NCC (National Curricula Committee) has been established as
the sole coordination body, its main duty being to supervise university curricula.
The NEPC was created as a new policy body by the NESP. The NEPC was a
committee independent of the Ministry of Education mandated with formulating and implementing education policy reform, while the Ministry of Education
retained only administrative duties. The NEPC was designed to play an executive role in advising and coordinating higher education policy and legislation
in the form of Myanmar’s 30-year Long-term Education Development Plan, as
well as coordinating with development partners, a role that had previously been
assigned to the Ministry of Education. The abolishment of the NEPC could be
seen as a step backward from the progress made in the past decade in terms of
universities’ autonomy from state authority.
Concerning academic autonomy, the SAC is determined to take a ﬁrm grip of
the curricula content once more, as is made clear by the NCC (National Curricula Committee) being the only coordination body. For decades under the
previous military juntas, the university curricula had not only been inadequate
compared with global standards but also disseminated Buddhist-Burman
supremacy in a multi-ethnic society. One of the most evident achievements of
the recent reform was the relative academic freedom that was granted by letting
university staff set the teaching agendas (Fiori and Proserpio 2021). The same
professors who had been so enthusiastic about the change are now concerned
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about their future teaching activities. The interviewed professors who have decided to maintain their position in academia even under the military junta have
declared to the authors that they perceive increased scrutiny in their activities.
This leads them to be very cautious not only in their classroom activities but
also in the conversations they have with students and colleagues. According to
our formal and informal discussions, the space for critical thinking and freedom
of expression inside the university spaces is shrinking dramatically.
Lastly, government ofﬁcials assert that: “the Roadmap of the new NESP 2021–
2030 is still there. Nothing has changed for 2021–2030. The education policies
are not so much changed at the moment” (from an interview with the authors,
December 2021). At the same time, however, no real action is underway to implement any NESP policies; rather, all the efforts of state authority seem to be
concentrated once again on fragmenting the higher education system.
New conflicts in higher education spaces

Higher education staff have taken a strong stand against the actions of the Tatmadaw and the SAC. Multiple sources point out that between 35% and 50% of
the country’s teachers have abandoned their duties and given up their jobs to take
part in the CDM.2 In our virtual ﬁeldwork, we collected the narratives of academics who have decided to join the CDM and the ones that kept their positions.
Among the CDM academics, we found three similar perceptions. First, “the
Tatmadaw cannot be trusted when comes to education; this is a proven fact in
the history of our country.” An SAC-run education system is not credible in
the eyes of most university staff. Second, the higher education reform was opening up welcome spaces for debate and autonomy that academics are not willing
to lose: “the progress was slow, but it was there, [and] now it is all lost… the
Tatmadaw will recreate the old ways, an outdated system.” Losing one’s job as
a university professor comes at great personal cost, especially since 80% of the
staff is female. Even if an academic position is not well-paid, it comes with ﬁnancial security that is hard for women in Myanmar to acquire in other ways.
A former department head in one of the most prestigious universities in Yangon
stated in an online interview:
My university was providing me a house in Yangon, but now I don’t have a
salary, and I don’t have a house. I’m not married. It will be very hard for me
in the future to make a living, but I couldn’t bear teaching under the military.
Not after the past 10 years of progress and the activities that we have had, including international projects.
This last consideration brings us to the third common point that surfaced in the
narratives we collected: the shared fear that the SAC will once again isolate the
country from the outside world, starting with cutting all academic ties with international partners. Ultimately, the university staff that joined the CDM believed
that losing their jobs was the only way to ﬁght for a functioning higher education
system since the SAC will have no interest in keeping the university running or
providing quality education based on critical thinking, autonomy, and interna2

Our governmental sources stated they have started to hire student as tutors to replace the missing professors.
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tional engagement. According to our interviews, the punishment for a civil servant to join the CDM could vary according to not only the actions carried out
by the single person but also their rank: higher-ranking civil servants (like heads
of departments or pro-rectors) face more severe charges under Section 505(a).
In December 2021, we interviewed at length a professor based in Mandalay who
decided to keep her position. She framed her reasoning in the following way:
I’m a teacher. If I don’t go back to the university, what can we do? If we make
the revolution, we might win or lose. I’m a teacher; if the students come to the
university, I have to teach. I teach only my subjects, not politics.
I have to do research for the new generation. That’s why I decided to return to
the university and handle my department. At the time, two professors had left,
and everything was locked. Then I took control of the department because otherwise other people would come and try. I work for my students and my subject, not for them. The students will come back one day.
I’m not a politician, but I understand what is fair and what is unfair, only that.
I have to work for the university, the students, and the subject. I have to work
for this community only, for the country, not for the government.
A conﬂict has arisen between CMD staff and those who have decided to stay
in their positions. It is a conﬂict based on different perceptions of what constitutes the most honorable and suitable thing to do for Myanmar’s future and
the current students. Regardless of the outcomes of the struggles in the coming
months, it is evident that the bond and relationship of trust between and among
students, teachers, and families has been broken.
Re-thinking higher education:
The push toward federal education

At the time of this writing, the mass mobilization against the SAC, against all
odds, has already continued for more than a year and is bringing new regional
alliances and repertoires of contention into the national debate thanks, in part,
to the support of other regional social movements, the so-called “Milk Tea Alliance.”3 Student unions were part of the resistance movement since the early
days, and their involvement remains active and constant. The SAC has promptly
reacted by enacting old strategies: by abolishing student unions at universities
and colleges throughout the country and supporting alternative groups known
as student associations. Student union members believe the associations are
supported by the SAC, the junta’s governing body, as part of an intentional
strategy to undermine resistance to military rule (Frontier Myanmar 2022).
Without fully analyzing the actors, grievances, and actions of this mobilization
(which probably represents the country’s ﬁrst transnational cultural revolution)
here, we offer a few examples of what this mobilization is planning in relation
to higher education, to support the argument that these “protests have accomplished what has been elusive to prior generations of anti-regime movements

3

The Milk Tea Alliance is an online democratic solidarity movement connected to Hong Kong, Thailand, Taiwan, and
Myanmar. It pushes back against Chinese domination in the region and aligns itself with other global anti-authoritarian/pro-democracy movements such as various country-based Spring Revolutions. Protesters in Thailand and Myanmar
have adopted the three-ﬁnger protest salute from the ﬁctional Hunger Games movie series as a sign of resistance by
people facing injustice everywhere.
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and uprisings. They have severed the Bamar Buddhist nationalist narrative that
has gripped state society relations and the military’s ideological control over
the political landscape, substituting for it an inclusive democratic ideology”
(Jordt, Than and Lin 2021).
Knowing that “we have nothing to lose but our chains,” one of the Marxist expressions popularized by groups such as the University of Yangon Student
Union, student organizations are boycotting and ﬁghting the current SAC control of education.
Figure 1. Students against “the military education.” Picture shared on social media.

At the same time, however, they are also imagining a new education system. As
Rosalie Metro argues, there are several emerging alternatives to “military slave education” (another historically rooted motto), all based on principles of federalism
and self-determination (Metro 2021). So, what does an independent and federal
university mean to students? What are their demands for the government and
politicians? Most importantly, what is their alternative education model? One proposed model is embodied by the Virtual Federal University (VFU), led in part by
members of the University of Yangon Student Union. Three principles underpin
the VFU: 1) experiment with a learning and teaching model that will facilitate the
federal education system, 2) provide free education, and 3) make students’ voices
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and demands central to the operation of the university. The VFU seems to interpret
federalism in terms of everyday civic actions, including students’ interactions with
each other, educators’ views of their students, and the role of classes in promoting
self-esteem, dignity, and a sense of belonging to a community. Experiments such
as the VFU aim to foster federal conversations and practices and to build a federal
democratic country from the bottom up. This process would entail bridging the
differences among organizations and individuals from different backgrounds4 and
bringing wider political issues that were sidelined by student unions under the
NLD government back into the conversation.
Conclusion

In conclusion, we are witnessing a ﬁght between students and academics on the
one hand and the SAC and the Tatmadaw on the other hand over the future of
Myanmar’s universities. The core of this confrontation is represented both by
the future of younger generations, who are already facing a two-year hiatus on
their educational path, and by the possibility to establish a higher education system that either can have a transformative power (possibly represented by the visions for a federal education) or is destined to reinforce the military state’s
authority. In the introduction, our ﬁrst question was about the new mission of
higher education within the SAC state project; the “new” visions are, in fact, the
“old” Tatmadaw recipes. The SAC seems determined to being the country back
to the days when higher education was spatially and administratively fragmented
and cognitively separated from society at large. The SAC is actively working
against the recent higher education reform that, among several difﬁculties and
limitations, was seeking to improve the higher education system of the country
founding Myanmar’s future on university autonomy, national academia with a
place in the global scientiﬁc arena, and down the line a more just society. Interestingly, the SAC seems to believe that the old ways would still work, even if students and academics, in particular, are proving that after a decade of transition,
they have acquired different visions for transformative higher education and a
far better understanding of what a more just Myanmar could look like.
To a certain extent, the SAC’s actions have already (re)created divergences in
everyday life in university spaces. For example, a conﬂict has arisen between
CMD staff and those who have decided to maintain their positions. Academics
in the two camps are expressing different perceptions of what constitutes the
most honorable and suitable thing to do for Myanmar’s future and current students. The bond and relationship of trust between and among students, teachers,
and families has once again been broken, like during the previous military period. SAC actions are (re)shaping a climate of political violence, fear, and vulnerability that is causing teaching staff and students in Myanmar universities to
perceive themselves as targets of oppression and scrutiny. The light in the darkness is represented by the conversations on federalism and practices in education
that students and academics are investigating, aimed at building up a federal
4

One fact is particularly interesting in relation to this issue: in March 2021, various universities in Mandalay issued
statements apologizing to Rohingyas and other minorities for having failed in the past to speak up on their behalf over
human rights violations. The Rohingya crisis had not been one of the grievances central to student politics during the
transitional period, but it is now part of the debate, and this overall debate is gaining new language linked to human
rights and federalism.
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democratic country from the bottom. These conversations and experiments can
lay the foundations for the restructuring of a new national higher education system if and when a new policy window for change eventually re-opens.

References
Altbach, P.G. (2009), “One-third of the Globe: the Future of Higher Education in China and India,”
Prospects, 39(1): 11–31.
– (1989), “Perspectives on Student Political Activism,” in Altbach, P.G. (ed.) Student Political
Activism: An International Reference Handbook. New York: Greenwood Press, 1–17.
Bourdieu, P. (1998), Practical Reasons: On the Theory of Action, Stanford; CA: Stanford University
Press.
Bourner, T. (2008), “The Fully Functioning University,” Higher Education Review, 40(2): 26–45.
Brennan, J., King, R., and Lebeau, Y. (2004), “The Role of Universities in the Transformation of
Societies: An International Research Project,” Synthesis Report, Association of Commonwealth
Universities and The Centre for Higher Education Research and Information. Available online at:
http://oro.open.ac.uk/6555/.
CESR (Comprehensive Education Sector Review Team) (2014), Republic of the Union of Myanmar:
Support for Post-primary Education Development. Technical Annex on Secondary Education
Curriculum, Textbooks and Learner Assessment. Myanmar Comprehensive Education Sector Review
(CESR), Phase 2: In-Depth Analysis. ADB Project Number: 47177. Available online at:
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/ﬁles/project-document/204741/47177-001-tacr-05.pdf.
– (2013), Technical Annex on the Higher Education Subsector, Myanmar Comprehensive Education
Sector Review (CESR), Phase 1: Rapid Assessment. Available online at:
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/ﬁles/project-document/79491/46369-001-tacr-04.pdf.
CHINLONE (Connecting Higher Education Institutions for a New Leadership On National
Education) (2018), Myanmar’s Higher Education Reform: Which Way Forward?, Report. Available
online at: https://site.unibo.it/chinlone/it/report.
Fiori, A., and Proserpio, L. (eds) (2021), Navigating the Evolution of Myanmar Higher Education:
Perspectives from the Inside. Available online at: https://site.unibo.it/chinlone/it/results/ebook.
Frontier Myanmar (2022), “Inside the Junta’s War on Student Unions,” 18 May. Available online at:
https://www.frontiermyanmar.net/en/inside-the-juntas-war-on-student-unions/.
Hellmann-Rajanayagam, D. (2020), “From Rangoon College to University of Yangon – 1876 to 1920,”
in Kurfürst, S., and Wehner, S. (eds), South-East Asian Transformations: Urban and Rural
Developments in the 21st Century, Bielefeld: Transcript Publishing, 239–258.
Htut, K.P., Lall, M., and Kandiko Howson, C. (2022), “Caught between COVID-19, Coup and
Conﬂict – What Future for Myanmar Higher Education Reforms?,” Education Sciences,
12(67): 1–12.
Jordt, I., Than, T., and Lin, S.Y. (2021), “How Generation Z galvanized a revolutionary movement
against Myanmar’s 2021 military coup,” ISEAS – Trends in South-East Asia, Issue 7. Available online
at: https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/TRS7_21.pdf.
Koon-Hong, D.C. (2014), “Legacy of the Fighting Peacock: Analyzing the Role of Student Activism in
Burmese Democratic Movements,” The Journal of Politics and Society, 25: 71–99.
Lall, M. (2021), Myanmar’s Education Reforms: A Pathway to Social Justice?, London: UCL Press.
– (2008), “Evolving Education in Myanmar: the Interplay of State, Business and the Community,” in
Skidmore, M., and Wilson, T. (eds), Dictatorship, Disorder and Decline in Myanmar, Canberra; ACT:
Australian National University Press, 127–150.
Lorch, J. (2007), “Myanmar’s Civil Society-a Patch for the National Education System? The Emergence
of Civil Society in Areas of State Weakness,” Journal of Current South-East Asian Affairs, 26(3): 54–88.
Mackenzie, K. (2013), “Policy Insights for Higher Education: Recommendations for HE Reform in
Myanmar,” British Council, Yangon. Available online at:
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/ﬁles/policy_insights_for_higher_education.pdf.

121

MYANMAR UNIVERSITIES IN THE POST-COUP ERA

Metro, R. (2021), “The emerging alternatives to ‘military slave education’,” Frontier Myanmar, 24 June.
Available online at: https://www.frontiermyanmar.net/en/the-emerging-alternatives-to-military-slaveeducation/.
– (2016), “Students and Teachers as Agents of Democratization and National Reconciliation in
Burma: Realities and Possibilities,” in Egreteau, R., and Robinne, F. (eds), Metamorphosis: Studies in
Social and Political Change in Myanmar, Singapore: NUS Press, 209–233.
Moon (pseudonym) (2021), “Targets of oppression and scrutiny: Being a university teacher in militaryruled Myanmar,” The Tea Circle Oxford, 25 October. Available online at:
https://teacircleoxford.com/essay/targets-of-oppression-and-scrutiny-being-a-university-teacher-inmilitary-ruled-myanmar/.
Moore, R. (2004), Education and Society: Issues and Explanations in the Sociology of Education,
Cambridge: Polity Press.
Ordorika, I., and Lloyd, M. (2015), “International Rankings and the Contest for University
Hegemony,” Journal of Education Policy, 30(3): 385–405.
Po Po Thaung Win (2015), “An Overview of Higher Education Reform in Myanmar,” International
Conference on Burma/Myanmar Studies, Burma/Myanmar in Transition: Connectivity, Changes and
Challenges, University Academic Service Centre (UNISERV), Chiang Mai University: Thailand.
Available online at: https://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/Education/Popo-Thaung-Win-2015An_Overview_of_Higher_Education_Reform_in_Myanmar-en.pdf.
Proserpio, L. (2022), Myanmar Higher Education in Transition: the Interplay between State Authority,
Student Politics, International Actors, unpublished PhD dissertation, Alma Mater Studiorum –
University of Bologna.
Pusser, B. (2018), “The State and the Civil Society in the Scholarship of Higher Education,” in
Cantwell B., Coates H., and King R. (eds), Handbook on the Politics of Higher Education,
Cheltenham and Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing, 11–29.
Rives, N.M.L. (2014), University Student Activism in Burma/Myanmar During the 1980s, unpublished
PhD dissertation, University of Kansas.
Shah, R., and Lopes Cardozo, M.T.A. (2018), “Myanmar’s Education System: Historical Roots,
the Current Context, and New Opportunities,” in Lopes Cardozo, M.T.A., and Maber, E.J.T.
(eds), Sustainable Peacebuilding and Social Justice in Times of Transition. Cham: Springer
International, 65–86.
Sheader, M.J. (2018), Structure, Institutions and NGOisation: a Critical Realist Approach to Normative
Change in Myanmar Civil Society, unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Essex.
(The) World Bank (2000), “Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and Promise.” Available
online at: https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/345111467989458740/pdf/multi-page.pdf.
Thein Lwin (2007), “Education and democracy in Burma: Decentralization and classroom-level
educational reform,” National Endowment for Democracy, 10 July. Available online at:
http://www.thinkingclassroom.org/uploads/4/3/9/0/43900311/7._lwin_t.__2007__education_and_d
emocracy_in_burma_2007__english_.pdf.
Schwab, K. (2015), “The Global Competitiveness Report 2015–2016,” World Economic Forum.
Available online at: https://www3.weforum.org/docs/gcr/20152016/Global_Competitiveness_Report_2015-2016.pdf.
Zarni, M. (1998), Knowledge, Control and Power: The Politics of Education in Burma under Military
Rule, 1962–88, unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Wisconsin–Madison.

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

122

Mother tongue–based
multilingual education:
A vehicle for building Myanmar
into an equal and fair federal
democratic union
Yaw Bawm Mangshang
This paper reviews the education-related reforms that Myanmar’s nominally civilian
government initiated in 2011. It speciﬁcally analyses whether the reforms paved the way for the
implementation of mother tongue–based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) for all ethnic
nationalities. The paper argues that the reforms fell short of allowing MTB-MLE for all ethnic
nationalities, although it did permit the teaching of ethnic minority languages at public primary
schools. The paper concludes by arguing that it is vital to provide and maintain inclusive MTBMLE for all ethnic nationalities, and doing so will contribute to building Myanmar into an
equal and fair federal democratic union.

KEYWORDS: EDUCATION REFORMS; MOTHER TONGUE-BASED MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION; FEDERALISM;
MULTI-ETHNIC IDENTITIES; FUTURE NATIONAL SOLIDARITY.

Introduction

In 2011, a new nominally civilian government led by the military’s proxy party
came to power and initiated several important reforms, including the passage of
the 2014 National Education Law (NEL), amended in 2015). This new law
made it possible to: teach ethnic minority languages, recruit language teaching
assistants, and use minority nationalities’ language as a language of instruction
along with Burmese. Some researchers (Jolliffe, Kim and Mears 2016: 31–32)
have asserted that the law was intended to set up a legal framework for education
reform, including the introduction of mother tongue–based learning. In 2016, a
new civilian government, led by the National League for Democracy (NLD),
came to power, although the Burmese military kept control of certain key ministries and power structures, and it continued the education reform. The reform’s
stated objectives were, among others: “ensuring children who speak nationalities’
languages get the best possible start in education” and “enabling the ethnic minority learners to gain a solid grounding in their local literature, culture, arts,
customs, heritage and traditions” (MoE Myanmar 2016: 32, 117, 145).
This paper reviews some of the key laws and asks whether this new legal framework allows mother tongue–based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) for all
ethnic nationalities. It also analyses the challenges facing the implementation
of MTB-MLE.
The paper argues that the reforms have failed to achieve their stated objective
of ensuring MTB-MLE because, at best, the governments implemented MTBMLE half-heartedly for all ethnic nationalities, and the content of the curricula
continued to center on Bama culture (and Buddhism). Moreover, the language
of instruction remained the same: Burmese.
This paper concludes by advocating for more inclusive MTB-MLE that would
help transform Myanmar into an equal and fair federal democratic union. The
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paper makes four recommendations for the country’s future national and subnational governments, as well as stakeholders, to make the MTB-MLE a success
for all children in the country. First, it requires Bama leaders to change their
chauvinistic Bama mindset. Second, all relevant policies and laws must guarantee
the right to mother-tongue education for all. Third, ofﬁcial recognition of community-run MTB schools is essential. Finally, adequate resources need to be
allocated to implement and maintain MTB-MLE.
The analysis here draws on 1) interviews with retired and in-service teachers,
students of the 1970s, and alumni of the University for the Development of the
National Races of the Union, 2) relevant laws and policies, and 3) newspapers,
reports, and studies. The starting premise is that mother tongue–based education
has ‘signiﬁcant cognitive and academic beneﬁts for students’ (UNESCO 2009;
UNICEF 2016) and ‘strengthens cultural identity and heritage’ (Jomtien Declaration, 1990).
Brief literature of mother tongue–based education

The concept of mother tongue–based education started to spread in Europe in
the 12th century, but the vernacular became the language of instruction in parts
of Europe only in the 16th century, after centuries of schooling in Latin. However,
vernacular education was not accessible to the wider public until the late 18th
century, when compulsory education began to take root on the continent.
Thus, during the 18th and 19th centuries, mother-tongue education played an
important role in the nation-building process in Europe (Kroon 2003: 38). By
the mid-20th century, a UNESCO report (1953) stated that “vernacular is the
vehicle for the transmission of knowledge” (pag. 8) and argued, “It is axiomatic
that the best medium for teaching a child is his mother tongue” (pag. 11).
In principle, MTBE needs to have a contextualized curriculum with culturally
(of a particular ethnic group) appropriate illustrations and child-centered reading materials in the mother tongue (MacKenzie 2009: 377–378, 380, 382). In a
pluralistic society, the mother tongue is a means of self-expression and a source
of one’s own cultural identity, as well as a means of acknowledging otherness
and understanding others (CSE Québec 1987: 42–43).
Academic and policy research suggests that MTB-MLE provides the best learning outcome because children can start their learning in the language they understand best. UNESCO (2012: 39) argues that “Children who receive a strong
educational foundation in their mother tongue are in the best position to move
forward with conﬁdence, to learn other languages, and to make a contribution
to their societies’ future.” For example, a four-year evaluation of mother-tongue
instruction in northwest Cameroon by Chuo and Walter (2011) indicates that
ﬁrst-grade children taught in their mother tongue, Kom, perform signiﬁcantly
better across a range of subjects, including English and mathematics, than
their peers taught solely in English. By contrast, they will often struggle to succeed academically if they do not understand what the teacher is saying (Trammell
2016: 44).
Moreover, MTB-MLE is critical to advancing equality between the genders in
society. Recognizing and applying MTB-MLE empowers girls, and the use of
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local languages improves maternal and child health (UNESCO 2012). In that
sense, the annual commemoration of International Mother Language Day
(IMLD) on 21 February signiﬁes the importance of being able to learn through
one’s mother tongue or ﬁrst language.
Brief review of MTB-MLE in Myanmar
The concept of MTB-MLE in Myanmar (then-Burma) started in the 1920s
and 1930s when Burmese (Bamar) nationalists demanded the British colonial
government make Burmese the language of instruction and observe Buddhist
as opposed to British holidays (Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2007; Salem-Gervais 2018;
Lall 2020: 31). They invoked the idea that “being educated in a language other
than a child’s mother tongue could hamper their linguistic and intellectual development” (Salem-Gervais 2018).
The Education Policy announced in 1948 led the newly independent government to adopt centralized control1 and the administration of education as an
“interim and experimental” measure, (MoE Myanmar 1956: 10). The government gradually introduced Burmese to the national schools (Ma Khin Mya
1961: 200; Thein Lwin 2000: 6, 9), while the teaching of ethnic minority languages at schools was halted after the coup in 1962 (Lall 2020: 36). The 1947,
1974, and 2008 constitutions all made Burmese the country’s only ofﬁcial language. Successive governments wanted all citizens of Myanmar, regardless of
ethnicity, to use Burmese as the lingua franca (Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2007: 155).
Successive governments’ lack of enthusiasm might derive from the fear that
teaching and learning ethnic languages may lead to multiple national identities,
as the literature indicates. Government and non-state educational organizations
often use language policy to help build a national identity by constructing a
national narrative, thus reinforcing the myths, rituals, and symbols that the education providers (i.e., government and non-state organizations) identify themselves with (South and Lall 2016: 133; UNESCO 2009: 5). The choice of curriculum content (i.e., culture, history, geography) is especially important
concerning the identity that children are expected to adopt (South and Lall
2016: 134). In Myanmar, Thant Myint-U (2001: 254) argues that “the strength
and political dominance of a Burmese/Myanmar identity based on older Avabased memories has never allowed the development of a newer identity which
would incorporate the diverse peoples inhabiting the modern state.”
Analysis of relevant legal framework
and ministries for MTB-MLE

This section presents the current legal framework and ministries within which
the national education reform has been taking place. Speciﬁcally, the National
Education Law (NEL) in 2014 allows the teaching of ethnic minority languages
at public primary schools and the recruitment of teaching assistants for language
teaching (MoEA Myanmar undated), allows ethnic language to be jointly used
as “class work language” and grants the sub-national governments the mandate
to implement the teaching of nationalities’ language and literature and aspiration
1

At the time, centralization was viewed as the best way to distribute resources because the country is wide and has
sparsely populated areas and poorer districts and areas with uneven distribution of wealth (MoE Myanmar 1956: 10).
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of the education budget allocation to reach up to 20 percent of government
expenditure.
Four ministries are tasked with ensuring the linguistic and cultural rights of
ethnic nationalities. First, the MoE is naturally the most important ministry to
implement the national education principles and objectives as prescribed in the
NEL. The MoE has three speciﬁc agencies responsible for the subject in question: the National Education Commission (NEC), the Department of Basic Education (DBE), and the Department of Myanmar Nationalities’ Languages
(DMNL). The NEC is enormously inﬂuential in the implementation of the national education objectives and basic principles. It guides, evaluates, reviews,
advises, coordinates, and lays down policies to ensure the curriculum standards
are in line with the stated policy objective for every level of the basic education
system (Article 6 of the NEL). It has the right to form an independent National
Accreditation and Quality Assurance Committee (NAQAC) to carry out the
scheme of quality assurance at every level of education (Article 54–55 of the
NEL). The DBE is another powerful body as it oversees over 47,000 schools
(primary, middle, and high) in the country (Eleven Media 2020). Among others,
it is also responsible for training (and building the capacity of) teachers and
curriculum and textbook development (MoE Myanmar 2022). The DMNL is
the lead agency for the development of ethnic nationalities’ languages – it functions as the coordination center for the translation and teaching of ethnic languages at different levels. The department was created on 20 July 2016.
Second, the Ministry of Social Welfare, Relief, and Resettlement (MoSWRR) is
responsible for giving every child the right to learn, use, and preserve their own
literature, language, culture, arts, and traditions under the 2019 Child Rights Law.
Third, the Ministry of Ethnic Affairs (MoEA) is also responsible for the development, promotion, and conservation of ethnic minority languages under the
2015 Ethnic Rights Protection Law. The MoEA was created in 2016. It has ofﬁces in the Department of Ethnic Literature and Culture in 16 major cities
throughout the union (MoEA Myanmar 2022).
Fourth, the Ministry of Border Affairs (MoBA) has a mandate for the development, promotion, and preservation of ethnic minority languages under the
University for the Development of the National Races of the Union Law (No.
9/91) and the Development of Border Areas and National Races Law (1993,
amended in 2015). The MoBA is accountable to the Commander-in-Chief of
the Tatmadaw because the 2008 constitution permits the military to control
three ministries, including the MoBA.
Lastly, the amendment of the State/Region Legislative List in the 2008 constitution in July 2015 allows the sub-national governments to undertake the “management matters on basic education schools” in accordance with laws enacted
by the union.
In short, the development, promotion, and preservation of ethnic minority
languages are centralized. The failure or success of implementing and maintaining the MTB-MLE for all ethnic nationalities, therefore, reﬂects the government’s attitude toward the ethnic minority languages and identities.

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

126

Analysis of challenges to implementing MTB-MLE

The education reform efforts were plagued by governments’ half-hearted political will as is clear from the country’s long history of subjugating ethnic nationalities, the failure of legislation to stipulate MTB-MLE, an unwillingness
to recognize schools run by ethnic minorities, structural challenges, and inadequate resource allocation.
Half-hearted political will
The political will of the Bamar leaders to implement inclusive MTB-MLE can
at best be characterized as half-hearted. They have ignored public demands
and arrested activists asking for more comprehensive education reform. For
example, when the NEL was still being drafted in 2014, the National Network
for Education Reform (NNER, a civil society education coalition)2 submitted
an 11-point proposal (NNER 2013).
The NNER speciﬁcally advocated for the promotion of ethnic minority languages:
“Ethnic languages will be used as school languages in ethnic areas for the preservation and promotion of the languages and cultures of the ethnic nationalities
including Bamar;” “textbooks for teaching ethnic languages will be independently
written by the respective ethnic scholars;” and the school governing body will
have the authority to select ethnic language(s) for teaching.” However, despite
allowing the teaching and learning of ethnic nationality languages and jointly
using them with Burmese as the “class work language” in primary school, the
eventual NEL does not even contain the word or phrase “MTBE.”
In February 2015, when the NEL was being reviewed for amendment, the
NNER and the Action Committee for Movement of Education for Democracy
held talks at the building of Yangon Region Hluttaw in Yangon and issued a
joint statement. One of the agreements the four parties reached was “to adopt
mother tongue-based multilingual education system” (GNLM 2015) The NNER
representative, Dr. Thein Lwin, said the government had agreed at the quartet
meeting to include the 11 points in the NEL amendment (DVBTV English
2015). However, the government again chose to exclude the NNER’s demands
in the NEL amendment, which meant there was no improvement with regard
to the MTB-MLE. The NNER and All Burma Federation of Student Unions
(ABFSU) leaders argue that less than 10% of their demands were included in
the NEL in 2014 and subsequent amendment in 2015 (Thuza 2015).
The lack of improvement in the NEL amendment led to education activists organizing public protests in major cities across the country. The government responded with crackdowns that are documented by Fortify Rights, Harvard
Law School International Human Rights Clinic (IHRC), and Amnesty International. On 10 March 2015 in Letpadan, Bago Region alone, the police arrested
127 protesters, journalists, and bystanders. At the time of the reports, 77 men
and women arrested face charges that carry sentences from six months to nine
years of imprisonment, and at the time of this writing, 50 of those arrested reNNER members who represent university students, student unions, teachers’ unions, basic and higher education teachers, parents, disability education groups, ethnic minority education groups, faith-based education groups, communitybased education groups, academia, scholars, CSOs, and individuals: see GCE 2018. For more details on the NNER, see
Thein Lwin 2021: 181.
2
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main behind bars (Fortify Rights and IHRC 2015: 3). In the same period, the
Amnesty report states that 68 out of 91 prisoners of conscience were student
protesters – arrested and prosecuted with various charges for protesting against
the newly passed NEL deemed to put too much restriction on academic
freedom (Amnesty International 2015: 10–11). More than 100 other students
faced a variety of criminal charges for taking part in what the government
called “unlawful” assemblies inciting public unrest.
The NLD government also exhibited its half-hearted attitude toward education
reform by expelling Dr. Thein Lwin from its auxiliary central committee for
his leadership role in the NNER without approval from the party (BBC Burmese
2015; RFA Burmese 2015). In Myanmar’s education reform movement, Dr.
Thein Lwin is perhaps the most recognizable representative and the leading
ﬁgure of the NNER. While people from the education sector respect and support him for his expertise and advocacy for education reform, the NLD distanced itself from him by stating that he does not represent the party on education policy (Kyaw Hsu Mon 2015).
Long history of subjugating ethnic minority identities
Successive Burmese governments and political leaders have long been accused
of having no interest in developing and promoting the language, literature,
culture, and traditions of the country’s ethnic minorities. In the 1930s, during
the struggle for independence, the Do Bama Asiayone/We Bamar Association
(DBA) famously rallied people around the love of language (Allott 1985: 140;
Khin Khin Aye and Sercombe 2014: 154). The leading members of the DBA
failed to promote the language and culture of ethnic and religious minorities;
instead, the discourses of traditional nationalist leaders continued to focus on
promoting Buddhism and the Burman language (Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2007: 153).
Duwa Zanhta Sin (or Duwa Zan Hta Sin), the chief minister of Kachin State,
observed in 1956 that in the central (lower) plain of Burma, many organizations
and political leaders emerged during British and Japanese colonial times, but
almost no one had an interest in the affairs of ethnic minorities (1989: 22). He
argued that the ﬁrst post-independence prime minister, U Nu, did not even
want to give statehood to the ethnic minorities. U Nu had told Rakhine and
Mon political leaders not to demand statehood because it is not a good thing
(presumably from the Bamar perspective). Duwa Zanhta Sin accused U Nu of
squeezing the central government’s ﬁnancial support to the states with inane
excuses – thereby making it clear he had no intention to grant statehood to the
ethnic minorities (Duwa Zanhta Sin: 49–50).
Successive governments have curtailed the language rights of ethnic minorities.
During the ﬁrst decade of democracy after independence, ethnic minority languages were taught in public schools up to Grade IV. According to a retired
primary school teacher from Waingmaw township in Kachin State who taught
Grade II from 1956 to 1988, Jinghpaw (the lingua franca of the Kachin people)
had been taught until Grade IV before 1956.3
Interview on 20 June in Yangon. The teacher was 84 years old and passed away in August of the same year after contracting COVID-19, see Yaw Bawm Mangshang (2021).
3
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Following the military coup in 1962, the military government nationalized all
Christian missionary and private schools, thereby impeding the ethnic minorities’
education and language rights.
In the 1970s and 1980s, the military government produced textbooks for several
ethnic languages for the teaching of the main ethnic languages, usually those
associated with one of the ethnic states, (Salem-Gervais 2018). However, it
seemed that some schools in certain townships did not get to teach these languages. For example, this author studied at a government school in a remote
village and was in Grade II in 1988 but did not learn Jinghpaw at school – only
in church.
Education that includes the overt promotion of Bamar history, culture, and
language persisted even under the nominal civilian governments: Under the
new system, in Grade II and III textbooks of Social Studies, Myanmar Literature, and Morality & Ethics, the entire content is about Bamar culture/festivals,
Bamar kings/war heroes, and Buddhism. Moreover, Burmese architecture designs are reﬂected in all pictures of buildings in the textbooks. The joint use of
ethnic language as “class work language” along with Burmese (Article 43 (b)
of the NEL) is not MTBE but more like what Ball (2010: 19) calls “codeswitching:” The teacher teaches in two or more languages. Dr. Thein Lwin asserts that the NLD is exercising the same practice as previous governments as
there is no evidence of policies and implementations for democratic education
reform and the right to education (2021: 182).
In short, when it comes to the efforts of successive governments to preserve
and develop the languages, literature, cultures, and traditions of ethnic nationalities, all efforts have always been centrally planned and implemented. The
relevant ethnic communities have little or no say in the process.
Failure to include MTB-MLE in legal framework
The fact that none of the education-related laws4 contains the word or phrase
“MTB-MLE” indicates that the Myanmar government is unwilling to commit
to implementing it for all ethnic nationalities. Relevant provisions must include
the MTB-MLE terminology for it is a well-established concept with a speciﬁc
standard, and exclusion of the concept would mean the government is not required to implement MTB-MLE for wider groups.
Vague legal provisions, such as “right to use freely” or the “right to preserve
their own languages, arts, literature, cultures,” make it difﬁcult to hold the
government responsible for implementing and maintaining MTB-MLE for all
nationalities. The laws allow the teaching and learning of ethnic languages,
which is recognized as the ﬁrst step toward MTB-MLE implementation. However, this is not the same as providing the necessary resources and infrastructure
that would make MTB-MLE a reality for non-Burmese-speaking children.
It is also crucial to note that legal provisions do not automatically mean the ethnic
minorities enjoy their rights in practice. For example, the 2008 constitution and
The 2008 constitution, National Education Law (2014) and amended in 2015, Ethnic Rights Protection Law (2015),
Child Rights Law (2019), The University for the Development of the National Races of the Union Law (No. 9/91), Comprehensive Education Sector Review (CESR) and National Education Strategic Plan (2016–2021) are the relevant laws
and official plans. None of these documents include the phrases MTBE or MTB-MLE.
4
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all relevant laws grant ethnic minorities the right to develop their cherished language, literature, culture, customs, and religion. In practice, however, the government schools only provide the ethnic minorities an “over-promotion of Bamar
history, culture and language” (Pauli 2016: 34) and are viewed as “Burmanized
schools” (ENAC 2018). Most ethnic minorities view themselves as being trapped
in the colonial-style administration of the Bamar government (Sai Wansai 2016).
Unwillingness to recognize schools run by ethnic minorities
Understandably, the government cannot provide all the support needed for
MTB-MLE implementation in an inclusive way. Around 352,600 students are
studying at 2,702 MTBE schools run by ethnic communities in 10 states and
regions (MEC 2019: 2). However, the government does not even recognize the
learning achievements of students in these schools, which results in limitations
on their (students’) opportunities for employment or transfer to government
schools for further education. The lack of recognition raises serious questions
about the attitude of Bamar political leaders toward providing MTBE to all
ethnic nationalities.
Structural challenges
The centralization of power on education matters remains with the union government. For example, the amendment of the State/Region Legislative List in
the 2008 constitution allows the sub-national governments to undertake “management matters on basic education schools” in accordance with the laws enacted by the union. In practice, however, the heads of State Education and the
literature and culture associations of relevant ethnic groups have not been consulted or allowed to participate in reviewing and approving the development
of the new school textbooks (Grade 7), which contains many errors in the
names and descriptions of cultural events/ festivals, landmarks, historical ﬁgures/facts, and the categorization of sub-groups of ethnic minorities. The errors
were widespread: with regard to the Rakhine (Arakan) (Narinjara News 2020),
Kayan (Kayah) (RFA Burmese 2020), and Kachin people (Irrawaddy 2020).
The heads of State Education and concerned ethnic groups’ literature and culture associations have all expressed in various local media that they were not
responsible for these errors and that the responsibility for these mistakes lies
with the Basic Education Department (of the central/union government).
Inadequate resource allocation
The allocation of resources also indicates that the government is not enthusiastic
about developing and promoting the languages of ethnic minorities. The budget
for Fiscal Year (FY) 2016–2021 indicates an average of 0.009 percent of the
MoE annual expenditure was for hiring ethnic language teachers (MoPF 2016:
21; 2017: 18; 2018: 18–19; 2019: 20–23; 2020: 27–29).5 In addition to MoE,
the MoEA also contributed to adding 7,010 ethnic language teachers in the
2019–2020 academic year (MoEA Myanmar undated).
The Department of Myanmar Nationalities’ Languages (DMNL) under the
MoE is the lead agency for the development of ethnic nationalities’ languages.
The department has two divisions: the Myanmar Language Division (tasked
5

In November 2019, the government merged the MoPF with the Ministry of Industry. The combined ministries became
the Ministry of Planning, Finance and Industry (MoPFI). For more details on the merger, see Irrawaddy (2019).
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with one language, Burmese) and the Myanmar Nationalities’ Language Division
(tasked with all other ethnic minority languages). The Myanmar Language Division has 26 people (one chief editor, ﬁve editors, eight text editors, and 12
assistant text editors). Meanwhile, the Myanmar Nationalities’ Language Division has 14 people (one chief editor, two editors, four text editors, and seven
assistant text editors) (MoEA Myanmar undated). Myanmar recognizes 135
ethnic groups, so how much can these 14 people really accomplish?
Salaries might explain why the shortage of skilled ethnic language teachers has
been a recurring challenge. The teaching assistants appointed as daily-wage
workers initially only received 30,000 kyat (MMK) per month (about USD
20), and the salary increased to MMK 80,000 (about USD 50) in 2018 (Ei
Shwe Phyu 2018). Often, it is not guaranteed for them to regularly receive
even this modest salary due to corruption and discriminatory practice. For instance, in 2016 in the northern Shan State, more than 5,000 people protested
because they did not receive their salaries (Mwe Khur 2017). There was also a
report of ethnic Rakhine literature teachers in Rakhine State not receiving their
salaries for two months in 2020 (DMG 2021).
Several teachers told this author that many of them take this language teaching
job because they want to contribute to learning, developing, and preserving
their language and that the salary is not the only determining factor. However,
many people would not be able to continue for long without livable compensation. In short, the allocation of more resources, especially for training (ethnic
minority) language teachers, is sensible given decades of marginalization (and
the strict ban on minority languages).
Case study of MTB-MLE in Mon State

Students in Mon State outperform their peers in the national matriculation
exam. The national average pass rate has been between 30% and 38% but
Mon State has consistently been in the Top 3.
Top Three Best-performing States/Regions in Matriculation Exam (2013–2020 Academic Year) Pass Rate (%)

6

Academic Year

National Average

First

Second

Third

2013–2014

31.67%6

Mon State (46.75%)7

Ayeyarwady (44.86%)8

Yangon (36.07%)9

2014–2015

37.60%10

Ayeyarwady (51.78%)

Mon State (43.40%)

Magway (40.86%)

2015–2016

11

29.92%

Mon State (39.37%)

Mandalay (35.50%)

Yangon (33.21%)

2016–2017

32.82%

Mandalay (38.17%)

Yangon (37.55%)

Mon State (37.42%)

2018–2019

32.06%

Mon State (37.54%)12

Mandalay (36.13%)

Sagaing (34%)

2019–2020

38.56%13

Mandalay (37.51%)

Sagaing (35.17%)

Mon State (34.71%)14

May Thinza Naing (2014).
Myanmar Alin, one of the government daily newspaper, 11 June 2014. Mon State with 47.38% ranked the ﬁrst also in
2013.
8
Thit Htoo Lwin (2014).
9
Ibid.
10
Mirror Daily (also known as KyayMone, a government newspaper) (2016b): 11.
11
Mirror Daily (2016a): 1.
12
Zin Lin Htet (2019).
13
Mirror Daily (2020): 10.
14
But Mon State ranked the ﬁrst with 42.27% on the external exam pass rate, see Thet Zin Soe (2020).
7
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Deeper research and analysis would be required to explain what exactly contributes to the high performance. One small contributing factor could be
MTB-MLE because the Mon National Education Committee (MNEC) has
been recognized (among the education experts and MTB-MLE advocates) as
the most successful at providing MTB-MLE in its areas of inﬂuence within
the state.
As of 2016, the MNEC runs 136 schools and supports a further 95 schools
under mixed administration (between the New Mon State Party and the government). These schools use the Myanmar government curriculum, but all
subjects (including the Mon language, history, and culture) are taught in Mon
as mother tongue, with Burmese and English introduced as subjects at the
primary level (MEC 2016: 2). Around 26,000 children beneﬁt every year.
The 26,000 are only a fraction of the total students in Mon State because the
number of students who take the matriculation exam in the state exceeds this
ﬁgure: 27,657 students in the 2017–2018 academic year, 30,564 in 2018–2019
(Eleven Media 2019), and 32,520 (Mizzima 2022) in 2019–2020. Therefore,
MTB-MLE’s contribution to matriculation exam success could be small (at
the state level), but it is nonetheless important because the exam result is the
primary determining factor for a student’s academic and career future. Students
who pass the exam can pursue university education, while those who fail tend
to see their academic dreams dashed.
Factors contributing to MNEC’s success
It raises the question of what makes the MNEC successful at delivering MTBMLE in the areas it controls. Alternatively, why have other ethnic minorities
been less successful in this regard? There are two key factors: the readiness of
the Mon language for teaching and the prioritization of institutions/leaders.
First, in the context of language readiness, the MNEC has a huge advantage
in terms of politically challenging language selection. William Mackey (1979:
48) observes that, “The more languages there are to choose from, the more
complex the problems tend to become.” However, the MNEC does not have
to waste time and resources debating language selection because, unlike many
other languages, Mon has no sub-tribe. Furthermore, the Mon language has a
comparatively long and rich history, its written script is advanced enough for
teaching, and it has enough teaching and learning materials (Jenny 2001).
Second, the teaching, learning, and preservation of the Mon language have
clearly been the top priority of Mon national institutions and leaders. For instance, the provision of MTB-MLE in the Mon language as the medium of instruction started relatively early on. Following a brief disruption amid political
turmoil in the 1960s, the New Mon State Party, which is the main Mon revolutionary armed group, began to build many Mon language schools in the
state (Lawi Weng 2020). It is fair to conclude that Mon leaders also exceptionally managed to get a degree of understanding with the successive governments to implement MTB-MLE in their state.
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Factors contributing to the failure of MTB-MLE emulations in other
states/regions
The two factors that contributed to the success of MNEC may also explain
why other ethnic minorities have been less successful at adopting MTB-MLE.
First, other major ethnic groups have numerous sub-ethnic tribes. Chin has 53
tribes, Kachin 12 tribes, Kayah nine tribes, Kayin 11 tribes, Rakhine seven
tribes, and Shan 33 tribes, according to the government. Mackey (1979: 48) remarks that, “In situations of language contact, the servant adapted to the language of the master, the weak to the language of the strong, and the minority
to the language of the majority.” It is undoubtedly a very sensitive matter to
select one language/dialect of a particular tribe over others.
For instance, Jinghpaw (the language of the dominant tribe within Kachin and
was invented by Christian missionaries in the late 19th century) is the lingua
franca, but not all sub-groups are happy about it. For the Shan, Mai Sung Lik
Tai was approved for standard use by the Shan State government only in 1955
(Watkins 2006). There is no known lingua franca for the Chin people.
Because of language readiness matters, other ethnic minority groups are also
behind when it comes to providing MTB-MLE. Only a few of them have the
materials needed to take a child beyond the ﬁrst few years of primary school.
For instance, the languages (especially of smaller ethnic groups) still need to
systematically develop tone mark symbols, grammar features, afﬁxation, pronouns, locatives, cases, verb tenses, auxiliary verbs, plurality, mood, word order,
and standard spelling rules.
Besides, the MTB-MLE (relative to Mon) was seemingly not the top priority of
the institutions and political leaders of respective ethnic groups. Additionally,
some (i.e., Kachin, Kayin/Karen, Shan) groups have been at war with the government, which has diverted their already limited resources away from social
investments like education.
Multi-ethnic identities:
Foundation for future national solidarity

All future efforts of cultivating national solidarity should be based on recognizing
and respecting multi-ethnic identities (unity in diversity) because the past
efforts based on a single dominant ethnic identity and religion have failed to
cultivate ethnic solidarity. The genuine implementation and maintenance of
MTB-MLE for all ethnic nationalities is a concrete way to build national solidity
for the future Myanmar.
Successive post-colonial governments have attempted nation-building efforts
based on the culture, language, and history of the ethnic majority, the Bamar
(Salem-Gervais and Raynaud 2020; Khin Khin Aye and Sercombe 2014; Kyaw
Yin Hlaing 2007) because U Nu and some political leaders reasoned it would
be easier to unify the minorities if they were Buddhists and had a common language. This rationale led to the promotion of teaching and learning of the
Bamar language, and the expansion of Buddhist missionary work in minority
areas (Kyaw Yin Hlaing 2007: 150; 156).
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Burmese has always been the only ofﬁcial language. Thein Lwin (2011: 2, 15)
views this language policy as the policy of Burmese domination over other
ethnic minority languages or the policy to swallow other languages in the name
of building national unity. Following the coup in 1962, the government nationalized all schools, including mission schools vital to ethnic minorities (Lall
2020: 31; MEC 2016: 1). The government centralized education to control
ethnic minorities resulting in the penetration and spread of Burmese among
ethnic minorities (Thein Lwin 2011: 2, 15). These efforts led to the consolidation
of state power under the regime identiﬁed with the Bamar ethnic majority
(South and Lall 2016: 133).
However, the current state of affairs is a clear demonstration that the centralized
approach of cultivating national solidarity has failed despite over 70 years of
efforts. Ethnic nationalism (Kyaw Zan Tha 2011) and schools run by ethnic
minorities even without government recognition (MEC 2019) have only increased, and their armed resistance persists. In her speech delivered at the
opening ceremony of the Third Session of Union Peace Conference-21st Century
Panglong in July 2018, State Counsellor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi ﬁnally conceded
this reality when she said, “We [successive governments] were unable to establish a united union, trusted and valued by all” (GNLM 2018).
In short, ethnic minorities have resisted the forceful assimilation efforts for
over seven decades, and there is no reason why they would stop the resistance
if future governments pursued the same old policies. Therefore, any new government should actively implement and maintain MTB-MLE for all ethnic nationalities to prevent history from repeating.
Policy recommendations for key stakeholders

A close review of the current education system in Myanmar indicates that only
Bamar (and other children who speak Burmese as their ﬁrst language) enjoy
the known beneﬁts of MTB-MLE. This puts the non-Bamar children at a great
disadvantage in terms of their academic and career prospects. To break the
circle of perpetual social injustice and inequality and transform the education
system into a vehicle that helps build Myanmar into an equal and fair federal
union, the following recommendations deserve serious consideration by future
governments.
Government
First, recognize that past efforts to cultivate national solidarity based on the
language, culture, and religion of the dominant ethnic group have failed. It is
equally important to recognize the need for national languages, state/region
languages, and international languages. This change of mindset is also needed
at the sub-national level (i.e., dominant ethnic groups suppressing weaker
ones). Myo Min (2020) rightly observes, “Myanmar’s political history teaches
us that the imposition of speciﬁc national values as a means of integration has
led the country into a perpetual state of conﬂict. For example, the promotion
of a common language and education system ignites fears among many ethnic
groups that there is no place for their own distinctive languages, threatening
their cultures and ethnic identities.”
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Second, amend all existing (and future) relevant legislation and policy frameworks that recognize and guarantee the MTB-MLE for all ethnic nationalities.
Relevant laws must have speciﬁc provisions on MTB-MLE terminology because
it is a well-established concept with speciﬁc standards, and exclusion of the
concept would mean the government is not required to implement MTB-MLE
for wider communities.
Ethnic nationality languages should be permitted for use in the public domain:
at school, in administration, and in the realm of justice within their respective
state/region and self-administered regions. The existing legal framework contains no provisions relating to language utility, even though the teaching, learning, and preservation of ethnic minority languages are permitted.
Third, design/create an institutional mechanism to ensure the meaningful participation of respective ethnic nationalities in all stages of decision-making processes for true MTB-MLE implementation, as well as for the teaching, learning,
use, and preservation of respective nationality languages.
Fourth, recognize the learning achievements of students in the non-government
schools (run by various ethnic organizations) because it is difﬁcult for the government alone to implement MTB-MLE in an inclusive way. Without ofﬁcial
recognition, students from the schools run by ethnic organizations will have
limited academic and career opportunities.
The recognition of these learning achievements would also mean the decentralization of education management. The ﬁrst post-independence government
stated that centralization was only for experimental and interim measures because the government was aware of the value of local initiatives, which could
develop only through local self-government and responsibility (MoE 1956:
10). Therefore, whoever forms the new national government (when stability
returns) needs to put decentralization into practice.
Concerning government support, it is vital to create an enabling environment
(i.e., equal protection and recognition under the law) where all ethnic languages
can thrive. Owing to their varying degrees of language use and advancement,
not all ethnic minorities may need the same level of government assistance.
For example, major ethnic minority groups have managed to preserve their
languages and have a substantial amount of literature written in their languages.
Meanwhile, many smaller ethnic minorities either have a written language that
is not yet well-developed or does not have any script at all. Therefore, in
addition to legal protection and recognition, smaller minorities might need
more (e.g., ﬁnancial and technical) support.
Development partners and donors
This author has heard development partners express reluctance to support the
reasoning of the ethnic community–based schools that such direct support
may lead to a parallel system of education. However, such assistance should be
viewed as a contribution to local capacity-building efforts in preparation for
fair federal democracy and cultivating new national solidarity based on a “unity
in diversity” mindset. The essence of MTB-MLE is to recognize the
linguistic/cultural diversity of a society/country. It is critical to put this recognition into practice.
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Conclusion
Future nation-building efforts in Myanmar need to reflect ethnic and religious
diversity because previous efforts based on the dominant ethnic group have
failed to cultivate national solidarity and bridge ethnic divisions. Ethnic minorities have resisted forceful assimilation efforts. They have also resisted the
idea of a single national identity for over seven decades, and they have no reason to stop this resistance in the future if the government continues to pursue
the same old policies.
MTB-MLE for all ethnic nationalities should be the template for a future education system that respects diversity in the form of allowing ethnic nationalities
to teach, learn, develop, and preserve their language, cultural heritage, and
identity.
Therefore, future governments should actively implement and maintain MTBMLE for all ethnic nationalities so that they can enjoy the benefits of being able
to study in their mother tongue from an early age, become more productive
and responsible, and help in the building of a new federal democratic union.
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The impact of the double crisis
on the garment sector in Myanmar
Samu Ngwenya-Tshuma & Min Zar Ni Lin
Myanmar’s military coup on 1 February 2021 sent shock waves across the nation and through an
economy that was already reeling from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although
previously poised for tremendous growth, Myanmar’s economy now faces a double crisis: the
pandemic and the coup. By September 2021, Myanmar’s garment exports had decreased by about
30 percent, with exports to the European Union declining the most. As the largest market, the
EU needs to resolve the ongoing dilemma of whether to continue doing business with Myanmar.
The double crisis in the export-oriented garment sector is a microcosm of the country’s overall
industrial development. The data comes from a quantitative factory survey that applied a
stratiﬁed random sampling technique and qualitative interviews with selected stakeholders. This
paper investigates signiﬁcant changes to the production level, working days and overtime hours,
wages expenditure, and workforce since the military coup and later compounded by the third
wave of COVID-19. Factories reported the greatest declines between January and June 2021.
Large-sized and Chinese-owned factories have experienced a decline in production lines (-20%),
and factories have experienced a decline in overtime hours (-64%). Myanmar- and joint venture–
owned factories have experienced a greater decline (-45%) in expenditures on wages and
large-sized factories (-36%). Furthermore, factories have seen a decline in their workforce (24%). With regard to the most impacted factories, the data clearly shows that smaller-sized
factories and Chinese-owned factories have struggled the most to recover since June 2021, as
there has not been much signiﬁcant positive growth. Most respondents indicated political
instability, limiting cash withdrawals from banks, and the uncertainty of orders have negatively
affected factory operations. The garment sector shows some reason for optimism but, for the most
part, continues to have worrying levels of uncertainty.

KEYWORDS: COVID-19; MILITARY COUP; GARMENT SECTOR; INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT.

Introduction

While the country was still reeling from the impacts of the global coronavirus
pandemic, the military coup carried out on 1 February 2021 sent shock waves
through Myanmar as people now faced the looming possibility that their democratic era under the National League of Democracy (NLD) would be shortlived. According to the Myanmar Garment Manufacturers Association
(MGMA), 55 factories closed temporarily and 13 factories closed permanently
in 2021. Garment factory workers, mostly young women, have faced several
disruptions because of the coup.
This paper seeks to grasp the impact of the military coup and the COVID-19
pandemic, referred to as the “double crisis,” on the country’s garment sector.
The paper is divided into four parts: the ﬁrst section deconstructs the term
‘double crisis’ to understand the changes in the garment sector from this perspective. The second section is the methodology, which outlines the data used
to analyze these changes. The third section presents ﬁve different types of
changes experienced in the garment factories, namely: (1) changes in export
destinations, (2) order cancellations, (3) overtime and wage expenditures, (4)
production levels, and (5) the size of the workforce. The fourth section presents
the greatest challenges factories have faced in maintaining operations, as well
as some perspectives on the future of the garment sector. The conclusion will
draw on the key points and arguments made in the paper.
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The double crisis

Møller (2022) challenges other researchers using postcolonial critiques of Myanmar
to avoid generalizations and instead allow local scholars to offer deeper insights
about the situation. In that vein, this paper aims to amplify the voices of the
Myanmar people and their experiences. Demonstrating the state of industrial development in the country, primarily through the available data and various sources,
requires listening to what the female garment workers, as well as the factory
owners, labor unionists, and researchers, have to say about the current events.
In this paper, the term ‘double crisis’ refers to two crises that have gripped
Myanmar and had a signiﬁcant impact on its industrial development. The ﬁrst
crisis is COVID-19, a global pandemic that has gripped the entire world, and
the second crisis is the entire period since 1 February 2021. The term has been
used by several authors and organizations to illustrate the unique challenges
Myanmar is facing. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
reports that under the “twin crises” or “combined crisis” (COVID-19 and military take-over after February 2021), half of Myanmar’s population is projected
to be living in poverty by early 2022 (UNDP 2021: 4). The next section will
provide more insight into how these crises have impacted the economy, speciﬁcally industrial development.
Crisis and industrial development
COVID-19 pandemic
The ﬁrst crisis that will be analyzed (because it happened ﬁrst) is the global
pandemic. At the end of 2020, the World Bank (2020) estimated that Myanmar’s
economic growth for Fiscal Year (FY) 19/20 would decline to 1.7 percent
from 6.8 percent the previous year due to COVID-19. Furthermore, the World
Bank estimated that the country’s economic growth would remain at 2 percent
for the ﬁrst part of FY20/21. The pandemic is expected to exacerbate the existing inequalities in the country. It was estimated that due to COVID-19, the
poverty rate could increase to 27 percent in FY20/21 from 22.4 percent in
FY18/19 (World Bank 2021).
The ILO (2020) stated that a global recession was looming because of the pandemic
and would gravely affect developing economies already battling a string of inequalities. According to Min Zar Ni Lin and Ngwenya-Tshuma, garment workers
in Myanmar suffered an 8 percent loss of net income within six months of the
COVID-19 pandemic due to supply chain disruptions and lockdown measures
(Min Zar Ni Lin, et al. 2019). From the onset of COVID-19, one of the ﬁrst challenges that Myanmar’s industrial sectors faced was the disruptions in the supply
chains caused by earlier outbreaks in China. For a sector like the garment industry,
which relies entirely on raw materials from China, this caused major delays in
orders (ILO 2021: 6). Data indicated that imports of the raw materials needed in
the garment sector declined 19 percent between 2019 and 2020.1
The garment sector faced additional hurdles when some brands canceled or
suspended orders from key export destinations due to declining demand. The
1

Trade data retrieved from Myanmar Ministry of Commerce, cited in ILO 2021: 6.
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garment factories in Myanmar reduced 27 percent of their workforce in 2020
to compensate for the loss of cutting, making and packing (CMP) prices from
buyers and suppliers (ILO 2021). This has negatively impacted “the proﬁts,
wages, job security, and job safety,” (Castañeda-Navarrete, Hauge and LópezGómez 2020). Throughout this process, the vulnerability of (especially female)
workers increased immensely as factories laid off their employees to maintain
operations, and families who depended on these workers were pushed closer
and closer to the brink of poverty.
Political crisis: Military coup
In the case of Myanmar, it is crucial to provide evidence of the factors that
have negatively contributed to a decline in the garment sector since the coup.
In March 2021, in response to growing civil unrest, the military instituted
martial law in some townships, including Hlaing Tha Yar and Shwe Pyi Thar,
where a majority of export-oriented garment factories are located. Some reports
have suggested that anti-coup protesters mostly targeted Chinese-owned factories in these townships (Lin and Geddie 2021). Factory workers also joined
the protests in solidarity with other citizens protesting the military regime.
Under this political crisis, tripartite relations (between workers, employers,
and government stakeholders) have been strained, as some trade union leaders
have been arrested, and further escalation led to some trade unions being disbanded by the military and considered illegal (Donovon and Maung Moe
2021). Many garment workers have lost a signiﬁcant degree of the rights they
had secured before the coup (Min Zar Ni Lin and Ngwenya-Tshuma 2021b).
In December 2021, Action, Collaboration, Transformation (ACT) decided to
stop its operations in Myanmar because one of its members, IndustriALL, had
a local trade union afﬁliate that could “no longer operate freely” (Glover 2021).
All these events indicate how COVID-19 and political instability have simultaneously disrupted operations of factories, risked the integrity of the sector, and
resulted in job losses. This study does not seek to value one crisis over the
other but instead illustrates how both have had a critical impact on Myanmar’s
garment sector trajectory.
Methodology and limitations

This study was made possible thanks to data obtained from the Foreign Trade
Association of German Retailers (AVE) that was collected by the second author
of this study in October 2021 under a twinning project between the AVE and
the MGMA (see AVE and MGMA 2021). The sampling for the quantitative
survey was based on the active garment factories list as of September 2021
provided by the MGMA.
Out of 494 active export-oriented factories, 438 factories in the Yangon region
were selected: 324 foreign-owned factories and 114 Myanmar-owned and jointventure (JV) factories (Lin and Geddie 2021). A stratiﬁed random sampling
method was employed in the data collection process to select 49 factories: 37
foreign-owned and 12 Myanmar- and JV-owned. Additionally, six in-depth
qualitative interviews were conducted with employers, unions, and non-union
workers to understand their experiences. Any factory-level data referred to in
this paper is taken from the data collected by the AVE, unless otherwise stated.
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The survey data of the AVE was only collected in the Yangon region. Owing to
travel restrictions and security reasons, no data was collected from export-oriented garment factories outside the Yangon region. This means the data only
represents the situation in the Yangon region and does not entirely reﬂect the
entire garment sector environment across the country. According to the
MGMA’s active factories list, as of September 2021, 89 percent of garment factories are located in the Yangon region.
Changes brought about by the double crisis

This section explores four areas that demonstrate the changes the garment
sector has experienced due to the double crisis, including (1) changes in export
destinations, (2) order cancellations, (3) overtime and wages expenditures, (4)
production levels, and (5) the size of the workforce.
Changes to Myanmar’s garment export market
The Central Statistical Organization of Myanmar has reported that the total
garment export value of the country in 2021 (January–September) declined by
31 percent year on year, as shown in Figure 1. The pattern shown in the decline
of the value of garment exports is consistent with the double crisis narrative.
As shown in Figure 1, the lowest levels of export value were in February 2021,
when the coup took place. For the rest of 2021, it is evident that the levels remained lower than those in 2020. Based on the level of garment exports, it can
be argued that the political instability created by the military coup has had a
greater impact on garment exports than the pandemic. The political crisis in
2021 likely compounded the severity of the existing situation.

Source: Central Statistical Organization Myanmar.

The garment export market is signiﬁcant because it illustrates Myanmar’s key
destination markets. Economic shocks produced by COVID-19 and the military
coup have had an impact on the volume of exports and the market destinations.
As shown in Figure 2a, UN ComTrade data shows the volume of garment
exports between 2019 and 2020 experienced an overall decline of more than a
quarter (-26%).
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The EU as a destination market experienced the highest decline in export
value (-48%) between 2019 and 2020 (see Figure 2a). Similarly, in 2019, the
proportion of Myanmar garment exports to the EU compared with other markets was more than half (52%), but in 2020, it experienced a decline (-44%)
(see Figure 2a). Figure 2b depicts survey data collected by the AVE (2021),
which shows a further decline (-37%) in total exports to the EU in 2021. The
decline in exports to the EU was further exacerbated by the military coup,
which brought about a series of disruptions along the global supply chain and
concerns over responsible sourcing. For example, international brands like
H&M, Primark, Next, and Benetton announced they would suspend their operations in Myanmar between February and May because of the military coup
and human rights concerns (Oh 2021).
Figure 2a. Proportion of total exports (2019–2020).

Source: UN ComTrade, 2021. HS code 61 and 62.

Figure 2b. Proportion of total exports (2021).

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).
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Figure 2a shows other destination markets that also experienced declines in
Myanmar’s garment export value between 2019 and 2020: South Korea (40%), Japan (-8%), and others (-4%). However, in terms of the proportion of
total garment exports, the proportion of exports to Japan increased from 17
percent in 2019 to 20 percent in 2020, while the European Union (EU) dropped
from 52 percent in 2019 to 44 percent in 2020. Interestingly, compared with
the proportion of total exports in 2020 reported in Figure 2a, Japan’s market
share of Myanmar garment exports increased, although there was a decline in
export values to Japan.
It is also important to consider why the Japanese market did not decline as
much as the EU. The survey conducted by the Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO) found that more than half (52.3%) of the Japanese companies
stated they would continue with their operations, and 13.5 percent indicated
they would expand their business. Only 6.7 percent indicated they would move
their operations to another country (Japan Times 2022). These ﬁndings indicate
that Japanese investors are, for the most part, committed to operating in Myanmar regardless of the double crisis. Another reason for the relative stability of
garment exports to Japan is that Japanese-owned factories in Myanmar mainly
export to the Japanese market.
This part of the paper has shown the impact of the double crisis on the market
destinations of garment exports. Myanmar’s largest market, the EU, has experienced the greatest decline and, because of that, has the greatest effect on the
sector’s growth. SMART Myanmar estimated that 60 percent of garment workers
work for factories that are highly dependent on European buyers (EuroCham
Myanmar 2022: 5). This demonstrates the level of business the EU generates
and the impact on local garment workers, most of whom are female workers.
As mentioned earlier, the EU is an integral partner, and given the reinstatement
of the EU’s Generalized Scheme of Preferences, its investment has made a difference not just to the economy but also to the labor market, especially to
female workers’ lives. The decline in business engagement from the EU has
had a devastating impact on all strata of Myanmar society.
Factory closures, order cancellations, and production levels
The number of days a factory was closed during both crises indicates the level
of disruptions that factories faced and the extent to which production was affected. It should be noted that these days of factory closures excluded public
holidays and mandatory closure due to COVID-19 restrictions. Over half of
the factories surveyed (62%) indicated they have closed their factories temporarily due to the crises in 2021.
As shown in Figure 3, the two townships that experienced the most factory
closures (i.e., almost 40 days) between January and September 2021 were
Hlaing Thayar and Shwe Pyi Thar. The most affected factories were smallersized ones, which experienced over 50 days of closure (Figure 3).

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

146

Figure 3. Days of factory closures.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

The supply chain disruption (e.g., the closure of the China-Myanmar border
and the truck drivers’ and civil servants’ participation the CDM) (RFA 2021;
Frontier Myanmar 2021) and the lack of orders resulted in the closure of some
factories between March and April 2021 (Min Zar Ni Lin and NgwenyaTshuma 2021a). Another important reason for the increase in the number of
days factories were closed was the anti-military protests in Hlaing Thayar and
Shwe Pyi Thar, which resulted in the military imposing martial law and curfews
in these townships (Bloomberg 2021). Although the data collected in Figure 3
focuses mainly on the temporary closure of factories, it is also important to
consider that some factories in Myanmar have closed permanently.
Since the military coup, the once active labor dispute resolution bodies (tripartite
mechanism with government, employers, and unions) are no longer operating
(Min Zar Ni Lin and Ngwenya-Tshuma 2021b). The military-run Ministry of
Labor does not follow or enforce the Labor Law to protect workers’ rights.
Some workers have received less than half of their daily wages for the days
those factories were temporarily closed, while a signiﬁcant number of workers
have not received any compensation for the days of factory closure (Min Zar
Ni Lin and Ngwenya-Tshuma).
Overall, many of the factories surveyed faced a decline in orders due to the
cancellation (or) suspension of orders after the military coup. Figure 4 illustrates
how smaller-sized (-50%) and medium-sized (-43%) factories experienced the
greatest declines in orders. Regarding ownership, the factories that faced the
greatest decline were Chinese-owned (-45%) and Korean-owned (-44%). Chinese-owned factories experienced the greatest decline because they predominantly supply the EU market. With the EU market facing the greatest decline
in garment exports, the Chinese-owned factories were hit hard by the decline
in orders. There are three reasons for these cancellations. The ﬁrst is that,
during the onset of the pandemic, brands and buyers decided to either cancel
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orders they had already made or suspend orders for some time. Another reason
was the general disruption experienced as a result of global supply chain disruptions in getting raw materials or even shipping completed orders. This was
not unique to Myanmar but was experienced at a global level. Lastly, following
the coup, tensions and disruptions arose in the industrial zones, which created
challenges for the factories and the workers.
Figure 4. Percentage of orders by size and ownership.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

The decline in the number of working days due to factory closures, as well as
the decline in orders, ultimately led to a decline in production. Figure 5 shows
the number of active production lines, which is signiﬁcant because the more
active production lines there are in a factory, the higher the number of orders
that get produced. Over three months, large factories experienced a decline in
active production lines. Between January and June 2021, large factories experienced a decline in production of 20 percent. However, between June and
September 2021, they saw an increase of 17 percent.
In terms of factory ownership, Figure 5 shows that Chinese-owned factories
also experienced a decline of 20 percent between January and June 2021 and a
further decrease of 27 percent between June and September 2021. Large-sized
and Chinese-owned factories both experienced a decline of about 20 percent in
active production lines between January and June 2021. However, unlike largesized factories, Chinese- owned factories did not experience an increase in active
lines between June and September 2021 compared with other investors. This is
due to the continued uncertainty in orders from the EU brands and buyers. On
the other hand, the concern about the rise of anti-Chinese sentiment within industrial zones after the military coup is another reason (Nikkei Asia 2021). Furthermore, like large-owned factories, Chinese-owned factories did not achieve
a higher number of active production lines than when they operated before the
coup. During this time, the decline in production lines is consistent with the
narrative that production in the garment sector declined due to the coup.
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Figure 5. Number of active production lines.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

Overtime and wage expenditure
Another area that provides insight into the changes the garment sector has undergone during the double crisis is the changes in working days, workers’ overtime hours, and the wage expenditures incurred by factories. Between January
and June 2021, there was a decrease in working days from 25 days to about 23
days. This can be linked to the factory closures previously shown in Figure 3.
As shown in Figure 6a, there was a decline in overtime (OT) hours (-64%) between January and June 2021, and then there was a slight increase (15%) between June and September 2021. The reason for this increase could be the resumption of orders received after factories had adjusted to the new normal
during COVID-19 and the wave of uncertainty after the coup.
Figure 6a. Change in working days and overtime hours.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

To better understand the impact of the double crisis, Figure 6b shows the
change in OT hours by factory size and ownership between January and September 2021. Larger-sized factories experienced a decline (-37%) in OT hours be-

149

THE IMPACT OF THE DOUBLE CRISIS ON THE GARMENT SECTOR IN MYANMAR

tween January and June 2021, before OT hours increased (15%) between June
and September 2021, although they still did not meet January levels. Smallersized factories experienced a decline of almost a half (-46%) between January
and June 2021 and a signiﬁcant increase between June and September 2021
(67%). In terms of ownership, the Chinese-owned factories experienced a decrease (-34%) in OT hours between January and June 2021 and a slight rise
(8%) between June and September 2021. Myanmar- and joint venture–owned
factories’ OT hours decreased by almost a third (-30%) between January and
June 2020 and increased slightly (9%) between June and September 2021.
Similar to the patterns in production levels, large (-37%), smaller-sized (-46%),
Chinese-owned (-34%), and Myanmar- and joint venture–owned (-30%) factories all experienced a decline in their OT hours between January and June
2021. This is intrinsically linked to the decrease in orders and production lines,
which resulted in factories not needing workers to work more hours. Furthermore, cutting workers’ OT hours is another strategy factories use to survive
and continue operating. This is supported by the fact that OT hours between
June and September 2021 did not increase signiﬁcantly for large (15%), Chinese-owned (8%), or Myanmar- and JV-owned (9%) factories. Thus, the OT
hours remained relatively low even after orders had resumed between June
and September 2021. The only exception is the smaller-sized factories (67%),
whose OT hours increased close back to the level before military coup. But
the OT level of smaller factories was still lower compared to medium and
large-sized factories.
Figure 6b. Change in OT by factory size and ownership.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

OT hours are essential to garment workers because the remuneration is double
the minimum wage. EuroCham Myanmar (2022: 5) also supported this, stating
that “some workers are on reduced hours or furlough.”
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Figure 7. Changes in the expenditure on wages.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

Figure 7 shows the changes in factories’ wage expenditure by factory size and
ownership between January and September 2021. Larger-sized factories saw a
decline in wages between January and June 2021 (-36%), and then they increased by almost a quarter (22%) between June and September 2021; however,
as with production levels and OT hours, they still did not meet the January
levels. Smaller-sized factories experienced a slight decline (-14%) between January and June 2021 and a slight increase (10%) between June and September
2021. Chinese-owned factories had a decline of over a quarter (-28%) in the
expenditure of wages between January and June 2021 and a slight rise (8%)
between June and September 2021. Myanmar- and joint venture–owned factories’ expenditure on wages decreased (-45%) between January and June 2021
and increased slightly (12%) between June and September 2021.
Myanmar no longer follows the rule of law when it comes to preserving workers’
rights. The only beneﬁt that remains unscathed is the minimum wages workers
still receive (Min Zar Ni Lin and Ngwenya-Tshuma 2021b). Before the coup,
under Minimum Wage Notiﬁcation 1/2018, workers were entitled to a minimum
wage and OT payment but received different performance bonuses (ILO 2021:
16). Some factories have drastically decreased workers’ wages and their payments to only the minimum wage. During qualitative interviews with nonunion workers, one worker explained that she could not remit any money to
her family because she was not earning enough (Min Zar Ni Lin and NgwenyaTshuma 2021a).
Changes experienced by the workforce
The MGMA estimates that around 60,000 garment workers lost their jobs
before and a further 25,000 after the coup (Myanmar Now 2021). This study
observed that between January and June 2021, there was a decline in the workforce of almost a quarter (-24%), and between June and September 2021,
there was a minor increase (2%). Figure 8b shows changes in factories’ workforce by factory size and ownership between January and September 2021.
Larger-sized factories experienced a decline (-17%) in their workforce between
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January and June 2021, and then they slightly increased (8%) between June
and September 2021; however, as with production levels, OT hours, and wages,
they still did not meet the January levels. Smaller-sized factories experienced a
slight decline in the workforce between January and June 2021 (-12%) and a
continued decrease (-2%) between June and September 2021. Chinese-owned
factories experienced a decrease (-24%) in the workforce between January and
June 2021 and a continued decrease (-4%) between June and September 2021.
Between January and June 2021, the data indicated a decline in active production
lines (Figure 5), OT hours (Figure 6b), and wages (Figure 7). However, with the
change in the workforce, there was a steady decline between January and June
2021 and between June and September 2021 for all factory types, except for a
slight increase (8%) for larger-sized factories between June and September 2021.
Figure 8a. Change in workforce.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

Figure 8b. Change in workforce by size and ownership.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

The ﬁndings show that the garment sector experienced signiﬁcant job losses
during the double crisis. To survive and continue operating, factories decided
to downgrade their workforce. One of their strategies after the military coup
was to hire more daily wage workers instead of contracted permanent workers.
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As shown in Figure 9a, the number of daily wage workers increased from 15
workers in January (2% of the total workforce) to 35 workers in September
(5% of the total workforce), although the total labor force declined during
this period. Hiring daily wage workers is more affordable because factories do
not have to pay severance payments if the work ends abruptly due to uncertainty
over orders. They also do not have to provide social security and other beneﬁts
such as performance bonuses and transportation fees. This shows that some
factories consider it cheaper and more economical to hire daily wage workers
during these uncertain times instead of following the labor laws.
Challenges to factory operations and perspectives
on the future

Despite all the challenges and the negative trends discussed in this paper,
Myanmar’s garment factories are still operating. It is important to understand
the factories’ greatest challenges and coping strategies to survive. The factories
surveyed indicate four pertinent challenges that affected their operations (as
shown in Figure 9). Firstly, most of the interviewed factories indicated that the
political instability since the military coup has negatively affected their ability
to do business. As previously mentioned, some international brands have been
hesitant about continuing to do business with Myanmar suppliers, and some
have canceled orders altogether – also because of overall security concerns. In
the long term, factories will continue to face difﬁculties attracting international
brands/suppliers if the general political and economic climate does not attract
and maintain foreign investment.
The second challenge reported by the factories was access to the banking system,
which has become a real problem since the coup. Within a month after the military coup, the Central Bank of Myanmar put limits on withdrawals from banks
and ATMs for both individuals and companies (Ellis 2021). Given the need to
access money for paying labor wages, ordering raw materials, and paying for
shipping services and associated operational costs, the difﬁculties in the banking
system make it difﬁcult for export-oriented factories to do business.
The third challenge is the uncertainty over orders due to COVID-19 and the
military coup. At the onset of the pandemic, the demand for orders declined;
however, three to six months later, the orders picked up again, and factories
adapted to doing business during the pandemic and ensured that their operations all complied with COVID-19 regulations. At that time, the factories employed the strategy of terminating their full-time workers and employing more
daily wage workers who could help them meet their production targets and
not worry about keeping them if there were no new orders (ILO 2021: 19).
Given the added political instability, factories now face additional hurdles in
securing new orders.
The last challenge – and the one that was cited the most by respondents (as
shown in Figure 10) – was access to raw materials, which is connected to the
previous point relating to the banking system and how difﬁcult it has been to
access money to purchase raw materials. However, another reason stems from
the disruptions in the global value chains at the beginning of the pandemic.
Most factories in Myanmar get 90 percent of their raw supplies from China,
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Figure 9. Factors that have affected factories’ operations (January–September 2021).

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

and when China ﬁrst experienced lockdowns, this crippled the supply chain
and affected Myanmar buyers. China also imposed restrictions on any border
trade-related activities (ILO 2021: 3;6). Furthermore, during the political crisis,
China has maintained its decision to keep the country’s borders closed, given
the conﬂict has spread to border regions (Shih and Li 2021). Interestingly, a
signiﬁcant number of respondents shared that the third wave of COVID-19
did not badly affect their factory operations.
Figure 10. Prospects for the factory’s operations in the next 12 months.

Source: AVE and MGMA (2021).

Factories were asked questions about their perceptions of their future operations,
as shown in Figure 10. Over a third (34%) indicated that their workforce would
increase, and another 34 percent indicated they were uncertain, while a quarter
indicated that the size of the workforce would remain the same. According to
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our ﬁndings, some factories (34%) were optimistic they would get new orders,
but more factories (36%) seemed uncertain about getting new orders. Over a
third of factories (36%) indicated they believed their production value would
increase, but more factories (43%) were uncertain about that. The last question
asked factories about their operation capacity; a quarter indicated it could increase, while more factories (41%) were uncertain about that. These ﬁndings
indicate there is still a level of optimism among factory owners that Myanmar’s
garment sector will prevail; however, a greater proportion of factories are uncertain about the times ahead. The garment sector has survived two crises and
is still operating, which shows a level of resilience in the sector.
Conclusion

Using survey data, this paper illustrated how the double crisis in Myanmar has
placed industrial development in peril – speciﬁcally, in the garment sector. In
this conclusion, we will summarize some of the key ﬁndings of this paper and
the implications for Myanmar’s garment sector.
Brands are facing immense pressure from international trade unions and human
rights movements to withdraw (Liu and Frontier 2021). By contrast, some stakeholders, including the National Unity Government (NUG), have raised concerns
about withdrawing international brands since it would have a signiﬁcant impact
on the well-being of hundreds of thousands of (especially female) workers, whose
livelihoods and that of their families depend on their business (Myanmar Financial
Service Monitor 2021). EuroCham Myanmar (2022) has stated that unethical
sourcing in the garment sector and the potential to directly support the military
regime is very unlikely. The aim is to build more conﬁdence in doing business in
Myanmar despite a double crisis and to preserve the well-being of the mostly female garment workers. However, since political tensions are stagnating, it is unlikely they will be resolved anytime soon, and it is hard to predict whether some
EU brands will remain committed to placing orders in the medium to long term.
The data clearly shows that smaller-sized factories and Chinese-owned factories
have struggled the most to recover since June 2021, as there has not been much
signiﬁcant positive growth in many areas. Despite the decline in the share of the
EU market during the double crisis, the EU is still the largest export destination
for Myanmar’s garment products. Furthermore, a drastic decline in workers’
incomes due to the double crisis threatens to drive mostly female workers and
their families into abject poverty. The re-employment rate during the double
crisis was also very low, and laid-off garment workers are still vulnerable.
The factories surveyed indicated four challenges to their operations, including
access to the banking system, political instability, order uncertainty, and access
to raw materials. Last but not least, the paper presented ﬁndings on the
prospects of the garment sector, which showed some levels of optimism but
also, for the most part, signiﬁcant levels of uncertainty. Therefore, it will be
crucial to continuously observe the changes in the garment sector and Myanmar’s industrial development to see how resilient it is and whether it will
survive this double crisis in the medium term as the political tension is unlikely
to be resolved in the foreseeable future.
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Myanmar’s experiment with
trade in live cattle with China:
Breakthrough, collapse,
and resurgence?
Andrew Laitha, Terdsak Yano,
Manabu Fujimura & Manoj Potapohn
Myanmar has long been a major supplier of live cattle to countries in the Greater Mekong
subregion, including Yunnan Province in China, which has seen a sustained rise in income per
capita but has relatively scarce grazing land. After a few months of fattening, some of Myanmar’s
cattle had been re-exported to China via Thailand and Laos, but in recent years, with
improvements in transportation and the reduced need for draft animals in farming households,
China has started buying cattle directly from Myanmar. In Myanmar, cattle are both draft animals
and commodities. In the Irrawaddy Delta, which is the major rice-growing area in the country,
there is signiﬁcant use of draft animals; hence, fewer are available for export in comparison with
dry zone cattle, where the exportable supply of cattle is linked to rural labor migration to the city
and associated farm mechanization. On the administrative side, the Myanmar Livestock
Department achieved a breakthrough in 2017 when it acquired legal power over the cattle
movement from local authorities. It generated a big rise in the legalized export volume of cattle to
China. Just as ofﬁcials were ready to develop the Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) to support
the cattle trade, the country was hit by the “double shock” of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
military coup. This complicated Myanmar’s attempts to build capacities with neighboring and
trading countries, develop disease control infrastructure, and upgrade the country’s capacity to
handle foot-and-mouth (FMD) disease, bird ﬂu, and others. Because quantifying the impact of the
double shock is constrained by the scarcity of the latest data, this paper provides insights into the
impact of the double shock on Myanmar’s cattle trade mainly by drawing on interviews with
farmers and collectors in the ﬁeld and consultations with local experts with prior experience. The
narratives are supplemented by data from secondary sources.

KEYWORDS: CATTLE EXPORT; TRADE LIBERALIZATION; SHOCKS; MYANMAR.

Introduction

Myanmar has a multitude of underutilized agricultural resources, particularly
cattle with a strong potential for regional export. Moving from the currently
smuggling-dominant mode to a more formalized model of cattle trading will
boost trade and have beneﬁt-redistribution effects that will improve both efﬁciency and equity and address the goals of inclusion and sustainability. At the
moment, Myanmar’s local farmers are mainly engaged in subsistence agriculture
and participate little in the global supply chains. Most of the beneﬁts of cattle
smuggling to China would accrue to Chinese buyers, local traders, and inﬂuential
individuals connected to the Chinese network, while farmers who supply
surplus cattle tend to gain little. Long-standing armed conﬂicts along the Myanmar–China border have added to the unstable trade environment. We argue
there is a strong case for formalizing and standardizing the cattle trade between
the two countries. Formalization will improve the distribution of beneﬁts by
being more equitable for local farmers. Standardization will reduce uncertainty
(especially, regarding animal diseases), improve transparency, and increase
travel volume, thereby beneﬁting all the parties involved: Myanmar farmers,
transporters, traders, Chinese consumers, regional residents, and potential foreign investors.
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Marginalized farmers across Myanmar are facing enormous challenges as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2021 military coup. Rural cattle farmers and local traders have severely felt the harsh effect of the pandemic-related
restrictions on mobility. In addition, Myanmar experiences unitary border closures from China, which has had a devastating impact on live cattle exports.
The inability to continue legally exporting live cattle to China has had a knockdown effect on all the actors across the cattle value chains in Myanmar. Hence,
there has been a re-emergence of illegal cattle exports. Legitimate cattle trade
numbers increased after Myanmar eased the ban on live cattle exports in October 2017, but China’s closure of its border, along with the coup in Myanmar,
has exacerbated the existing ineffective cattle trading, and the lack of functioning cattle markets made the existing cattle trade disrupted by COVID-19 even
worse. Thus, the actors along the cattle value chain (i.e., cattle farmer, collector/aggregator/agent, transporter, and trader/exporter) are forced to ﬁnd any
means of trading within the opaque regulatory environment.
This study attempts to assess the current situation, solidify available information, and recommend further research. The information in this paper comes
from multiple phone interviews with cattle traders, key informants, industry
pundits, and extensive desk research. The paper is organized into six parts: (1)
cattle trade policy since Burma’s independence, (2) the cattle population, (3)
the structure and performance of the cattle market, (4) the impact of the double
shock in the past two years, (5) animal disease control, and (6) policy prescriptions for policy stakeholders.
Cattle market policies of successive Myanmar governments

Beef consumption prohibited era (1948–1957)
The history of the cattle and beef industry in modern-day Burma can be classiﬁed into four periods. The ﬁrst is the post-British colonial period between 1948
and 1957. During this time, slaughtering cattle for the beef market for public
consumption was entirely prohibited by the Union of Burma government as
cattle were considered sacred animals, an idea that comes from Buddhism,
which is the dominant religious belief in the country. However, slaughtering
cattle was allowed in the proximity of military camps. Licenses to slaughter cattle were given to areas near army encampments, and the license was wholly preserved to supply beef to soldiers. Thus, the general Burmese population could
not purchase beef on the market (Hla 2022).
Relaxation of cattle slaughtering (1957–1972)
The second period was between 1957 and 1972. In 1962, Burma had its ﬁrst
military coup. It came around the time when the democratic government had
handed over power from the caretaker government to General U Ne Win. U
Ne Win abolished the policy that had prevented the public consumption of
beef. He subsequently granted permits to slaughter cattle older than 13 years.
Cattle-slaughtering licenses were issued at the townships’ municipal ofﬁces
across the country. At the time, beef was inexpensive thanks to the glut supply
of ruminant cattle. However, the relaxation of the policy faced signiﬁcant public
backlash in some townships in lower Burma, especially conservative Buddhist
strongholds, because killing an animal is not in line with Buddhism. In the delta
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areas of Burma, mainly the Tanintharyi region, Buddhist associations bid for
cattle slaughtering licenses in some townships and tried to save cattle by outbidding the butchers.
Public backlash was rampant throughout the delta areas, especially in Pathein
city and Kyonpyaw town in the Irrawaddy region, where monks, among others,
were ﬁrmly opposed to cattle slaughtering. Butchers could not compete against
the Buddhist associations in obtaining slaughtering permits in these areas. As
a result, local beef markets did not develop in such townships because selling
beef was permitted only within license-issued municipalities. In some townships, the practice continues to this day. Owing to the strict regulatory environment on cattle meat in the country, approximately 40% of the country’s
population has never tasted beef, according to anecdotal information.
The cattle market can be segmented into two categories: draft animals and animals for slaughter. Unlike lower Burma, people in upper and central Burma
enjoy beef consumption because of the abundance of cattle in Sagaing, Mandalay, and Magway. Farmers in these regions breed cattle for the beef market
and draft animals. They supply a surplus of cattle to lower Burma for draft animals to be used in intensiﬁed paddy cultivation practiced in lower Burma such
as the Irrawaddy, Yangon, and Bago regions (Hla 2022).
Protecting farmers vs. exporting live cattle illegally (1972–2017)
From 1972 to 1988, the Socialist government’s policy gave much attention to
the welfare of workers and peasants. The government considered workers and
peasants to be the ruling class and was ﬁrmly against capitalism. Therefore, no
market-oriented transformation could take place under the Burmese Way to
Socialism. Debate over cattle slaughtering played an essential role in national
politics since farmers were the sole producers of beef cattle. In this era, farmers
constantly raised the issue of the shortage of livestock and called on policymakers to constrain the granting of slaughtering licenses. As a result, the government increased the cattle slaughter age from 13 to 16 years between 1982 and
1983. The new law resulted in an increase in cattle stock in the country. At the
same time, some illicit cattle trading emerged on the Thai-Burma border during
this period. Nevertheless, illegal traders encountered enormous challenges in
transporting live cattle within Burma due to strict regulations. Hence, traders
had to bribe local authorities to move through different townships until cattle
arrived at the illegal trade post on the border with Thailand. They also had to
pay informal taxes to ethnic armed groups along the transportation route from
some towns within Burma close to the Thailand border (Hla 2022).
Liberalization of cattle trade (2017–present)
The fourth period began in 2017 during the second term of the quasi-civilian
government. This was when the cattle market was liberalized for the ﬁrst time,
and the ofﬁcial live cattle export experiment started under the rule of the National League for Democracy (NLD). Before 2017, the General Administrative
Department (GAD) governed legal power related to cattle. The GAD is a department under the Ministry of Home Affairs (MOHA). The controversial 2008
constitution of Myanmar states that the military chief appoints the MOHA minister. The NLD government reshufﬂed this institutional arrangement by moving
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the nation’s cattle-business governing body from the GAD to the Livestock
Breeding and Veterinary Department (LBVD), which falls under the Ministry
of Agriculture, Livestock, and Irrigation (MOALI). This was an institutional
breakthrough. This liberalization was initiated in part by the government’s realization that massive illegal live cattle export was taking place on various land
borders between Myanmar and China. This realization gave the government
an incentive to create revenue sources by placing proper procedures, including
issuing export licenses, doing inspections, etc. (Hla 2022). The government collects the 2% advance income tax for sales from the cattle exported to other
countries. This policy change led to a signiﬁcant increase in cattle exports: from
USD 50 million annually in 2014–2017 to almost USD 400 million in 2019
(Diao, Masias and Lwin 2020).
At the same time, however, the greater volume of cattle heading to China
alarmed the government and caused it to focus its attention on the sustainability
of the cattle market. Recognizing a need for better-controlled facilitation of cattle
trade, after a few months of liberalization, the Myanmar government immediately suspended formal cattle trade and started drawing up the Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) on cattle movement and trade, spearheaded by the
LBVD. The SOP ensures that farmers are not selling female cattle and introduces cattle collection points, ear-tagging before moving to the border, and quarantine at the border. With the new SOP in place, cattle trading resumed in 2019.
Cattle export destination countries include China, Laos, Thailand, and, to a
much lesser extent, Bangladesh and India. China remains the largest importer
of Myanmar cattle and represented approximately 70% of total exports in 2019.
Cattle populations in Myanmar

There was a copious cattle population in Burma during the post-colonial period
since there was so little consumption of beef. There were about 3 million mature
females and 5 million working cattle at any given time (Cattle census, 1980–
1990). In 1994, the cattle population was recorded as between 9.5 million and
10 million, although this number was merely an extrapolation from the previous
year. The then-minister responsible for the cattle census skipped and saved the
cost of running the census (between 3 million and 4 million kyat) to satisfy the
priority of the military regime’s intelligence general at the time, U Khin Nyunt.
Since then, the cattle census has been skipped for many years, and no reliable
statistical information on the cattle population in Myanmar is available between
Fiscal Year (FY) 1993/94 and FY2016/17. Published ofﬁcial numbers during
this period appear to have applied simple upward extrapolation (see Figure 1).
In 2017, the Livelihoods and Food Security Trust Fund (LIFT), which is a multidonor fund established to tackle the issue of poverty and hunger directly in
Myanmar’s rural communities, offered ﬁnancial and technical assistance to the
Myanmar government to reinstate the cattle population census. It was found
that 1.5 million male cattle were missing compared with the then-minister’s estimate of around 5 million. It is believed that the missing numbers were illegally
exported to China. By contrast, a slight reduction in the number of mature females was identiﬁed. This was because farmers rarely sold females as they kept
breeding calves (Hla 2022).
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The latest estimate of Myanmar’s cattle herd is around 9.5 million, according to
a National Livestock Baseline Survey conducted by the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the LBVD and published in January 2019. This number is an apparent decline from 15.5 million in 2015–2016
and 17 million in 2016–2017. Concerns about cattle number declines have been
raised by academia and cattle market observers, but the Mandalay Region Cattle
Exporters Association claimed there are sufﬁcient cattle in Myanmar for domestic consumption. It further stated that each cow can produce one calf every year;
therefore, new calves will bridge the supply and demand gaps each year.
Figure 1. Cattle population in Myanmar (2011–2021).

Data source: LBVD and authors’ estimate.

Since the political-economic reform began in Myanmar in 2011, an unprecedented transformation has occurred from farm to fork. New farming machinery
was imported to the country, gradually replacing draft cattle in rice-cultivation
regions in lower Myanmar (Belton, et al. 2021). Owing to farm mechanization,
the demand for male cattle as draft animals started to diminish, and farmers
have increasingly tended to opt selling male cattle to export them to China. Before the political transition, farmers had relied on bullock carts to transport the
crops they produce in rural areas. Now motorbikes, almost all of which are imported from China and available at more affordable prices than before thanks
to the economic openings, are a more convenient mode of transport. Farmers
also began adopting new technology and utilizing small tractors, power tillers,
big tractors for plowing, and combined harvesters. In tandem with high labor
demand in cities at construction sites, there is a massive rural-to-urban migration underway within Myanmar. Similarly, the younger generation tends to migrate to neighboring countries for better job opportunities, and remittances
become an essential component of rural livelihoods. This also results in a shortage of farmworkers in rural areas (ILO 2020).
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Structure and performance of cattle market

While the policy trend reviewed above has pointed to a change in favor of the
trade of live cattle from the production perspective of breeding and animal husbandry. Raising cattle in Myanmar is still dominated by smallholders who rely
on it for draft power in their farms. Cattle raising on a commercial basis is
largely for milk (Myint, Mu and San 2018, among others), and commercial beef
cattle farms are rare. Hence, during the ﬁrst year of trade legalization, price
rises in cattle sold for export generated concerns among smallholders because
of the shortage of cattle as draft animals.
In recent years, however, China’s meat consumption structure has changed, and
beef consumption has increased signiﬁcantly. The proportion of beef in red
meat consumption has increased from about 4% before to about 11% in 2018.
It is conceivable that Myanmar’s cattle-owning farm households would realize
the potential of generating greater income by converting the use of their cattle
to the beef market in China. But this would require the formalization and standardization of the cattle trade with public sector support in both countries and
the transfer of technologies by external investments or assistance. Much to the
disappointment of all the stakeholders involved, the initial breakthrough to
such direction in 2017 has been severely disrupted by the “double shock” of
COVID-19 since early 2020 and the military coup in February 2021, to which
we turn in the next section.
Impact of the double shock on cattle trade

Access to the China market plays a vital role in stabilizing cattle prices as it represents the primary destination of Myanmar’s cattle exports. In late 2020, China
stopped buying cattle from Myanmar due to the resurgence of COVID-19 in
the latter. To resume cattle trading, bilateral trade negotiations between the relevant authorities from the two countries have been taking place since late 2020
(Thant 2020). Initially, the General Administration of Customs (GACC) of the
People’s Republic of China provided nine recommendations to Myanmar, and
an additional seven recommendations were made in early 2021. Until Myanmar
fulﬁlls all the GACC recommendations shown in Figure 2, formal exports are
unlikely to resume. For legal trade, China permits live cattle imports only after
ensuring the cattle is free from 20 different kinds of diseases. To meet the
GACC’s procedures, the Myanmar government recently planned to run three
control zones (see Appendix). Myanmar cattle traders’ hopes for a resumption
of legal cattle exports have not materialized during this report writing. However,
the Mandalay Region Cattle Exporters Association argues that by the time the
Chinese government agrees to legal cattle imports from Myanmar, almost all
the cattle will have been smuggled to China.
Upstream impact

Cattle can be found across Myanmar, but cattle farms are most prevalent in the
Mandalay, Sagaing, and Magway regions. Calves are self-breeding (but bulls are
distributed between households to impregnate their cows) or bought from the
market. Farmers mainly rely on the LBVD’s services for animal health. The Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) initiated an AI development project in Myanmar between 1972 and 1976. However, AI breeding
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Figure 2. Chinese import food safety governance.

Source: General Administration of Customs of the People's Republic of China (GACC).

is still in its nascent stage in Myanmar. The LBVD indicated the total number of
AI service cows in 2019 was 25,812 (see Table 1). This number covered only the
distribution of the LBVD, and there may be more if we account for private sector
initiatives. Locally bred cattle still dominate the market, but development partners
have introduced foreign species in recent years – mainly for milk production.
Table 1. AI service, pregnant and calving.

Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Irrigation (MOALI), Myanmar.

Smallholding farmers in Myanmar breed cattle with low input to economize
their asset maintenance. Straw mixed with water is widely used as feed, and
grazing on unimproved pasture happens often. Some farmers grow imported
grass varieties (e.g., Napier) for their cattle and sell the surplus grass stock to
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cattle farm owners. In 2021, cattle farmers in Mandalay faced signiﬁcant challenges accessing grazing land and feed. The grass has withered due to erratic
weather conditions. Farmers have also faced difﬁculties ﬁnding pastureland near
cattle-raising villages and towns, and access to land is inhibited by farmers’ insecure farmland ownership. Myanmar’s currency, the kyat (abbreviated as
MMK) has lost more than 30% of its value in a 12-month period, which has
pushed up the price of fuel and feed. As a result, cattle farmers reduced investment in feeds such as rice bran and other feeds (USDA 2021). The feed price
surges are a combination of travel restrictions to prevent the outbreak of
COVID-19, a reduction in human mobility due to security reasons, and a rise in
transportation costs resulting from fuel price rises. Farmers mainly access market
information through other farmers’ and traders’ social media posts. Owing to
COVID-19 and the coup, Myanmar’s cattle export markets have been severely
disrupted. Cattle farmers have little or no alternative source of income. The lack
of income has forced some farmers to sell their cattle at reduced prices. Farmgate
cattle prices slumped by 47% and domestic beef prices by 17% year on year.
Midstream impact

Live cattle demand from China remains the main driver of collecting cattle at the
farm gate combined with demand from Bangladesh and Thailand. Chinese consumers prefer Myanmar beef cattle as it is bred organically. The domestic beef
market in Myanmar is closely linked to the export market and cattle-related diseases in the country. For domestic traders, procuring cattle to slaughter or export
to neighboring countries is not a big hurdle, but transporting live cattle has become more and more difﬁcult since the coup. Unlike rice and other essential commodities, which are tax-free, cattle are considered tax-deserving in Myanmar. As
a result, local traders for cattle trading have to pay different fees imposed on them
by different authorities. For example, a collector based in Mektila in the Mandalay
region has to pay MMK 7,000 (USD 4) to the township administrator for a transportation permit. Transportation costs paid to truckers are MMK 30,000 (USD
17) per head, and the cost can be higher depending on the distance. In addition,
traders have to pay variable sums of money to uniformed personnel when transporting cattle from one town to another, and these payments are around MMK
25,000 (USD 14) per checkpoint. The transaction costs along the cattle supply
chain have increased since the military coup. Moreover, when transporting cattle
to Muse, which handles about 70% of border trades between Myanmar and
China, traders are required to pay at least three different ethnic armed groups.
The payments are based on the number of animals on the truck, and the usual
fee is MMK 10,000 (USD 5.62) per head. Total amount of these payments, the
collector can make a proﬁt of between MMK 70,000 (about USD 39 as of February 2022) and MMK 100,000 per head for moving cattle from Mandalay or Bago
and handing them over to traders at the Chinese border. The estimated distribution of proﬁt margin among cattle trade participants is shown in Finger 3. However, transporting live cattle is risky, particularly in conﬂict-affected areas like
Shan State and, more speciﬁcally, on the Mandalay–Lashio Road. Between 2019
and 2020 and in 2021, there were 36 gun-related events faced by cattle exporters,
and 31 people died. The fatalities included truck drivers and truck helpers, according to the Mandalay Region Cattle Exporters Association (MRCEA).
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Figure 3. Estimated proﬁt margins among actors in cattle market value chains (in USD).

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Downstream impact

Myanmar had been exporting cattle to China illegally, and liberalization in October 2017 prompted legal exports from Myanmar. However, the liberalization
did not stop illegal cattle exports. Under normal circumstances (i.e., before
COVID-19 and the coup), 1,000 cattle heads were legally exported to China
every day, while 4,000 (the estimate of the chair of MRCEA) cattle heads were
also going to China illegally. At that time, cattle/buffalo price ranged from
MMK 1,500,000 (USD 843.60) to MMK 2,500,000 (USD 1,406) per head (see
Figure 4). Myanmar’s annual cattle export to China is approximately 500,000
heads. In anticipation of the new cattle trading regulation that would take effect
in early 2021, herds of cattle were kept at the Muse border trade post in January
2021. However, since the border continued to be closed, about 15,000 heads
of cattle, owned by 150 companies, were stranded in the China-Myanmar borFigure 4. Live cattle price in the Muse 105-Mile Trade Zone (MMK/cattle head).

Data source: Department of Trade (DoT), Myanmar.
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der areas (Myanmar Digital News 2021). In response to the situation, the Myanmar authorities gave transportation permits to ﬁve trading companies to transport the stranded cattle back to central Myanmar, but the herds of the other
traders are left stranded in the Muse 105-Mile Trade Zone (located 105 miles
from the Shan State town of Lashio). Meanwhile, widespread illegal export
trade routes provide ample opportunity for illicit cattle trading due to porous
borders between Myanmar and China. The cattle exporters association has been
urging the Myanmar government to facilitate a well-functioning cattle market
system by strengthening the enforcement of rules and regulations. However,
regulatory compliance and enforcement have been lacking.
Chinese traders prefer purchasing cattle on the black market as it is cheaper to
do so. Trading cattle legally costs over MMK 500,000 (USD 281) per head, including transport costs and various payments, but illegal export costs only
around MMK 300,000 (USD 169). Legal cattle export procedures and trade
protocols in place infographic are depicted in Figure 6. A price quote provided
by a trader at the Thailand border estimates the current cattle price at over
MMK 2,000,000 (USD 1,125) per head. Currently, the major junction for illegal
export routes is 20 miles away from Lashio, Shan State, on the way to the Lweje
(Kachin State), Chinshwehaw (Kokang Autonomous Region), and Wa Autonomous Administration border areas. Traders stated that six companies currently export cattle illegally via the Kokang region. Some traders claim that
several traders at the border collaborate with government ofﬁcers, taking advantage of the current haphazard situation and for high risk/high return. The
Myanmar government news outlet on 29 October 2021 reported that the cattle
trade is booming on Myanmar’s black market, with 2,000 heads sent to China
every day (GNLM 2021).
Figure 5. Trade protocol of exporting live cattle from Myanmar to China.

Source: Unpublished report submitted to the FAO (2019).
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Figure 5 shows the current trade regulations on the part of China as a buying
country requiring live cattle to be kept in quarantine for 75 days. Legal trade
becomes less proﬁtable and disease control is rendered ineffective, which forms
the basis for the Myanmar Livestock Department, with the help of an FAO
consultant, to develop a trade protocol that involves a shorter quarantine period, so long as the risk of disease spread remains unchanged. This is to disincentivize traders from going underground.
Animal disease control in Myanmar

The double shock inevitably had an impact on the operations of the LBVD, a
veterinary service authority in Myanmar. In 2017, Myanmar lifted the prohibition
on live cattle export, and the LBVD has played an important role in disease control and monitoring to prevent the animal disease from spreading to neighboring
countries. China has been interested in importing live cattle from Myanmar to
serve Chinese beef consumers, especially in southern China. Therefore, the Chinese authority attempted to set up the protocol to import live cattle free of animal diseases, particularly foot-and-mouth disease (FMD), by issuing export
certiﬁcates and controlling the disease by setting up animal posts at the border.
The live cattle transportation route passes through Mandalay to the Muse-Ruili
border. However, the double shock has disrupted these developments, and the
initiation of legal trade free of animal disease has been postponed.
This situation may lead to a return of illegal live cattle trade at Myanmar’s borders. Reverting to illegal venues will lead to a higher risk of animal disease
spreading across the border. In November 2021, the ﬁrst case of lumpy skin
disease (LSD) was reported in Myanmar (ProMed 2020), and then in March
2021, Thailand announced the ﬁrst case of LSD (Arjkumpa, et al. 2021). These
two countries are the main live cattle traders in South-East Asia. Thailand imports approximately 100,000 live cattle per year through the borderland. It is
possible that LSD crossed the Myanmar-Thailand border with live cattle, although LSD can be transmitted via blood-feeding insects (FAO 2020). The
LBVD takes full responsibility for animal disease monitoring and control; however, the LBVD alone cannot prevent the animal disease from spreading in the
region. All countries in the region must collaborate to control the disease and
prevent its spread.
Back in 2001, the Myanmar-Thailand-Malaysia Peninsular Campaign was developed to prevent FMD from spreading in the region and aimed to eventually
eradicate the disease (Wongsathapornchai, et al. 2003). This campaign demonstrated the importance of collaboration among countries in South-East Asia to
battle transborder animal diseases transmitted through the live animal trade.
The campaign focused in particular on the live cattle trade from Myanmar
through Thailand to Malaysia. The Regional Coordination Unit of the World
Organization for Animal Health encouraged and coordinated the collaboration
among three countries to apply FMD control strategies. Even though the eradication of FMD did not fully succeed, this approach is a model for multi-country collaboration to prevent the spread of animal diseases.
The current institutional disruption in Myanmar might affect the functioning
of the LBVD in terms of animal disease control, but livestock activities, includ-
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ing animal trading, moving, or breeding, are not waiting for institutional repositioning. The farmers in the livestock community can be empowered to inspect
animal diseases in their community and report them to the LBVD. This bottom-up approach can increase the LBVD’s capability in animal disease surveillance during the disruption period. Increasingly widespread usage of digital
devices might lead to a breakthrough. For example, in Thailand, the “Participatory One-health Digital Disease Detection” (PODD) system has been developed, which integrated the one-health approach into disease surveillance
activities at the community level. This system allows farmers to report animal
disease or abnormal signs to authorities via smartphone. Authorities at the city
and community levels can cooperate to solve the problems rapidly with the support of farmers who send the report (Yano 2018).
The PODD system is a digital surveillance tool that can be used to monitor animal diseases by the community and respond to the authorities. It is different
from conventional surveillance methods (e.g., passive surveillance by animal
authority) because the data ﬂows from the source of the problem to all relevant
stakeholders simultaneously. They can integrate resources to solve the problem
immediately. The system also empowers farmers and the community to play an
important role in animal health. They can monitor the problems and manage
them before they get out of control.
Conclusion

Drawing on the observations above, along with prior suggestions by Khaing
(2017) and Zhuning (2018), we lay out which types of policies and institutional
changes could guide Myanmar’s cattle market and trade to achieve win-win outcomes, particularly for rural cattle-owning farm households.
Scenarios for win-win outcomes
• Cattle in Myanmar remain an important means of agriculture production as
they are mainly used for farming purposes. The unlimited export of cattle
could have a detrimental effect on farming.
• Myanmar farmers lack the funds, technologies, and experience to raise cattle
for beef consumption, and public support is needed to safeguard their interest
in investing in the new industry.
• The relevant departments of the Chinese and Myanmar governments must
work closely together to coordinate and streamline the import process the cattle trade protocols and have better control of smuggling and transborder animal diseases.
• The number of smuggled cattle from Myanmar into China is estimated to
have increased to more than 1,500 a day (some estimates put the ﬁgure even
higher).
• Seeing the huge market potential, the Myanmar government is willing to approve the export of cattle to China, and the Chinese government is willing to
corporate with Myanmar to normalize the cross-border trade in cattle.
• If managed well, the cattle trade can generate economic income and create
job opportunities in Myanmar’s rural areas, which will be conducive to the
agricultural development of Myanmar.
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Issues to be addressed in the development of formalized live cattle trade
• Beef cattle farming is in an initial state, and production is traditional mixed
with livestock systems. Some cities have very few commercial cattle farms.
• The market value chain involves several actors/traders before the animals
reach their destination markets.
• Live cattle prices inside Myanmar are signiﬁcantly lower than in neighboring
countries, which leads to unofﬁcial exports.
• Cross-border price differentials have played a crucial role in shaping cattle
trade patterns.
• Porous border issues need to be addressed and are closely tied to peace and
stability along the cattle trade routes.
• The Myanmar government’s bargaining power in negotiations with its Chinese
counterpart needs to be strengthened.
Suggestions for public interventions and external assistance
• The LBVD could develop a system like PODD to monitor animal diseases,
especially emerging and re-emerging animal diseases. The participation of the
livestock community can help the LBVD rapidly prevent, detect, and respond
to animal disease outbreaks. Moreover, a vast amount of data will reach the
LBVD. They can share the data from the ﬁeld with neighboring countries
that work together to prevent the disease from spreading in the region.
• The data sharing among countries in the region could encourage collaboration
on animal disease surveillance and prevention. The data can be used to prepare disease prevention at the regional level. During the disruption period in
Myanmar, neighboring countries (especially China and Thailand) could support the animal health service capacity in Myanmar. If Myanmar can control
animal disease outbreaks in the country, there is a lower risk of diseases
spreading to China and Thailand via live animal trade.
• The relevant departments of the Myanmar and Chinese governments should
reach a consensus on the quarantine procedures and formalities for the
cattle/livestock trade as soon as possible.
• The Myanmar side should develop an export quota system based on the incremental number of cattle to protect cattle as the mainstay of the means of
agriculture production. And while normalizing the livestock trade, the two
governments should work more closely on combating the smuggling of cattle.
• It is necessary to ensure that farmers receive more beneﬁts from this cross-border trade. At present, farmers get very little, while the smugglers get the lion’s
share.
• The Chinese side should provide technology, funding, and training programs
to help Myanmar farmers improve the breeding technology to raise beef cattle.
• In the initial stage, a pilot project on beef cattle raising should be based on
local peasant households. If the pilot stage proves promising, plans for scaling
it up should be considered by appealing to external development partners.
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Appendix. Ofﬁcial current cattle trade map and animal control zones.

Map source: MIMU.
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Comparative study of ASEAN’s
roles in the Cambodian conflict
of the Third Indochina War and
the 2021 military coup in Myanmar
Aung Kyaw Min
The military coup in Myanmar on 1 February 2021 created an alarming situation for the
region. Since then, the military has committed a slew of atrocities and crimes against
humanity, and ASEAN has an obligation to tackle the issue. By conducting a comparative
study of the Cambodian conﬂict during the Third Indochina War, this paper seeks to
identify the best possible options for ASEAN to improve the status quo in Myanmar. This
study ﬂeshes out ASEAN’s role during the conﬂict in Cambodia and investigates the
progress made thanks to ASEAN-initiated mechanisms relating to the crisis in Myanmar.
This study seeks to better understand how ASEAN became involved in the Cambodian
conﬂict, what its role was, what the alliance’s current progress is regarding the issue of
Myanmar, which lessons should be learned from the Cambodian conﬂict, and how it should
reconsider its role in the Myanmar crisis today. ASEAN should examine alternative possible
options to avoid taking on so many responsibilities and jeopardizing the alliance’s
reputation. To this end, moving beyond the ﬁve-point consensus and working together with
the UN could be more effective options for the alliance.

KEYWORDS: MYANMAR; MILITARY COUP; ASEAN; THIRD INDOCHINA WAR; DIPLOMACY.

Introduction

South-East Asia is one of the most diverse regions in the world, and because of
its location between the Indian Ocean and the Paciﬁc Ocean, it also has major
geopolitical signiﬁcance. Not only does its geography make the region politically
important, but because of its access to vital passages such as the Strait of
Malacca, it is also economically important.
The region’s economic, political, and geographic importance also plays a role
when it comes to several related issues, including the South China Sea. As a regional organization, the Association of South-East Asia Nations (ASEAN) has
an important voice on these matters. ASEAN is regarded as one of the most
successful regional organizations in the world, and its role on key topics in the
region has to be critically assessed.
The military coup in Myanmar (Burma) on 1 February 2021 was an alarming
situation for the region. The military has been committing a series of atrocities
and crimes against humanity inside the country, and ASEAN has to tackle this
issue. However, it has not been able to produce a signiﬁcant result on the issue
of Myanmar as there are many restrictions, including the organization’s key principle of non-interference. By conducting a cooperative, comparative study of
the issue of Cambodia during the Third Indochina War, this paper will try to
analyze the best possible options for ASEAN concerning the issue of Myanmar.
The Cambodian conﬂict might be quite different from what is happening in
Myanmar today, but it would be compelling to better understand ASEAN’s role
in that conﬂict as it is one of the most difﬁcult issues the organization has had
to face since it was established 1967. It can also provide greater insight into
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how ASEAN approaches regional issues. When discussing the Cambodian conﬂict, most people focus on the role of the United Nations (UN). Although the
UN played an important role in the conﬂict, ASEAN and the South-East Asia
countries were also key players.
This study will try to ﬂesh out ASEAN’s role during the conﬂict in Cambodia
and investigate the progress made thanks to ASEAN-initiated mechanisms relating to the crisis in Myanmar. Another objective of this paper is to ﬁnd the
best possible option for ASEAN by drawing on lessons learned from the Cambodian conﬂict.
To fulﬁll the objectives above, this study will seek to answer how ASEAN became involved in the Cambodian conﬂict and what its role was, what ASEAN’s
current progress is with regard to the issue of Myanmar, which lessons should
be learned from the Cambodian conﬂict, and how ASEAN should reconsider
its role regarding the situation in Myanmar today.
The study will focus mainly on qualitative methods by using historical documents and academic papers to examine the role of ASEAN in the Cambodian
conﬂict, as well as news articles and documents that examine the progress
ASEAN has made with respect to the Myanmar issue. In addition to these historical documents, research papers, and news articles about the events, this
study will also show how other studies have perceived ASEAN’s role. Having
a more precise understanding of ASEAN could give a more speciﬁc analysis of
its role in the Cambodian conﬂict and during and after the military coup in
Myanmar in 2021.
This paper is divided into ﬁve parts. The ﬁrst part will describe how ASEAN
developed into a regional organization in South-East Asia. In the second part,
the regional order and world order will be discussed as they relate to ASEAN.
The third part will examine the conﬂict in Cambodia, how ASEAN reacted to
the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, and the organization’s effectiveness during the Cambodian conﬂict. The fourth part will analyze the current progress
of ASEAN-led mechanisms with regard to the Myanmar issue and responses
by individual ASEAN member countries (e.g., Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia,
and Malaysia). The last part will evaluate the role that ASEAN (has) played
during the Cambodian and Myanmar conﬂicts, compare it with the ASEANled mechanisms pertaining to these issues, and examine which lessons ASEAN
should learn from the Cambodian conﬂict and apply to the current situation in
Myanmar.
The emergence of ASEAN as a regional organization
in South-East Asia

ASEAN’s development and emergence as a regional organization in the SouthEast Asian region will also need to be explored. Although ASEAN is currently
the most prominent regional organization, it is not the only one to emerge in
the region. Before discussing the role of ASEAN in particular conﬂicts, it is important to look back at the organizations that preceded it.
It could be said that regional organizations emerged in the South-East Asia region after the Second World War. In 1954, Thailand and the Philippines signed
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the South-East Asia Collective Defense Treaty, which would later be known as
the Manila Pact. Following the ratiﬁcation of the treaty, the South-East Asia
Treaty Organization (SEATO) was created. The SEATO was focused more on
collective defense and security than on being a regional organization (Murfett
2012), and some countries in the region, including Malaysia and Singapore,
were not part of the SEATO at the time.
The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) had a major inﬂuence on the South-East
Asia region (Acharya 2021). The Colombo meeting in April 1954 in Sri Lanka
and the Bandung Conference in April 1955 in Indonesia paved the way for the
NAM.
In 1959, Malaysian Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman proposed the establishment of the South-East Asia Friendship and Economic Treaty (SEAFT), although that process would ultimately be unsuccessful (Weatherbee 2019).
Following the failure of establishing the SEAFT, the Association of South-East
Asia (ASA) was founded in June 1961 in Bangkok by Thailand, Malaysia, and
the Philippines. However, the ASA did not deliver any signiﬁcant results. In
July 1963, the Manila Accord was signed by Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia with the intention to establish MAPHILINDO.
On 8 August 1967, the Bangkok Declaration (ASEAN 1967) was adopted by
Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore and resulted in
the creation of ASEAN. Unlike its predecessors, ASEAN could make signiﬁcant
progress as a regional organization thanks to the creation of the Zone of Peace,
Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFA), the signing of the Treaty of Amenity and
Cooperation (TAC), and the Bali Concords.
Despite many challenges and criticisms, ASEAN has undeniably maintained its
status as a regional organization for over ﬁve decades and become one of the
most successful regional organizations in the world. With more than 50 years
of experience as a regional organization, the role of ASEAN will need to be reviewed through the prism of previous studies on ASEAN before analyzing its
role in the Cambodian conﬂict during the Third Indochina War and the military
coup in Myanmar in 2021.
Regional order and the limitations of ASEAN

Before considering the role of ASEAN on two issues that are critical to the
South-East Asia region (i.e., the Cambodian conﬂict during the Third Indochina War and the military coup in Myanmar in 2021), ASEAN’s role in the
region and the changing world order also needs to be examined.
ASEAN is facing a different kind of world order than the one in place at the
time it was formed in 1967 (Natalegawa 2018). Because of the changing world
order and dynamics of power, the organization has had to redeﬁne its role in
the region. When ASEAN was established in 1967, it was the era of the Cold
War, and there was a rivalry between the communist world led by the Soviet
Union and the liberal world led by the United States. Today, there is a different
world order, with the rivalry between the People’s Republic of China and the
United States taking center stage. These changes in the world order and power
dynamics are central to a consideration of the regional issues.
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The norms that deﬁned the role of ASEAN in the region came from a mix of
sources that included the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), and it could
be said that the establishment of ASEAN was the product of a desire by its ﬁve
original members to create a mechanism to prevent war and manage conﬂict
(Acharya 2021). The need for such a mechanism of war prevention and conﬂict
management was highlighted by the fact that ASEAN’s predecessors had struggled to mitigate intra-regional mistrust and hostility (Acharya 2009).
When considering the issues in the region, the diversity of the region is a very
important factor for ASEAN. As one of the most diverse regions in the world,
it is no wonder that many factors need to be considered for ASEAN when resolving or becoming involved in regional issues, and these considerations are
also important with respect to the limitations on ASEAN’s ability to tackle regional issues (Mahbubani and Sng 2019).
One consideration with regard to the role of ASEAN in the region is that no
single country in South-East Asia can be considered the great power of the
world. While none of the members of ASEAN are among the great powers of
the world, the organization needs to pay attention to the regional order when
tackling regional issues (Acharya 2021).
ASEAN has limitations with regard to regional issues. This also exposes ASEAN
to criticism for its role in regional issues, especially when they relate to politics.
Because of the region’s diversity, ASEAN has to consider different approaches
when preparing to address regional issues.
ASEAN’s role in the Cambodian conflict

In December 1978, when Cambodia was under the control of the Pol Pot regime
and the Khmer Rouge, Vietnam invaded the country, creating one of the biggest
challenges for ASEAN since its founding in 1967. Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia
was also part of the Third Indochina War and could be viewed as an issue liable
to threaten regional stability. After the invasion, Vietnam installed a new government led by Heng Samrin. Former Khmer Rouge members, like Hun Sen, were
also included in the government (Gottesman 2003). The country was renamed the
People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), and there were a series of ongoing conﬂicts with the Khmer Rouge. For ASEAN, it was a serious threat to regional stability, and the organization had to offer a strong voice to condemn the conﬂict.
In January 1979, a special meeting of ASEAN foreign ministers was held in
Bangkok. In a statement, they mentioned that ASEAN saw this conﬂict as an
issue for regional stability and that they had decided to raise their voices against
the ongoing Cambodian conﬂict (ASEAN 1979). In addition, ASEAN urged
the United Nations Security Council to act on the Cambodian conﬂict. In
March 1979, ASEAN presented a draft resolution to the UN Security Council.
In November 1979, the resolution would be adopted. At the 35th session of the
UN General Assembly in October 1980, ASEAN sponsored UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/35/6 calling for international action to resolve the
conﬂict in Cambodia.
In March 1980, the meeting between the ASEAN member states’ foreign ministers and their counterparts from the European Community countries was held
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in Kuala Lumpur, and the issue of Cambodia was also mentioned in the statement of that Second ASEAN–EEC Ministerial Meeting (ASEAN 1980).
In February 1985, there was a special ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting in
Bangkok. The participants in that meeting issued a strong statement on the
Kampuchea (Cambodia) issue. Subsequently, in March 1986, an eight-point
peace proposal for resolving the Kampuchean (Cambodian) conﬂict was announced (Caballero-Anthony 2005: 83–112).
In July 1988, an informal meeting known as the Jakarta Informal Meeting (JIM
I) was held in the Indonesian capital (Pou, et al. 2021). The Cambodian factions
involved in the conﬂict also attended the JIM I meetings to discuss the crisis.
The following points were agreed to at that meeting:
• Vietnamese forces would be withdrawn.
• External aid to the Khmer forces would be suspended.
• There would be international supervision to monitor the withdrawal of forces.
• After the external forces withdraw, there would be free elections and an
interim government.
• There should be a sovereign, independent, and neutral Cambodia.
JIM II was established in February 1989, which led to the Paris Conference on
Cambodia (PICC) from July to August 1989, where Indonesia joined France
as co-chair. At that PICC, all the Cambodian factions, the six ASEAN countries,
and the ﬁve permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (P5)
were in attendance, along with Vietnam, Laos, Australia, Canada, and India,
among others.
The turning point in the Cambodian conﬂict came in 1991, when the P5 decided to take over the leadership role that ASEAN had had with regard to the
Cambodian conﬂict (Caballero-Anthony 2005: 83–112). In October 1991, the
Agreement on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodian Conﬂict
was signed with the Cambodian factions and the international participants. This
settlement paved the way for the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC). In November 1991, a UN Advanced Mission to Cambodia
(UNAMIC) was sent to Cambodia (Sullivan 2016). The UNTAC was given full
authority to govern Cambodia from March 1992 to September 1993. These
events were followed by a general election in May 1993.
From the perspective of the ASEAN member countries, it was obvious that the
ASEAN member countries had considered the Cambodian conﬂict a regional
issue. ASEAN-initiated actions included resolutions at the UN General Assembly. Until the leadership role was handed over to the UN, ASEAN member
countries played both individual and joint roles in seeking to resolve the Cambodian conﬂict.
Eleven years after it was established, ASEAN tackled the Cambodian conﬂict
as a regional issue. Given the context of the Cold War, ASEAN was paying special attention to the issue as it could have spilled over into the South-East Asia
region, especially the ASEAN member countries. The Khmer Rouge and
refugees from Cambodia were also major problems for South-East Asia. The
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Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia escalated the existing instability in Cambodia
and brought a more intense threat to the South-East Asia region.
Although the United States and China were also on the side of ASEAN in standing against the Vietnamese invasion, ASEAN as an organization could not make
signiﬁcant progress beyond issuing statements and supporting the resolutions
at the United Nations. It was obvious that ASEAN had to work together with
other international organizations like the UN. Although ASEAN could not
make a signiﬁcant impact as an organization, the individual actions of the members of ASEAN countries such as Indonesia played a crucial role in the Cambodian conﬂict. The JIMs are one example of that.
Although ASEAN is an important organization in the region, the Cambodian
conﬂict reﬂected the limitations of ASEAN and its reluctance to become deeply
involved in regional affairs. The impact of those limitations during the military
coup in Myanmar in 2021 also need to be considered.
ASEAN’s role in the Myanmar conflict

Both ASEAN’s and the individual member countries’ responses to the current
crisis in Myanmar should be discussed. When the military coup happened on
1 February 2021, the member states had a variety of responses. Some countries
mentioned their concern about the issue, while others regarded it as an internal
conﬂict. Most of the countries were too cautious to comment on the coup at
all. Malaysia was one of the ﬁrst countries to raise their voice in protest, with
the Malaysian Foreign Ministry making an announcement on 1 February (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Malaysia 2021). On 2 February, the ASEAN Chairman
also issued a statement on the situation in Myanmar (ASEAN 2021d).
A few days after ASEAN’s statement, Indonesia and Malaysia pushed the organization on the Myanmar issue. On 5 February, the leaders of the two countries discussed the situation in Myanmar. After the meeting, they asked Brunei,
which chaired the organization at the time, to initiate a special meeting on
Myanmar. In his meeting with the Indonesian President, the Malaysian Prime
Minister mentioned the coup was “one step backward in the process of democracy in that country” (Reuters 2021).
Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi visited Brunei on February 17 and
Singapore on February 18 to discuss the crisis in Myanmar. In the meeting in
Brunei, she mentioned that “Many countries, including Indonesia, have raised
concerns. Raising concerns is one thing, but the question is: What can Indonesia
and ASEAN do to help Myanmar get out of this delicate situation?” (Strangio
2021) Indonesia also spoke to the military side and the Committee Representing
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), which had been formed by the elected parliamentary representatives of Myanmar.
On 2 March, an Informal ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (IAMM) was held and
a statement issued by ASEAN (ASEAN 2021c). On 24 April, there was a special
meeting by the ASEAN member countries, where the following “Five-Point
Consensus” was drawn up (ASEAN 2021b). This consensus became the main
pathway for the international community on the issue of Myanmar:
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1 There shall be an immediate cessation of violence in Myanmar, and all
parties shall exercise utmost restraint.
2 Constructive dialogue among all parties concerned shall commence by
seeking a peaceful resolution in the interests of the people.
3 A special envoy of the ASEAN Chair shall facilitate mediation of the
dialogue process, with support from the ASEAN Secretary-General.
4 ASEAN shall provide humanitarian assistance through the AHA Center.
5 The special envoy and delegation shall visit Myanmar to meet with all the
parties concerned.
After the meeting, Indonesian President Joko Widodo issued made a press statement about the situation and the decision of the ASEAN consensus on Myanmar
(Embassy of the Republic of Indonesia in Hanoi 2021). It was also mentioned
that the Indonesian President had spoken on the phone to Brunei so that this
special meeting could happen, and it also stated that Indonesia was among the
leading ASEAN countries having a strong voice on the Myanmar issue.
Progress on the Five-Point Consensus was relatively slow. Four months later,
in August 2021, Brunei’s second minister for foreign affairs, Erywan Yusof, was
appointed ASEAN Special Envoy to Myanmar. But in this capacity he did not
make signiﬁcant progress as the Myanmar military did not cooperate with
ASEAN’s efforts. Myanmar’s military rejected the ASEAN Special Envoy’s request to meet with Aung San Suu Kyi (Al Jazeera 2021).
The Myanmar military’s lack of cooperation created barriers to progress by
ASEAN. After the Emergency ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in October
2021, only the non-political representative was allowed the attend the ASEAN
summit.
Although it was stated that non-political representatives could attend the
ASEAN summit, even the non-political representative did not attend the meeting, and the ASEAN summit had to go on without the representative from
Myanmar. In the Chairman’s statement of the 38th and 39th ASEAN summit,
Myanmar was mentioned as one of the regional issues (ASEAN 2021a). Although ASEAN always stated its concern about the Myanmar issue, there has
been little progress on ASEAN action in this respect.
Regarding ASEAN’s progress on the Myanmar issue before the ASEAN summit, only two actions were apparent: It had appointed a special envoy, and no
political representatives from Myanmar (neither the Myanmar military nor the
opposition sides) were allowed to attend the ASEAN summit.
More than 50 years after ASEAN was established, the issue of Myanmar has
become the benchmark for considering ASEAN’s ability to handle regional issues. And yet, ASEAN still fails to deliver signiﬁcant results with regard to the
issue of Myanmar beyond prohibiting the Myanmar military from attending the
ASEAN summit. Although ASEAN drafted a Five-Point Consensus on the
Myanmar issue, the plan did not produce any breakthroughs and has failed to
stop Myanmar’s military from committing further atrocities.
The issue of Myanmar also reﬂects ASEAN’s limitations when it comes to regional conﬂicts. Even though the organization had made statements relating to
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the Myanmar issue, it was unable to take a strong stand. When Hun Sen, the
Prime Minister of Cambodia, which had held the chairmanship of ASEAN
since January, visited Myanmar, he faced criticism that his visit would legitimize
the military (ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights 2022), which was
committing atrocities, although he rejected the accusation (Bala 2022).
While the issue of Myanmar has been the benchmark for considering ASEAN’s
ability to resolve regional issues, ASEAN has not made any clear progress. The
lack of signiﬁcant progress affects the image of ASEAN, which is why the organization should ﬁnd alternative options for the Myanmar issue.
Evaluation

The Cambodian conﬂict, which happened during the Third Indochina War, is
one of the most critical regional issues ASEAN has had to handle. It was an especially alarming situation for the ASEAN member countries, which were very
wary of the threat of communism during the Cold War. In the context of the
military coup in Myanmar in 2021, the Cambodian conﬂict has been discussed
here to assess the role of ASEAN at the time and help identify the best possible
outcome for the current crisis.
There are differences between the two conﬂicts. First, there is the global world
order. The Cambodian conﬂict happened during the Third Indochina War,
when the world was vigilant about possible communist inﬂuence, and ASEAN
was viewed as an anti-communist organization. Moreover, during the Cold War,
one conﬂict in the region could have an impact on the other countries in the
region, which is why the ASEAN member countries were particularly concerned about the conﬂict.
Second, there was the China factor. During the Cambodian conﬂict, there was
tension between China and Vietnam, which led ASEAN and China to take a
stand against Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia. By contrast, there are Chinese
economic and strategic interests in Myanmar, which makes it difﬁcult for China
to take a ﬁrm stand on the conﬂict today. This might also affect how ASEAN
acts on the issue of Myanmar.
Third, there are economic ties. During the Cambodian conﬂict, there were no
real economic ties between Cambodia, Vietnam, and the ﬁve ASEAN countries.
When it comes to the conﬂict in Myanmar, the ASEAN countries’ foreign direct
investment in Myanmar is visible (DICA 2021). These kinds of economic ties
might also be a factor in the ASEAN countries’ reluctance to take stronger decisions and actions.
Despite the differences, there are also similarities. Both conﬂicts could affect
the neighboring countries, especially the ASEAN countries, especially in the
form of migration and refugees. Another similarity is civilian causalities. Millions of people died during the Cambodian conﬂict, and there have already
been thousands of deaths in Myanmar since the coup (AAPP 2021). Such numbers of causalities could affect the image of the region. The ﬁnal similarity is
that a poor handling of regional issues could also affect ASEAN’s credibility.
There were also the obvious outcomes of the two conﬂicts. The ﬁrst outcome
was the Indonesia-initiated conﬂict-resolution mechanism. Although Indonesia

MYANMAR AFTER THE COUP

180

was actively involved in the resolution of both conﬂicts, it played a greater role
in the Cambodian conﬂict (e.g., the JIM meetings). The second outcome was
the ASEAN-led resolutions at the UN. During the Cambodian conﬂict, ASEAN
sponsored and initiated UN resolutions to improve the situation, and this
ASEAN involvement may have affected the participation of the UN’s P5 countries in the Cambodian conﬂict. ASEAN has not been actively involved at the
UN in the same way during the conﬂict in Myanmar.
The two conﬂicts were regional issues and could not be ignored. As a regional
organization, ASEAN (has) had to take care of both issues. The issue of Myanmar is still ongoing, and ASEAN should learn lessons about the Cambodian
conﬂict. ASEAN has been unable to make signiﬁcant progress on Myanmar
and should therefore be considering alternative options. One of those options
might be ASEAN initiating or sponsoring a resolution at the UN or cooperating
with UNSC member countries to achieve some measure of progress.
It took years to make signiﬁcant progress on the Cambodian conﬂict. ASEAN
issued statements on the issue, but it took a long time for any real progress to
be made. When the UN decided to take over the leadership role of ASEAN, it
made signiﬁcant progress. This is a great example showing why ASEAN should
decide on an alternative option with regard to the current issue in Myanmar
instead of solely focusing on the Five-Point Consensus and making statements.
Conclusion

South-East Asia is one of the most diverse regions in the world in many respects,
including in terms of ethnicity and religion. As a result, the issues and problems
in the region can be challenging to resolve, which means that ASEAN’s ability
to handle regional issues is often limited. Moreover, none of the ASEAN members are major global powers. Therefore, it is difﬁcult for the organization to
take full responsibility for regional issues, which further limits ASEAN and
compels it to heed the world order, regional order, and power dynamics when
considering how to tackle regional issues.
Another possible reason for these limitations is that ASEAN’s predecessors
were not successful, and these previous failures might make the founding countries of the ASEAN reconsider having such limitations placed on the organization. In addition, South-East Asia’s history with conﬂicts like Konfrontasi may
have informed ASEAN’s non-interference policy and the ASEAN Way. Despite
these limitations, ASEAN has been a regional organization in South-East Asia
for over ﬁve decades and may be reluctant to move beyond the approach it has
had to for such a long time.
Over the past 50 years, ASEAN has developed into a rules-based organization
following the development of the ASEAN Charter and the ASEAN Human
Rights Declaration. Although ASEAN has seen major developments and become more organized compared with the organization that faced the Cambodian conﬂict 40 years ago, the issue of Myanmar has posed a serious challenge,
and the Five-Point Consensus has proved to be unsuccessful at preventing the
atrocities committed by the Myanmar military.
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Understandably, ASEAN has limitations when it comes to resolving regional
issues, and these limitations are linked to the organization’s norms and principles, which serve to prevent conﬂict and war among the member states. However, ASEAN’s failure to make any real progress on the Myanmar issue could
affect its image as a regional organization.
The Cambodian conﬂict showed that ASEAN cannot achieve signiﬁcant results
on critical regional issues on its own. Regarding the issue of Myanmar, the international community has mostly focused exclusively on the Five-Point Consensus, but the association is limited in what it can achieve and cannot take full
responsibility for regional issues. Alternative options should be considered for
ASEAN to resolve the issue of Myanmar.
The following alternative options should be considered to avoid taking on so
many responsibilities regarding the Myanmar issue. The ﬁrst option might be
for ASEAN to cooperate more with the United Nations, the European Union,
and other international organizations. Unlike during the Cambodian conﬂict,
there has been no signiﬁcant involvement of ASEAN or the UN to resolve the
Myanmar issue. Therefore, they should consider more concrete cooperation
rather than focusing on the Five-Point Consensus alone.
Another possible option would be for individual member countries like Indonesia and Malaysia to take more diplomatic actions as individual countries.
Indonesia has been heavily involved in both issues. The JIM, which happened
during the Cambodian conﬂict, is a good example of an approach that could
achieve results by moving beyond the Five-Point Consensus.
Finally, another possible alternative should be that ASEAN engage in discussions with the permanent member countries of the United Nations Security
Council to look for alternative options on the issue of Myanmar. In the Cambodian case, handing over the leading role to the UNSC and the UN made a
signiﬁcant difference and delivered major results.
As discussed above, ASEAN continues to be limited in its ability to handle regional issues. These limitations are clear in the Cambodian conﬂict, and the
current issue of the military coup in Myanmar shows those limitations are still
in place for ASEAN. It is understandable that it is difﬁcult for ASEAN to overcome those limitations. This is why ASEAN should consider its central role in
the issue of Myanmar before the crisis damages the image of ASEAN as a regional organization.
As this study only focused on ASEAN’s role in the Cambodian conﬂict during
the Third Indochina War, the roles of UNTAC and the UN during that time
were not discussed or analyzed in this study. The role of UNTAC and whether
it succeeded in post-conﬂict Cambodia should also be examined in future research. The impact of the UN resolutions sponsored and supported by ASEAN
should also be investigated. Identifying the role of international communities
in conﬂicts in South-East Asia could provide more options and alternatives for
the current issue of Myanmar.
Although there were differences between the Cambodian conﬂict and the issue
of Myanmar, they both affect the image of ASEAN as they are both regional is-
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sues. Hence, ASEAN should consider alternative possible options to avoid taking on so many responsibilities and affecting the image of the organization.
Moving beyond the Five-Point Consensus and working together with the UN
could be more effective for ASEAN when engaging with the Myanmar issue.
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